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The Jewish Wedding Ceremony 

The Jewish wedding ceremony is the product of more than 3,000 years of development. Many 

of its central elements have roots in the patriarchal period (around 2000–1700 BC), while others 

were formalized under the Mosaic Law, expanded during the Second Temple period (516 BC–

AD 70), and further shaped by the rabbis after the destruction of the Temple in AD 70. 

The ceremony that Jews celebrate today is therefore biblical in foundation but rabbinic in 

form. Understanding this development also helps explain why the Bible frequently uses 

marriage imagery to describe God’s relationship with Israel and Christ’s relationship with the 

Church. 

1.  Patriarchal Period (Genesis) – The Earliest Foundations 

The earliest biblical weddings already contain many recognizable features. 

Marriage was a covenant 

Marriage was viewed as a binding covenant between families, not merely a romantic 

relationship. Examples include Genesis 24 – Abraham arranging a wife for Isaac and Genesis 

29 – Jacob serving seven years for Rachel. 

Already present are a) negotiations between families; b) consent; c) gifts; d) a bridal 

procession; e) a wedding feast and f) consummation. These basic elements remain part of 

Jewish weddings today. 

2.  The Bride Price (Mohar) 

One of the oldest customs is the mohar, or bride price. Examples: Jacob works fourteen 

years for Rachel and David offers one hundred Philistine foreskins to marry Michal (1 

Samuel 18). 

The bride price was not purchasing the bride but compensating the bride’s family for the loss 

of her labor and demonstrating the groom’s ability to provide. Later, this evolved into the 

ketubah, the written marriage contract. 

3.  Betrothal (Kiddushin) 

One of the most ancient aspects of Jewish marriage is the distinction between: betrothal and 

the actual wedding. 

Betrothal was legally binding. A betrothed couple was considered husband and wife legally, 

although they lived separately for about a year. This explains the situation of Joseph and 

Mary. In Matthew 1: a) they were already betrothed; b) Joseph is called her husband, and c) 

yet they had not begun living together. 

This custom reaches back into Old Testament society and remained standard during the time 

of Jesus. 
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4.  The Groom Comes for the Bride 

After preparing a home, the groom came unexpectedly to receive his bride. This explains 

many of Jesus’ teachings. Examples: a) Matthew 25 – the Ten Virgins and b) John 14 – “I go 

to prepare a place for you.” 

These images were immediately recognizable to first-century Jewish listeners because they 

reflected ordinary wedding customs. 

5.  The Wedding Procession 

The bridegroom often came at night with friends carrying lamps and torches.  The bride 

joined the procession. Everyone celebrated while walking to the groom’s home. This 

background explains: a) the lamps of the virgins; b) cries announcing the bridegroom; c) 

doors being shut once the celebration began. 

6.  The Wedding Feast 

Even in Genesis, weddings concluded with feasting. Examples include a) Laban holding a 

feast for Jacob and b) Samson celebrating a seven-day feast (Judges 14). 

By Jesus’ day, a wedding feast commonly lasted seven days. This explains a) John 2 – the 

wedding at Cana and b) Matthew 22 – the Parable of the Wedding Banquet. 

7.  The Wedding Canopy (Chuppah) 

The chuppah (wedding canopy) is not mentioned explicitly in the Old Testament. It 

appears to have developed during the Second Temple period and became standard in rabbinic 

Judaism. The canopy symbolizes: a) God’s presence; b) the new household; c) hospitality 

and d) Abraham’s open tent. 

Many also see connections with Joel 2:16 and Psalm 19:5, although these passages do not 

describe the modern canopy itself. 

8.  The Ketubah 

The written marriage contract developed after the Old Testament period. By the first century 

it was well established. It protected the bride by specifying a) the husband’s obligations; b) 

financial security; c) inheritance rights and d) provisions in case of divorce or death. This 

became one of the most important features of Jewish marriage. 

9.  Seven Blessings (Sheva Brachot) 

The Seven Blessings were developed by the rabbis. They combine themes from a) creation; 

b) the Garden of Eden; c) Jerusalem; d) joy; e) bride and groom and f) God’s covenant. 

These blessings were not practiced in the patriarchal period but became central in later 

Judaism. 
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10. Breaking the Glass 

Perhaps the most recognizable Jewish custom is the breaking of the glass. This is not 

biblical. It appears in rabbinic literature several centuries after Christ. Several explanations 

are given a) remembering the destruction of Second Temple; b) joy mixed with sorrow; c) 

reminding the couple that life is fragile and d) emphasizing the permanence of marriage. 

Marriage as God’s Covenant 
One reason Jewish weddings became so rich symbolically is that Scripture increasingly 

portrayed God as Israel’s husband. The prophets use this imagery repeatedly. Examples include 

Isaiah 54; Jeremiah 2; Ezekiel 16 and Hosea. 

The New Testament extends this symbolism a) Christ is the Bridegroom b) The Church is His 

Bride and c) History culminates in the Revelation’s “Marriage Supper of the Lamb.”  This 

continuity explains why Jesus frