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New Moabites 
The Old Testament, Mixed Unions and Christian 
Interpretations after the Reformation

by Vincenzo Lavenia

ABSTRACT

This essay will examine some texts and biblical commentaries from the sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries that dealt with repudiation based on specific pas-
sages from the Old Testament that acquired significant meaning in the early mod-
ern period. In particular, the analysis will focus on some passages from the his-
torical and prophetic books (Ezra 9-10; Neh. 13; Mal. 2:10-16) to understand how 
the Reformed communities and Catholics (for whom marriage remained indissolu-
ble) legitimized their respective doctrinal positions and interpreted mixed marriages 
at a time when the division of Europe, growing mobility and the global expan-
sion of Catholicism multiplied marital relationships that transcended original eth-
nic or religious affiliations.

Keywords: mixed marriages – repudiation – Old Testament – Reformation – 
Tridentine Church

1.	 Introduction
«A bastard shall not enter into the congregation of the Lord  … An Ammonite or 
Moabite shall not enter into the congregation of the Lord for ever; even to their tenth 
generation shall they not enter into the congregation of the Lord for ever; because 
they met you not with bread and with water in the way, when ye came forth out of 
Egypt … Thou shalt not abhor the Egyptian, because thou wast a stranger in his land. 
The children that are begotten of them shall enter into the congregation of the Lord 
in their third generation».

Certain passages in Deuteronomy (23:1-9) lay out the rules and prohibi-
tions that Israel was to follow in order to establish kinship relations with 
foreign communities and to recognize the right of any offspring from such 
unions to belong to God’s people. The divine law affirmed the Israelites’ 
special bond with the Egyptians but forbade intermingling with other neigh-
boring nations. The children and descendants of unions with Ammonites 
or Moabites were never to be included among God’s people, because of 
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their past hostility, but also because of their impurity. Indeed, as we read 
in Genesis 19:31-37, the Ammonites and Moabites descended from the 
unwitting incestuous unions of Lot – a nephew of Abraham – with his two 
daughters, following the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, the death of 
his wife (turned into a pillar of salt), and the family’s brief stay in Zoar. 

The above passages from Deuteronomy on the issue of children born from 
mixed unions precede the beginning of chapter 24, where we read that 
God recognized the right of men in Israel to repudiate their wives: «When 
a man hath taken a wife, and married her, and it come to pass that she 
find no favour in his eyes, because he hath found some uncleanness in 
her, then let him write her a bill of divorcement … and send her out of 
his house». The Christian tradition on marriage would encounter an inter-
pretative stumbling block in this part of Mosaic law, despite the seemingly 
clear words of Jesus (Matt. 19:3-10). When questioned by the Pharisees 
about whether it was permissible to repudiate one’s wife for any reason, 
Jesus replied that husband and wife were one flesh; that man could not 
separate what God had joined together; that after repudiation, second mar-
riages would involve the sin of adultery; and that the rules in the Pentateuch 
attributed to Moses did not legitimize divorce at all, but were permitted 
because of the Jews’ hardness of heart. A major stumbling block was the 
numerous passages attesting to the practice of polygamy, or rather polyg-
yny, among the Jews. This was acknowledged once again in the words 
of Deuteronomy (21:15-17), which recorded the rules on primogeniture: «If 
a man have two wives, one beloved, and another hated, and they have 
born him children, both the beloved and the hated; and if the firstborn 
son be hers that was hated …, he may not make the son of the beloved 
firstborn before the son of the hated, which is indeed the firstborn». After 
all, while Scripture spoke of only one woman for Isaac, it mentioned sev-
eral companions for Gideon, David, Solomon and other patriarchs. As for 
mixed unions with peoples outside the lineage of Israel, the Old Testament 
recounted that Moses was married to a Midianite (Exod. 2:16-22) and a 
Cushite (Num. 12:1); that Samson was a persistent xenophile even before 
his fatal relationship with the Philistine Dalilah (Judg. 13-16); and, not 
least, that Ruth – David’s progenitor – was a Moabite (Ruth 4:18-22)1. It 

1	 I refer to K. Stone, Marriage and Sexual Relations in the World of the Hebrew Bible, 
in A. Thatcher (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of Theology, Sexuality, and Gender, Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 2014, pp. 173-188, here pp. 183-184. See also M.G. Brett, 
Genesis. Procreation and the Politics of Identity, New York, Routledge, 2000. 
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was also difficult for Christians to interpret Abraham’s repudiation of Hagar, 
given that Ishmael was his firstborn son. As we read in Genesis (21:8-14), 
following the unexpected birth of Isaac, his wife Sarah harshly asked the 
elderly patriarch to repudiate the Egyptian woman, who had mocked her 
late motherhood. «Cast out this bondwoman and her son», she allegedly 
told Abraham, «for the son of this bondwoman shall not be heir with my 
son». Reluctantly, Abraham yielded to Sarah’s demand, but God reassured 
him about the fate of his firstborn son: Ishmael would become the father 
of a lineage also blessed by God. Estranged from Abraham’s household, 
Hagar wandered in the wilderness of Beer-Sheba. When she ran out of 
water and feared for her son’s life, God sent an angel who revealed a well, 
allowing her to quench her thirst and save the baby Ishmael. As Scripture 
states, «God was with the lad; and he grew, and dwelt in the wilderness, 
and became an archer. And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran; and his 
mother took him a wife out of the land of Egypt». St Paul (Rom. 9:6-9; 
Gal. 4:21-31) would interpret the story of Sarah and Hagar as a foreshad-
owing of the relationship between the Church and the Synagogue: Sarah, 
the free woman, symbolizes obedience; Hagar, the slave, is the mother of 
a lineage that lost its status of primogeniture and divine election – like the 
Jews after the advent and death of Christ. Later tradition would interpret 
the expansion of the Arabs and Islam as the success of a desert people 
descended from Hagar and Ishmael. Nevertheless, for Christian theology, 
Abraham’s polygyny and Hagar’s repudiation remained rather enigmatic. 
The most compelling response to interpretative doubts about these Genesis 
passages was offered by Augustine in De civitate Dei (XVI, 25), where the 
Bishop of Hippo describes the birth of the Egyptian maidservant – a con-
cubine – as a form of «surrogate motherhood», a role also accepted by 
Sarah before she became the mother of Abraham’s legitimate heir:

«Abraham is in no way to be branded as guilty concerning this concubine, for he used 
her for the begetting of progeny, not for the gratification of lust; and not to insult, 
but rather to obey his wife  … Here there is no wanton lust, no filthy lewdness. The 
handmaid is delivered to the husband by the wife for the sake of progeny, and is 
received by the husband for the sake of progeny, each seeking, not guilty excess, but 
natural fruit. And when the pregnant bond woman despised her barren mistress, and 
Sarah, with womanly jealousy, rather laid the blame of this on her husband, even then 
Abraham showed that he was not a slavish lover, but a free begetter of children, and 
that in using Hagar he had guarded the chastity of Sarah his wife, and had gratified 
her will and not his own – had received her without seeking, had gone in to her 
without being attached, had impregnated without loving her – for he says, Behold your 
maid is in your hands: do to her as it pleases you; a man able to use women as a 
man should – his wife temperately, his handmaid compliantly, neither intemperately!» 
[transl. by Marcus Dod].
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This was the prevailing interpretation in the Christian tradition. However, 
even in the sixteenth century, theologians debated whether mocking the 
elderly Sarah for becoming a mother constituted such a grave fault on 
Hagar’s part as to justify the loss of Ishmael’s firstborn status – a fact that 
at least partly contradicted the later Mosaic rules2. In any case, the exege-
sis of passages devoted to repudiation (or divorce) and the rules on mixed 
marital relations underwent some changes after the Reformation. With the 
decrees of the Council of Trent, the Roman Church reaffirmed the indissol-
ubility of marriage, while the Protestant communities introduced the pos-
sibility of divorce, also legitimizing it with Old Testament passages. This 
was a novelty: since the third-fourth centuries – when Tertullian wrote 
De monogamia and the Council of Elvira forbade remarried women from 
considering themselves part of the Christian community – the prevailing 
position had been that defended by Augustine and then systematized by 
Aquinas in the thirteenth century: man should not separate what God had 
united, unless one of the spouses was a neophyte who wanted to dis-
tance themselves from their non-Christian partner. Of course, one could 
separate from an adulterous spouse, but not divorce or remarry, although 
in his Commentary on Matthew Origen had written that religious leaders 
could repudiate their wives, and Jerome had admitted the lawfulness of 
separating from a perverse husband3.

This essay makes no claim to reconstruct the debate on marriage, repudi-
ation and mixed unions after the Reformation, as the sources and bibliog-
raphy on the subject are endless4. Its scope is much more limited. Even 
in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries – the time period examined 

2	 See J.L. Thompson, Hagar Victim or Villain? Three Sixteenth-Century Views, in «The 
Catholic Biblical Quarterly», 59, 1997, pp. 213-233. The essay – a controversial response 
to feminist interpretations that have elevated the figure of Hagar since the late twentieth 
century – analyzes the reflections of Thomas De Vio the Cajetan, Calvin and Luther.

3	 Still helpful is P.E. Harrell, Divorce and Remarriage in the Early Church, Austin, R.B. 
Sweet Co., 1967. Cf. P.L. Reynolds, Marriage in the Western Church. The Christianization 
of Marriage during the Patristic and Early Medieval Periods, Leiden, Brill, 1994. 

4	 See, for example, R.H. Bainton, What Christianity Says About Sex and Marriage, New 
York, Association Press, 1957; H.J. Selderhuis, Marriage and Divorce in the Thought of 
Martin Bucer (English translation), Kirksville, Thomas Jefferson University Press, 1999; 
J. Witte Jr., From Sacrament to Contract. Marriage, Religion, and Law in the Western 
Tradition, Louisville, Westminster John Knox Press, 20122; E. Picardal Jr., Early Protestant 
Church, State, and Marriage Models, London, Lambert, 2022. On legal implications, see 
S. Lettmaier, Marriage Law and the Reformation, in «Law and History Review», 35, 2017, 
pp. 461-510.
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here – Christian views on family ties were still shaped by Jewish history 
and Old Testament passages, which theologians sought to reconcile with 
the words of Christ and the Apostles, as well as with the need to rede-
fine doctrine from perspectives that no longer coincided (for Rome, mar-
riage remained indissoluble, but could be declared null and void by the 
Rota). I will therefore examine some biblical texts and commentaries, both 
Catholic and Protestant, that address repudiation in relation to specific 
scriptural passages that acquired relevant significance in the early modern 
period. In particular, I will focus on certain passages from the historical 
and prophetic books (Ezra 9-10; Neh. 13; Mal. 2:10-16)5 to understand how 
Catholics and Reformed communities legitimized their respective doctrinal 
positions and interpreted mixed unions at a time when the division of 
Europe, increasing mobility and the global expansion of Catholicism were 
creating marital relationships that transcended original ethnic or religious 
affiliations. We know that, in the Middle Ages, papal constitutions, canon-
ists and theologians had developed a body of often contradictory norms 
that discouraged mixed unions or permitted the separation of spouses and 
even the annulment of marriages between members of the Latin Church 
and other believers. This did not include Jews, infidels or pagans6. The 
situation would become more complicated in early modern times.

2.	 Against mixed unions: condemnation and repudiation

The end of the Babylonian captivity and Cyrus of Persia’s decree that 
allowed the Jews to rebuild the Temple and return to their homeland, which 
was now inhabited by other peoples (sixth and fifth centuries BC), con-
stituted a moment of great historical and theological significance. Beyond 
the conflicts within Israel’s religious hierarchies, certain canonical books – 
later recognized as such by the various Christian denominations  – attest 

5	 For an insightful theological interpretation of the Malachi passages, see G. Hugenberger, 
Marriage as a Covenant. A Study of Biblical Law and Ethics Governing Marriage, 
Developed from the Perspective of Malachi, Leiden, Brill, 1994. For an analysis of the 
context in which the rules in the biblical texts were developed, see C. Frevel (ed.), 
Mixed Marriages and Group Identity in the Second Temple Period, London, T&T Clark, 
2011. 

6	 See J.A. Brundage, Law, Sex, and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 1987, pp. 195-196, 241, 267, 361, 380, 573. See also S. 
Ganster, Religionsverschiedenheit als Ehehindernis. Eine rechtshistorische und kirchen-
rechtliche Untersuchung, Paderborn, Schöningh, 2013. 
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that the Jews’ openness toward or exclusion of other communities upon 
their return from exile was a source of division. In some passages of the 
book that bears his name (chapters 9-10), it is recounted that the priest 
and scribe Ezra was approached by leaders of the communities liberated 
from captivity. They denounced the fact that some clans of priests and 
Levites had mingled with foreign peoples («the Canaanites, the Hittites, 
the Perizzites, the Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites, the Egyptians, 
and the Amorites») and, despite the «abominations» of those lineages, had 
taken their women as brides and fathered numerous children. That act of 
«trespass» – committed primarily by the religious and the magistrates – had 
profaned «the holy seed» with the local people. Upon hearing this protest, 
Ezra expressed his sorrow by tearing his clothes, hair and beard, and deliv-
ered a harsh speech that evening. The land of Israel, he said, had been 
defiled by the «filthiness of the peoples of the land»; to mix with them 
was a grave fault in the eyes of God, who had already forgiven Israel’s 
past disobedience. The aim of Ezra’s sermon was clear: «Now therefore 
give not your daughters unto their sons, neither take their daughters unto 
your sons, nor seek their peace or their wealth for ever: that ye may be 
strong, and eat the good of the land, and leave it for an inheritance to 
your children for ever». His indignation was great: «Should we  … join in 
affinity with the peoples of these abominations?». God would punish this 
new sin with even harsher punishments, unless the Israelites asked for 
forgiveness and immediately remedied the contamination. At that point, 
a man named Secanias declared his repentance and proposed removing 
women and children born of mixed unions. Meanwhile, Ezra required the 
religious leaders to swear an oath that they would sever their relationships 
and be reconciled with God. He also convened a meeting of returnees in 
Jerusalem, during which he reiterated his condemnation of mixed unions. 
Those who did not renounce them would not be worthy of belonging 
to the people of Israel. With a few exceptions, after asking for time to 
repudiate their mixed families, they all accepted the prescription and sent 
back the foreign women together with the children they had with them. 
According to another passage of Scripture, Governor Nehemiah held the 
same view as the priest. As we read in chapter 13 of the book that bears 
his name (for Jews it is part of the Book of Ezra), he found that some 
of the Jews «had married wives of Ashdod, of Ammon, and of Moab; and 
their children spake half in the speech of Ashdod, and could not speak 
in the Jew’s language». After making them swear that they would repudi-
ate women of impure lineage and forbid new unions between their sons 
and daughters and the surrounding peoples, Nehemiah evoked Solomon’s 
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impurity, accusing the xenophilic priests of violating the covenant with 
God, as that king had done.

Finally, according to another passage of Scripture (Mal. 2:10-16), the reac-
tion of the last of the prophets was more nuanced. While he too con-
demned the sin of intermarriage with unclean lineages – those who wor-
ship «a strange god» – he also issued a call to strengthen and preserve 
the exclusivity of relationships between Jews. «Have we not all one father? 
Hath not one God created us? Why do we deal treacherously every man 
against his brother, by profaning the covenant of our fathers?». In their 
youth, the men of Israel had vowed before the Lord to remain faithful to 
the woman they had chosen as their life partner, but they later betrayed 
and abandoned her. In addition to defiling themselves by consorting with 
idolizing peoples, for Malachi the Jews had also committed the sin of 
repudiating their lawful wives, thereby violating the principle of endoga-
mous monogamy:

«And did not he make one? Yet had he the residue of the spirit. And wherefore one? 
That he might seek a godly seed. Therefore take heed to your spirit, and let none deal 
treacherously against the wife of his youth. For the Lord, the God of Israel, saith that 
he hateth putting away: for one covereth violence with his garment, saith the Lord of 
hosts: therefore take heed to your spirit, that ye deal not treacherously».

After the Reformation, Catholic commentators would interpret Malachi’s 
rebukes as a foreshadowing of Christ’s prohibition of divorce in the Gospel 
of Matthew. Prior to that, however, Old Testament passages concerning the 
conjugal relations of the Jews on their return from the Babylonian cap-
tivity had played only a marginal role in preaching and theological tradi-
tion. Erasmus’ writings bear witness to this – even the Institutio Christiani 
matrimonii (1526), which the celebrated humanist devoted to Catherine of 
Aragon before her repudiation by Henry VIII. In a significant passage of 
this complex work, written in part to respond to critics who had accused 
him of «Lutheranism», Erasmus acknowledged that the theological knot sur-
rounding divorce was very difficult to untangle («argumentum de divortio 
tale est ut plane requirat Delium, quod aiunt, natatorem»). Erasmus pre-
ferred the New to the Old, but this alone does not explain why Malachi, 
Ezra and Nehemiah are not referenced in his treatise on marriage7. The 

7	 I quote from Erasmo da Rotterdam, Scritti sul matrimonio, introd. by L. Felici, 
Italian translation by O. Montepaone, Torino, Aragno, 2024, p. XLVIII. Cf. A.G. Weiler, 
Desiderius Erasmus of Rotterdam on Marriage and Divorce, in «Nederlands Archief voor 
Kerkgeschiedenis / Dutch Review of Church History», 84, 2004, pp. 149-197.

https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Malachi-2-16/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Malachi-2-16/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Malachi-2-16/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Malachi-2-16/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Malachi-2-16/
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year before Erasmus wrote the Institutio, Luther had married Katharina von 
Bora and was in the process of removing marriage from the list of sacra-
ments, viewing it instead as a purely civil contract8. In his commentary on 
Malachi, written before Erasmus’ treatise, the Reformer did not dwell on 
the question of mixed relationships – he merely noted that such unions 
had multiplied after the Babylonian captivity because the Jews needed 
to secure peace with their neighbors. Instead, he took his cue from the 
prophet’s words to denounce the ease with which wives were repudiated, 
to extol marriage and to urge husbands to treat their wives with respect: 
«uxor donum Dei est, ipsa ergo sit adiutorium viri et vir adhaereat ipsi 
toto animo»9. Later, when initiating the Reformation in Geneva, Calvin like-
wise accepted divorce in cases of adultery or abandonment of the mari-
tal home. He permitted the injured party to enter into a second marriage, 
but strongly condemned marriage with those who refused to recognize the 
principles of the true faith in Christ (pagans, infidels, Jews, heretics… and 
«papists»)10. Catholic controversialists accused the Protestants of permitting 
the repudiation of wives out of their inclination to lust, a source of her-
esy. This criticism intensified after 1540, when Philip of Hesse persistently 
urged the Reformers not to legitimize the repudiation of his first wife, 
Christina of Saxony, but rather to sanction his marriage to Margarethe von 
der Saale. This case provided Catholic polemicists ample grounds to stir up 
controversy and embarrass the theologians opposed to Rome. Martin Bucer 
and Philip Melanchthon endorsed the personal choices of the incontinent 
Landgrave11, but other theologians, such as Andreas Osiander, were much 

8	 For the effects of Lutheranism on marriage in German lands, see J.F. Harrington, 
Reordering Marriage and Society in Reformation Germany, Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press, 1995; S. Ozment, Ancestors. The Loving Family in Old Europe, Cambridge, 
Harvard University Press, 2001.

9	 M. Luther, Werke (Weimarer Ausgabe), vol. 13: Praelectiones in Prophetas Minores 
(1524-26), Weimar, Böhlau, 1889, In Malachiam, pp. 676-703, here pp. 686-691.

10	 See R.M. Kingdon, Adultery and Divorce in Calvin’s Geneva, Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 1995; J. Witte Jr. - R.M. Kingdon, Sex, Marriage, and Family in John 
Calvin’s Geneva, vol. 1: Courtship, Engagement, and Marriage, Grand Rapids, Eerdmans, 
2005, pp. 354-383 (containing an extensive selection of documents, including the pages 
that Calvin devoted to Malachi, on which see below). 

11	 Paradoxically, Bucer used passages from Malachi to warn secular authorities against 
easily granting husbands’ requests for repudiation of their wives: M. Bucerus, De Regno 
Christi Iesu Salvatoris nostri libri II  … De coniugio et divortio, Basilae, per Ioannem 
Oporinum, 1557, p. 134.
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more cautious12. Beyond the case of Philip of Hesse’s «bigamy», theologi-
cal writings on marriage multiplied from the 1530s onward, mainly due to 
Henry VIII’s divorce from his first consort13. Later, when religious conflicts 
erupted across Europe, the words of Ezra, Nehemiah and Malachi began 
to take on a more topical relevance.

3.	 Wives and concubines: the theologians of the Reformation

One of the first people to comment on the Malachi passages was Johannes 
Oecolampadius (1527), who interpreted Abraham’s decision to cast out 
Hagar in the traditional way, pointing out that, according to Jewish law, 
a woman who was expelled had the right to receive a bill of repudiation. 
Just as the patriarch had received special permission from God to sleep 
with his slave in order to ensure he had offspring of his own blood, so 
too was the divine precept not to intermingle with other peoples unique 
to the lineage of Israel: «non igitur sicut gentibus licet eis quaslibet uxores 
ducere». The reason for this was the divine election of the Jews, but also 
the danger that unions with other peoples could lead them to deny mon-
otheism, driving them «ad cultum idolorum». According to Oecolampadius, 
the violation of the covenant that bound God with Israel had caused the 
Jews who returned from the Babylonian captivity to resemble the impi-
ous Zimri, son of Salu, more than Phineas, son of Eleazar and grandson 
of Aaron. According to Numbers 25:6-15, Phineas killed Zimri for daring 
to transgress Mosaic laws by bringing a woman, Cozbi, the daughter of 
Sur from the impure lineage of Midian, into the camp of Israel (the young 
woman was pierced to death along with her companion). At that point 
God had appeased His terrible wrath and addressed Moses, praising the 

12	 W.W. Rockwell, Die Doppelehe des Landgrafen Philipp von Hessen, Marburg, Elwert, 
1904 (reprint: Münster, LIT, 1985). See also M. Sikora, As Long as it’s Marriage. The 
Hessian Bigamy Case of 1540 within the Competing Interests of Dynasty, Desire and New 
Moral Demands, in «Dimensioni e Problemi della Ricerca Storica», 2, 2012, pp. 33-60. 

13	 See A.R. Winnett, Divorce and Remarriage in Anglicanism, London, MacMillan, 
1958; E.J. Carlson, Marriage and the English Reformation, Oxford, Blackwell, 1994; and 
the impressive textbook collection T.L. Thompson (ed.), Marriage and its Dissolution 
in Early Modern England, 4 vols., London, Routledge, 2005. There is no room here to 
discuss the works of Thomas Abell, William Tyndale, Thomas Cranmer and Anthony 
Gilby, nor those written in the seventeenth century by Edmund Bunny, John Rainolds 
or John Milton – not to mention, for Scotland, John Knox.
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double murder and renewing His covenant with the people of Israel14. The 
episode of Phineas was rarely evoked in commentaries following that of 
Oecolampadius; moreover, until the 1530s, texts made no reference to the 
contemporary relevance of the issue of mixed unions. It is enough to read 
the pages of Johannes Brenz or Heinrich Bullinger’s book on marriage, 
which circulated widely in England15. Things began to change in Geneva, 
where Calvin – through his works and in response to a series of doubts 
formulated by, among others, Lelio Sozzini – suggested discouraging mixed 
marriages, though without easily annulling those already contracted. This 
was the position adopted by the Consistory, as evidenced by the legal con-
troversies brought before that magistracy, which was also responsible for 
matrimonial discipline16. As for Calvin, in his rather late commentary on 
the Book of Malachi, he defended Abraham’s honor and interpreted the 
condemnation of mixed marriages as an invitation not to yield to «aucune 
pollution des Gentiles». «Et c’est la raison pour la quelle Dieu avoit defen-
due en la Loy qu’ils ne prinssent aucunes femmes etrangers, si non qu’elles 
fussent bien purgees, comme il est dit au Deut. 21». As a «race», the Jews 
had repeatedly transgressed the commandment against mixing with idola-
trous lineages – an offence that justified the anger of Malachi, who con-
temptuously described the women chosen by the sinful males of Israel as 
daughters of foreign gods. Indeed, in the Old Testament, the prohibition of 
mixed marriages was intended as a bulwark – «comme une barriere» – to 
prevent a people prone to deviation from falling back into sin. However, 
for Calvin, the main sin committed by the Jews was not the act of mixing 
with neighboring peoples, but rather the establishment of ties with «plu-
sieurs femmes», thereby violating the sacredness of marriage, which had God 
as its guarantor («stipulateur»). The sin was all the more serious because 
a man who rejected a woman he had married as a «ieune pucelle», after 
he had grown tired of her, demonstrated a complete lack of respect for 

14	 I. Oecolampadius, In postremos tres prophetas, nempe Hagaeum, Zachariam, & 
Malachiam, Basileae, apud Andream Cratandum, 1527, fols. 77v-79r. 

15	 See I. Brentius, In librum Iudicum et Ruth commentarius, Haganoae [Braubach], 
1536 (who merely mentioned the prohibition of contracting nuptials with women of 
Canaanite stock «in sua impietate manentibus», pp. 41, 249); [H. Bullinger] The Christen 
State of Matrimonye, London, Nicholas Hyll, 1552, fol. VIIIr (where a mention of Ezra 
and the «diverse marriages» appeared). Der Christlich Eestand (1540) was translated into 
English as early as 1541. See C. Euler, Heinrich Bullinger, Marriage, and the English 
Reformation. ‘The Christen State of Matrimonye’ in England, 1540-53, in «The Sixteenth 
Century Journal», 34, 2003, pp. 367-393. 

16	 Again, see J. Witte Jr. - R.M. Kingdon, Sex, Marriage, and Family in John Calvin’s 
Geneva, vol. 1, pp. 354-383.
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marriage. As Calvin pointed out, «le lien de marriage est indissoluble», just 
like the believers’ covenant with God. Christ himself had reaffirmed this 
in Matthew’s Gospel. Certainly, the Lord – the arbiter in establishing the 
laws – could have given man multiple wives from the beginning of crea-
tion; but He had not done so, placing only Eve alongside Adam. Hence, 
nothing could justify the lasciviousness of the Jews, who had condemned 
the children born of their subsequent unions to live as bastards. In short, 
rather than formulating a clear doctrine on mixed unions or the lawfulness 
of repudiation, Calvin preferred to interpret the angry words of Malachi 
(who had removed the «masque aux Iuifs») as a clear condemnation of 
«polygamy»: a custom he associated with the Turks and Persians, without 
alluding to the radical sects of the sixteenth century17. From Zurich, after 
his years in England, Pier Martire Vermigli echoed this view. In his com-
mentary on the Book of Judges (1561), he inserted a digression to legiti-
mize the right of fathers to decide what marriage was most appropriate for 
their children. He also recalled that, among the early Christians, Tertullian 
had disapproved of «nuptias in religione dispari», as God himself had done 
in the Old Testament to limit the freedom of individual believers to con-
tract nuptials without the consent of their community18.

Leaving the Swiss Reformed cities and turning our gaze to the lands of 
Germany, it is easy to see that after the Peace of Augsburg, in the second 
half of the sixteenth century, marriage was one of the most controversial 
terrains for theological reflection. This is evidenced by the scriptural com-
mentaries of the Lutheran Lucas Osiander, which in part reflect the alarm 
over the spread of mixed marriages. Interpreting passages from Ezra, he 
pointed out that admixture with other lineages had produced children «qui 
nec Israelitae sint, nec Ethnici», in violation of Moses’ command forbid-
ding the Jews to intermingle and defile themselves. With the ancient cov-
enant having ceased, Christians were no longer bound to observe Mosaic 
law; nevertheless, the warning against contracting mixed unions also 
applied to them: «eiusmodi disparia coniugia sunt valde periculosa». For 
Osiander, it was mainly the princes («primates populi et Magistratus») who 
were inclined toward intermarriage, just as had been the case with the 

17	 I. Calvin, Leçons et expositions familières sur les douze petits prophètes  …, traduites 
de Latin en François, à Lyon, par Sebastien Honorati, 1563, pp. 586-592.

18	 P.M. Vermilius, In librum Iudicum commentarij doctissimi. Editio secunda, Tiguri, 
excudebat Christophorus Froschoverus, 1565, fols. 145v-146r. On this work, see G. 
Jenkins, Commentary on Judges. Patristic and Medieval Sources, in E. Campi et al. (eds.), 
A Companion to Peter Martyr Vermigli, Leiden - Boston, Brill, 2009, pp. 231-248.
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clergy («nostri ordinis homines») and the leaders of Israel when Ezra had 
raised his voice. Attentive to the legal implications of marriage, Osiander 
observed that after repudiation, Jews were obliged to return their second 
wives’ dowries, support the children born from those unions and com-
pensate the foreigners for lost virginity («pro amissa virginitate»). Indeed, 
these were not mere concubinage relationships but «matrimonia  … ille-
gitime contracta», consummated sexually. Osiander praised the decision 
of the repentant Jews to remove these women and their children from 
the communities of Israel emphasizing that obedience to God must come 
before personal affections. Moreover, commenting on Nehemiah – who, 
like Ezra and Malachi, said nothing about the possible conversion of for-
eign wives – he added that the Ammonites and Moabites could not be 
admitted to sacred services even if they had embraced Judaism («etiamsi 
Israelitarum religionem amplecteretur»), given their descent from Lot, who 
was also Abraham’s grandson. As Osiander reiterated, although the separa-
tion from the newly formed families was hard to bear, «facienda sunt quae 
Deus mandavit, tametsi ea re aliorum animi a nobis possunt abalienari». 
Moreover, the Jews had relapsed into guilt («relapsi»), despite having sworn 
an oath before Ezra. Mixed marriages, the theologian pointed out, always 
lead to confusion: not only in language, but also – and more critically – 
in matters of faith. In short, the errors mentioned in the Old Testament 
were a warning to Christians. On paper, no rule forbade them from con-
tracting marriage with a man or woman belonging to another religion; but 
– Osiander pointed out – «eiusmodi connubia periculosa sunt, et multas 
habent molestias». This was evident in Germany, where «talia matrimonia» 
were not «rara», especially among the aristocratic clans who had to secure 
advantageous matches for their daughters, even with households of dif-
ferent confessions. With bitterness or sarcasm, Osiander declared that he 
doubted that these were happy unions («quam vero felicia sint talia mat-
rimonia, ipsi viderint»)19.

A few years later, an eminent theologian who preferred Zwingli’s doctrine 
to Luther’s echoed Osiander’s concerns. In 1583, Johann Jacob Grinaeus, in 
his commentary on Malachi, wrote that after the Babylonian captivity, the 
Jews had sought every pretext to justify the mixed marriages prohibited 

19	 L. Osiander, Esdras, Nehemias, Esther, Iob, Psalterium, Prouerbia Salomonis, Ecclesiastes, 
& Canticum Canticorum. Ivxta Veterem sev Vvlgatam Translationem, Omnia Ad Hebraeam 
Veritatem emendata  … Habes in hoc Tertio Tomo, omnia scripta Canonica, ab Esdra 
vsque ad Prophetas, Tubingae, excudebat Georgius Gruppenbachius, 1576, pp. 43-54, 
126-135.
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by Mosaic law. Invoking the notion that all humans shared «unus pater» 
was a «sophisma» aimed at legitimizing marriages with idolatrous women. 
This reasoning, he argued, overlooked the fact that while creation made 
all men equal, divine election had established a special bond of adoption 
with Israel. Grinaeus also tried to reconcile Malachi’s words with Paul’s 
(1 Cor. 7:12-16), which in the Christian tradition constituted an obstacle 
against the annulment of ‘mixed’ marriages:

«If any brother hath a wife that believeth not, and she be pleased to dwell with him, 
let him not put her away. And the woman which hath an husband that believeth 
not, and if he be pleased to dwell with her, let her not leave him. For the unbelie-
ving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the 
husband  … But if the unbelieving depart, let him depart  … For what knowest thou, 
O wife, whether thou shalt save thy husband? Or how knowest thou, O man, whether 
thou shalt save thy wife?».

For Grinaeus, Paul had sought to facilitate conversions and ease the lives 
of neophytes; the marriages he spoke of were all prior to the Gospel law 
(«in Christo enim, nec Iudaeus nec Graecus est, si in fide consentiant»; 
«religio  … in Novo Testamento non tollit legitima pacta connubialia et 
civilia»). Malachi, on the other hand, had addressed marriages «non legitime 
contracta», which, according to Mosaic law, had to be annulled. As with 
Calvin, for Grinaeus Malachi primarily condemned polygamy, which forced 
first wives to live in a humiliating way; but his words were not meant to 
facilitate the repudiation of «ingratas coniuges»: in the Gospel of Matthew, 
Christ had spoken unequivocally about the indissolubility of marriage. In 
any case, following the Reformation, it was preferable for people to marry 
within their own religious denomination: «aequalitas enim non solum gen-
eris, aetatis, morum et opum, sed et pietatis ac fidei esse debet inter con-
trahentes». Grinaeus also cited the case of an Anabaptist woman who aban-
doned her husband and children and fled to Moravia. She defended her 
decision by invoking the words of Malachi, claiming that her husband lived 
far from the truth of the Gospel. The story was exemplary: perhaps the 
Old Testament could be misused; but love for Christ had to prevail over 
the marital bond. Indeed, religious difference justified the dissolution of a 
bond to prevent heresy from infecting the entire family: «maius  … peric-
ulum est a contagione haereticorum, quorum sermo gangrenae instar ser-
pit, quam vitiosis exemplis vitae impurae»20.

20	 I.I. Grinaeus, Hypomnemata in Malachiam prophetam, quibus adiunctae sunt theses 
analyticae de epistola Pauli Apostoli ad Galatas, apud Basileam, typis Leonhardi Ostenij, 
1583, pp. 56-69.

https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1-Corinthians-7-12/
https://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/1-Corinthians-7-12/
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By the end of the sixteenth century, attitudes toward mixed marriages within 
the Reformation camp were by no means unanimous. One could take a 
more ‘Puritan’ position (it was mostly theologians who did so, also using 
the Old Testament); alternatively, one could adopt a less rigid point of 
view, recalling Paul’s words and the fact that marriage was a civil contract, 
though blessed by God. The latter view was notably upheld by Alberico 
Gentili, an Italian jurist who emigrated to England and frequently came 
into conflict with Calvinist zeal21. In any case, as the seventeenth century 
progressed, and even more so in the eighteenth, it became evident that 
mixed marriages were increasingly common, forcing theologians and jurists 
to define the lawfulness and boundaries of liturgical, social and patrimo-
nial relationships that defied confessional division. Moreover, cases such as 
the marriage of Henrietta Maria to Charles I Stuart (1625) carried political 
implications of the highest order. Recent historiography has placed con-
siderable emphasis on interdenominational relations, religious conversion 
and forms of tolerance that developed beyond religious conflicts, and not 
only in the lands of the Empire22. Mixed marriages have been studied as 
a litmus test of social and confessional issues that gave rise to an enor-
mous casuistry. For the purposes of this brief study, it suffices to cite a 

21	 See A. Gentilis, Disputationum de nuptiis libri VII, Hanoviae, apud Guilielmum 
Antonium, 1601, ch. 19, «De diversa religione». For an analysis of the text, see G. 
Minnucci, Diritto canonico, diritto civile e teologia nel I Libro del ‘De nuptiis’ di Alberico 
Gentili, in U.-R. Blumenthal - K. Pennington - A.A. Larson (eds.), Proceedings of the 
Twelfth International Congress of Medieval Canon Law, Vatican City, BAV, 2008, pp. 
423-445; A. Wijffels, ‘Audiuntur theologi’. Legal Scholarship’s Claim on the ‘Second Tabl’ 
in Alberico Gentili’s ‘De Nuptiis’ (1601), in H. Dondorp - M. Scheirmaier - B. Sirks 
(eds.), ‘De rebus divinis et humanis’. Essays in Honour of Jan Hallebeek, Göttingen, 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2019, pp. 497-512; G. Minnucci, ‘Sileant theologi: nec alie-
nam temnant temere disciplinam’: la controversia fra giuristi e teologi nel I Libro del ‘De 
nuptiis’ di Alberico Gentili: nuove indagini, in G. Claessens et al. (eds.), True Warriors? 
Negotiating Dissent in the Intellectual Debate (c. 1100-1700), Turnhout, Brepols, 2023, 
pp. 245-272. 

22	 Within the vast bibliography on these topics, I will only mention a few texts that are 
still considered to be reference points: K. Luria, Sacred Boundarie. Religious Coexistence 
and Conflict in Early Modern France, Washington, The Catholic University of America, 
2005; C. Scott Dixon - D. Freist - M. Greengrass (eds.), Living with Religious Diversity 
in Early Modern Europe, Farnham, Ashgate, 2009; B. Kaplan, Divided by Faith. Religious 
Conflict and the Practice of Toleration in Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, Harvard 
University Press, 2010; C. Cristellon, Due fedi in un corpo: matrimoni misti fra ‘delicta 
carnis’, scandalo, seduzione e sacramento nell’Europa di età moderna, in «Quaderni 
storici», 49, 2014, pp. 41-69, by the same author, Mixed Marriages in Early Modern 
Europe, in S. Seidel Menchi (ed.), Marriage in Europe 1400-1800, Toronto, University 
of Toronto Press, 2016, pp. 294-317; D. Freist, Glaube - Liebe - Zwietracht. Konfessionell 
gemischte Ehen in Deutschland in der Frühen Neuzeit, München, De Gruyter, 2017.
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mid-seventeenth-century treatise written by an eminent Lutheran theologian 
Johannes Gerhard, who taught in Jena. According to the Gerhard, who 
acknowledged the fluid reality characterizing Germany after the Peace of 
Westphalia, disparity of faith could not constitute an impediment to mar-
riage: God spoke of one flesh, rather than one spirit. Moreover, it was 
necessary to prevent religion from becoming a pretext for dissolving mar-
ital unions. For this reason, while also discussing the opinions of Second 
Scholastic authors and prominent Catholic controversialists – from Domingo 
de Soto to Robert Bellarmine – Gerhard preferred to comment on Paul’s 
letter to the Corinthians rather than dwell on the condemnations formu-
lated by Ezra, Nehemiah and Malachi23. 

4.	 Purity and danger: the zeal and doubts of Catholics

A similar debate emerged within the Catholic sphere following the con-
clusion of the Council of Trent, which reaffirmed the sacramental nature 
of marriage. A particularly intriguing text – featuring even some quota-
tions from Erasmus – is a cycle of Advent sermons by Mathurin Quadrat, 
a friar minor from Évreux, Normandy, who taught theology in Paris dur-
ing the bloody years of the Wars of Religion. In November 1570, having 
received a royal privilege from Charles IX, Quadrat prepared the publica-
tion of a collection of sermons on the Book of Malachi. He had dedicated 
the work in July to the powerful Guillaume d’Avançon de Saint-Marcel, 
archbishop of Embrun, former ambassador to Rome under Pius IV, coun-
cilor of state and a prominent figure on the Catholic front. We know that 
Quadrat would later go on to comment on the books of Joel and Amos; 
however, information about him is so scarce that it is difficult to deter-
mine whether he played a role at the French court during the weeks lead-
ing up to the Peace of Saint-Germain, signed on 18 August 1570. What 
is certain is that his Homiliae in Malachiam were not published in Paris 
by Sébastien Nivelle until 1572 – the same year as the bloody wedding 
of Margaret of Valois and the Huguenot-turned-Catholic Henry of Navarre. 
A second edition followed in 1575, while the war raged on. To a cham-
pion of the fight against the heretical plague such as the Archbishop 
of Embrun, Quadrat recalled that the times in which Malachi had lived 

23	 I. Gerhardus, Locorum theologicorum … tomus septimus: De conjugio, celibatu et cog-
natis materiis. Editio novissima, Francofurti & Hamburgi, sumptibus Zachariae Hertelii, 
1657, pp. 200-202. 
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seemed comparable to the context of a France torn by internal conflicts 
(that «infelicissima tempestas – he wrote – cum nostra omnino conven-
ire visa est»). Inspired by this parallel, he composed a collection of twen-
ty-one sermons on a little-explored biblical text, which nevertheless could 
speak to the faithful now affected by the religious crisis in the dominions 
of the Most Christian King24.

If in the twelfth homily, Quadrat attacked the supporters of adultery and 
polygamy, who relied on biblical episodes such as that of Lot or the union 
between Abraham and the slave girl Hagar (the patriarch, he argued, had 
not succumbed to lust, but only to the perhaps immoderate desire to per-
petuate his lineage: «inconsideratus salutis humanae zelus»)25. In the thir-
teenth homily, he defended the sacramental nature of marriage, polemiciz-
ing against the heretics («de Epicuri grege porcos») who legitimized new 
marriages following the repudiation of a lawful spouse, once again citing 
Old Testament passages (those in which Moses had yielded to the hard-
ness of heart of the Jews)26. In the eleventh sermon, the author addressed 
Malachi 2:10-16. The Hebrew men who had returned from the Babylonian 
exile, Quadrat observed following Jerome, had turned away from their wives 
because these women had been worn down by the terrible exertions of 
the return journey («uxores enim suas Israeliticas itineris labores tabescentes 
ac deformatas, & solis calore fere consumptas atque torridas repudiabant»). 
This is why they preferred the ‘fresher’ and ‘well-preserved’ bodies of beau-
tiful foreigners to the withered bodies of the women of Israel («alias vero 
exoticas, & a propria familia alienas, ex requie nitidas pulchras, contra Dei 
praeceptum … ducebant»). For this they had been bitterly blamed by Ezra 
and Nehemiah, who had acted as true preachers should: with the cour-
age shown by Malachi, who had not hesitated to rebuke the elite and the 
priests, even though he knew that repudiating foreign consorts might pro-
voke war with neighboring peoples. But what about Henry VIII, intent on 
divorcing Catherine of Aragon? Or the lustful German princes inclined toward 
divorce, beginning with Landgrave Philip of Hesse? Had the Protestants been 
equally courageous in opposing («animos irritare») the powerful within the 
Reformation camp? The Church of Rome, the mystical bride of Christ, had 
unhesitatingly defended the sacramental nature of marriage; the Reformers 

24	 Dedicatory letter in M. Quadratus, In Malachiam novissimum Veteris Testamenti 
Prophetam Homiliae, Parisiis, apud Sebastianum Nivellum, 1575, fol. n.n.

25	 Ibid., fol. 56r.

26	 Ibid., fols. 59v-60v.
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had not. Quadrat used Malachi to unmask the ‘heretics’, but above all to 
admonish the French nobility against intermixing, urging them to preserve 
both their social rank and confessional boundaries («utinam … nobiles nobil-
ibus, & pares paribus in Domino nuberent»). The theologian did not at all 
conceal the thorniest issue implicit in Malachi’s passages: he noted that the 
prophets, in order to redeem the chosen people from the guilt of mixing 
with idolaters, had required the men of Israel to dissolve their illegitimate 
unions, without addressing the fate of their foreign wives or the children 
born from them. However, for Quadrat, the passage from Malachi showed 
that even the prophets of Israel, before the Church Fathers, had considered 
marriage to be a holy bond. On the basis of Jewish history, he acknowl-
edged that the theological question concerning the Old Testament foundation 
of the indissolubility of marriage remained controversial («nolo hic disputa-
tionem instituere»). Nevertheless, Malachi’s rebukes clearly highlight how, in 
matters of marriage, the patriarchs consistently upheld the religious founda-
tion of conjugal bonds («in coniugio religionis rationem semper habuisse»), 
even to the extent of prohibiting any intermingling with idolaters. Besides, 
they were well aware that many inconveniences could arise from a marriage 
characterized by the religious non-conformity of the spouses («multa nasci 
scandala»), beginning with the choice of creed in which to raise the chil-
dren, who risked confusing true and false doctrines, or worse, falling into 
disbelief («mixtam quandam discere religionem, vel de illa omnino dubitare»). 
However, while the weakest sheep («morbidae») had to be removed from 
the Church’s fold to save the flock from contagion («ne totum pecus infici-
ant»), it was also acknowledge that mixed marriages had aided the spread 
of the faith in Christianity’s early centuries and could now help convert 
those who did not yet recognize the true religion – just as had happened 
with Clovis, the king who became a Christian thanks to his conversations 
with his wife Clotilde. In short, different confessional affiliations were not 
always a legitimate reason to repudiate one’s wife («ne igitur religione prae-
textu divortia quaeramus»); otherwise, God would have chastised those who 
dared to break what had been united by a sacred bond. Malachi had spo-
ken clear words, useful in opposing Protestant doctrines; yet perhaps his 
prophetic zeal against bonds contracted outside Israel’s lineage needed to 
be tempered. As Quadrat’s homily suggested, if the breaking of all conju-
gal unions between Catholics and Huguenots were mandated in France (let 
us recall the abjuration of Henry of Navarre, still the consort of Margaret), 
the conflict would be exacerbated, and perhaps more souls would be lost27.

27	 Ibid., fols. 46v-52v.
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In the Iberian Peninsula – where the problem of conversions became espe-
cially urgent after the Reconquista, and inquisitorial censorship closely mon-
itored editions and interpretations of Scripture – biblical commentaries on 
the passages analyzed here were scarce. Among the few interpreters of 
the Book of Malachi, however, was Pedro de Figueiro, a Hebraist active in 
Coimbra and regular canon of Santa Cruz, whose work was published post-
humously in 1596 outside Portugal. As his commentary reveals, the mixed 
unions condemned by Ezra, Nehemiah and Malachi after the Babylonian 
captivity were by no means new to Israel’s lineage: Solomon had chosen 
Rahab and Booz, David’s great-grandfather, had married Ruth. But in those 
cases, the women had been converts to the Jewish faith: «iste iam erant 
fideles». In interpreting Malachi, Figueiro could not help but consider the 
ties that had bound – and still bound – the old Christians and the clans 
of conversos in the Iberian Peninsula; however, he preferred not to dwell 
on this point or use the ancient biblical stories to allude too explicitly to 
the religious entanglements of his time. He wrote that the Jews who had 
rebuilt the temple in Jerusalem had violated God’s law by contracting new 
marriages with idolatrous women – a grave fault. That is why the Lord, 
«zelator sanctificationis et sanctitatis suae», had commanded the expul-
sion from the «societas sanctorum» of men guilty of that sin, unless they 
repented by returning to their lawful spouses – married at a young age 
and never repudiated (at least according to the text of Ezra). Moreover, 
for Figueiro, the Old Testament passages served to condemn the practices 
of polygamy and polygyny (relationships with multiple wives, or with «pel-
lices, et concubinas, et meretrices») and to reiterate that true marriage union 
always involved only one couple («unus vir et una mulier»). Therefore, if 
the Bible spoke of two, three or four women bound to one man (often 
kings and patriarchs), such exceptions had to be justified on the basis of 
God’s plans, intended to facilitate the numerical growth of His chosen race 
(«ad celeriorem fidelis populi propagationem»). After the advent of Christ, 
this exception was no longer justified, because «fidelium populus non per 
carnalem generationem, sed per spiritualem Baptismi regenerationem prop-
agatur». Moses had permitted the repudiation of a wife who was hate-
ful to her husband; but he had done so with the Jews’ hardness of heart 
in mind. In truth, a wife could only be removed in the case of adultery, 
and never for any other reason, not even «si pauper est, aut deformis»28.

28	 Petrus a Figueiro, Commentarii in Lamentationes Hieremiae Prophetae, et in Malachiam 
Prophetam, Lugduni, ex officina Iuntarum, 1596, pp. 445-469. On this author, see D. 
Barbosa Machado, Bibliotheca Lusitana, t. III, Coimbra, Atlántida Editora, 1966, pp. 
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In the same years, Miguel de Palacio, a theologian teaching in Salamanca, 
took a more peremptory stance. According to the Old Testament, he wrote, 
a mixed marriage had to be considered null and void – so much so that 
Ezra had ordered the Jews to dissolve such bonds. The Church shared this 
opinion: a Christian could not marry «Saracenam vel Iudaeam, aut cuiusvis 
alterius disparis cultus», because the marriage would be null and void. In 
the first Christian communities, neophytes were allowed to marry a pagan 
man or a pagan woman, but such unions had long been considered an 
abomination. Moreover, Malachi’s reproaches did not concern the number 
of wives at all («non agitur de pluralitate mulierum»), since Mosaic law 
permitted more than one; nor did they address the legitimacy of repu-
diation when the husband harbored hatred for his spouse (this too was 
permitted by the Pentateuch). Malachi’s text stigmatized the mixed mar-
riages of his time because of the disparity in worship: a choice that could 
lead to contamination and thus harm the offspring («ex pessimo coniu-
gio, pessima proles»). God did not approve of the sacrifices made by men 
tainted with impurity, beyond the pain inflicted on their Jewish wives. As 
the anti-Jewish controversialist and polemicist Pablo de Burgos recalled – 
the choice of this interpreter is significant – in order to justify polygyny 
and the inclination to lust, the Talmudists commenting on Scripture used 
Mosaic law, the rules on repudiation and even the Book of Malachi as a 
shield, taking the passage «nonne unus fecit?» to refer to Abraham29. But 

579-580; M.A. Rodrigues, Dom Pedro de Figueiró e a sua obra exegética, in «Didaskalia», 
5, 1975, pp. 133-153.

29	 It seems significant to me that Pablo de Santa Mária or Pablo de Burgos (Schlomo 
ha-Levi), who converted to Christianity and later became bishop of Burgos before 
his death (1431), was not followed in his conversion by his wife, Joanna Benvenisti, 
who refused to abandon Judaism. Pablo commented on the Gospel of Matthew, but 
here Palacio alludes to Pablo’s additions to the biblical commentary by Nicholas of 
Lyra, which began circulating in print from the late fifteenth century. See the polem-
ical Additio to Lyra’s commentary on Deuteronomy 24: «Nullo modo licebat repudiare 
uxorem, nisi propter huiusmodi turpitudinem quae fornicationem includit. Thalmudici 
vero, qui Pharisaicam doctrinam sectantes saepe irritabant mandata Dei propter tradi-
tiones suas, in tantum deviaverunt a veritate in hoc loco, quod … pro solo libito vol-
untatis vir posset repudiare uxorem; et sic inolevit usus vel potius abusus perniciosus 
usque ad hodiernum diem inter eos … Nec obstat quod dicitur, Si odui habueris eam, 
dimitte eam. Nam hoc est intelligendum de odio causato secundum formam Mosaicae 
Legis … Ipse enim Malachias in fine suae prophetiae concludit: Mementote legis Moysi». 
I quote from Biblia Sacra, cum glossis, interlineari et ordinaria, Nicolai Lyrani Postilla, 
ac Moralitatibus, Burgensis Additionibus, & Thoringi Replicis, t. I, Venetiis, ad signum 
Aquilae, 1580, fol. 360v. For Pablo de Burgos’ use of Malachi, see also the Scrutinium 
Scripturarum, Burgis, apud Philippum Iuntam, 1591 (the work dates from the same 
years in which the converso wrote the additions to the Lyranus commentary).
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this was a stretch, all the more so since the patriarch had not turned to 
Hagar for his own pleasure, but only to beget children («ad propagandum 
cultum Dei»): something impossible with a barren wife like Sarah. Nor did 
Scripture state that Hagar was an idolater. For Palacios – who rejected 
the more open interpretations of contemporary scholastic moral theology 
(which is beyond the scope of this discussion) – Malachi’s words did not 
primarily serve to ground the indissolubility of marriage in the Hebrew 
Old Testament as a foreshadowing of Christ’s words in Matthew’s Gospel; 
rather, they were meant to warn good Christians against being tempted 
by unions that could contaminate the true faith and limpieza30. The Jesuit 
Francisco de Ribera (1537-1591), one of Teresa of Ávila’s spiritual direc-
tors, also quoted Pablo de Santa María in the commentary he dedicated 
to Juan de Ribera, archbishop of Valencia – a city still home to many 
families of Arab and Berber origin. The court’s efforts to promote mixed 
unions between members of old Christian families and moriscos, prior to 
the Alpujarras revolt, was only a memory by then31. The harshness of a 
commentary like Palacio’s perhaps reflects this change in Spanish religious 
policy, which affected not only the Judeo-converso families. Nevertheless, 
Ribera’s tone was more moderate than Palacio’s: marriages between Jews 
and idolatrous women were null and void because repudiation of first 
wives was only lawful in cases of adultery; Malachi’s words anticipated 
those of Christ in Matthew; and the mixed marriages condemned by the 
prophet conveyed a metaphorical message, signifying both the abandon-
ment of a virtuous life and apostasy: «qui dimittunt uxores Israeliticas et 
ducunt alienigenas, ii sunt, qui deserunt religionem Christianam [vel] tran-
seunt ad vitam laxiorem et molliorem»32.

30	 M. Palatius, Explanationes in duodecim Prophetas minores, secundum literales, ana-
gogicum, allegoricum & tropologicum sensum …, Salmanticae, apud Ioannem & Andream 
Renal fratres, 1593, pp. 610-613. On the author, see L. Durán, Miguel de Palacios, un 
gran teólogo desconocido, Madrid - Salamanca, Fundación Universitaria Española-Universidad 
Pontificia, 1988.

31	 On mixed marriages and the Iberian context in the late Middle Ages and the early 
modern period, I refer to the introduction and essays in M. García-Arenal - Y. Glazer-
Eytan (eds.), Mixed Marriage, Conversion, and the Family. Norms and Realities in 
pre-Modern Iberia and the Wider Mediterranean, in «Mediterranean Historical Review», 
special issue, 35, 2020. 

32	 F. Ribera, In librum duodecim Prophetarum commentarij sensum eorundem 
Prophetarum historicum, et moralem, persaepe etiam allegoricum complectens, Salmanticae, 
excudebat Guillelmus Foquel, 1587, pp. 425-427. On the author, see A. Gerace - B.D. 
Fischer - W. François - L. Murray, The ‘Golden Age’ of Catholic Biblical Scholarship 
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Looking north again, Cornelius a Lapide (1567-1637), a Jesuit who taught 
for many years in Leuven before moving to the Collegium Romanum, noted 
that Malachi, with great zeal, had defended the strict bond «sanguinis et 
religionis», the women repudiated after the sacrilegious «connubio Gentium 
idolatrarum» (although repudiation was preferable to uxoricide), but above 
all the indissolubility and «sanctitas matrimonii». Lapide’s reading was con-
tinuist: Malachi had foreshadowed Christ’s message on the sacredness of 
marriage, acknowledged even in the pagan world; his warning aimed to 
ensure that the men of Israel, instead of indulging in pleasure, would 
devote themselves to their offspring, «eiusque educationi piae et sanctae», 
which could be given «a solis uxoribus Israelitis». The prophet’s words, 
however, also carried a strong warning for Catholics, urging them to avoid 
endangering themselves and their children by marrying a man or woman 
infected with heresy («ne matrimonia ineant cum haereticis»). Moreover, the 
Old Testament described the harm caused by foreign women to Solomon 
and Samson, not to mention the myth of Heracles enslaved by Onphale. 
Influenced by humanist rhetoric, Lapide concluded his commentary with 
an observation inspired by traditional anti-Judaism, recalling that Malachi’s 
lament («ubi est Deus iustitia?») had been heard by the Lord: in the fol-
lowing centuries, the Jews, guilty of deicide, would face humiliation33.

As for Imperial Germany, the debate on mixed marriages intensified in 
the late sixteenth century, especially in the Rhineland, where the highest 
number of confessional transitions was recorded34. This is evidenced by 
a short text written in 1594 by Nicolaus Serarius (1555-1609), an eminent 
Jesuit of Jewish origin who taught in Würtzburg and Mainz. Rather than 
a commentary on Scripture, it was a kind of instant book that the theolo-
gian drafted to condemn a practice that was spreading rapidly: choosing 
spouses from different confessions across all social strata. Many objected 
that the ancient imperial provisions aimed at discouraging mixed mar-
riages did not apply in this context, since Protestants – who were bap-
tized – did not deny the sacred bond of marriage. Furthermore, the can-
ons of the Trullan Council of 692 only forbade marriage with infidels. But 
Serarius disagreed: such marriages were very dangerous, especially when 

- H.J. Selderhuis (eds.), Renaissance und Bibelhumanismus, Göttingen, Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 2020, pp. 217-274.

33	 Cornelius a Lapide, Commentaria in Duodecim Prophetas Minores, Parisiis, apud 
Ludovicum Boulanger, 1630, t. II, pp. 325-336.

34	 See J.F. Harrington, Reordering Marriage, pp. 205-206.
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the wife was the heretic (for the theologian, women were more stubborn 
in their error). Moreover, as the Lutherans themselves admitted, these 
unions provided an alibi for repudiation, not to mention the problem of 
how to raise the children. Sometimes offspring were brought up by par-
ents of different denominations according to their sex at birth! Such a prac-
tice was tantamount to immolating children to idols, as the pagan peo-
ples did («non dissimiles isti videntur illis gentilibus, qui filiorum suorum 
aliquos idolis et daemonibus immolabant»)35. As Marcin Kromer recounted 
in his writings on Poland, Ladislaus II Jagiellon, with foresight, had for-
bidden marriages with Orthodox Russians before their conversion. What 
would he have said to those who argued that mixed marriages served 
precisely to facilitate the abjuration of heretics? Serarius confronted the 
most celebrated canonists and moral theologians (Martín Azpilcueta, Tomás 
Sánchez, Enrique Henríquez)36 to address the matter of communicatio in 
sacris: where were wedding rites to be celebrated? In a Protestant temple? 
In the home of those who considered Catholics idolaters? Could the faith-
ful participate in such celebrations, as Antonio Possevino had done with 
the Orthodox during his trip to Muscovy? Could the priest bless the cou-
ple without causing scandal? Did he require a special dispensation? In the 
past, the Christians of the Iberian Peninsula had united with Muslims; but 
the Jews neither favored mixed unions nor admitted Christians into their 
temples. As for the Slavic Orthodox, their hostility toward Catholics was 
well known. Perhaps it was necessary to adapt, in the hope of converting 
heretics – «sublato tamen scandalo» – with careful attention to the educa-
tion of their children37. But Serarius was not convinced by this strategy: 
in his view, one risked casting pearls before swine. The German bishops 
ought to be stricter and more vigilant in overseeing their dioceses. The 
reproaches of Ezra and Malachi, who spoke of idolaters and Jews, equally 
applied to Catholics who married heretics38.

35	 N. Serarius, De Catholicorum cum Haereticis matrimonio quaestiones, Coloniae, 
sumptibus Bernardi Gualtheri, 1609, p. 19. 

36	 On moral theology, see F. Alfieri, Nella camera degli sposi. Tomás Sánchez. Il matri-
monio, la sessualità (secoli XVI-XVII), Bologna, Il Mulino, 2010.

37	 N. Serarius, De Catholicorum cum Haereticis matrimonio quaestiones, p. 56.

38	 Ibid., pp. 13 and 40.
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5.	 Conclusions

As recent research has shown, from the end of the sixteenth century, and 
even more so in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the institutions 
of the Roman Curia (the Penitentiary, the Congregation of the Council, the 
Rota, Propaganda Fide, and especially the Holy Office) were inundated with 
numerous sacramental doubts concerning mixed marriages. This included 
requests for dispensations and controversies surrounding communicatio 
in sacris with Protestants in Northern Europe, Orthodox Christians in the 
Ottoman dominions and Slavic lands, Jews and Muslims, and even «pagans» 
in missionary territories39. The subject of mixed marriages inspired a casu-
istry and a practice of accommodatio that deserve deeper exploration, par-
ticularly by continuing to analyze how moral theology and the interpre-
tation of Scripture engaged with concrete cases. This essay has pursued 
a more limited aim: to highlight how Old Testament norms – in particu-
lar those found in the books of Ezra, Nehemiah and Malachi – provided 
argumentative tools for those who either stigmatized or legitimized inter-
denominational unions during the first century of profound religious divi-
sion in Western Europe.
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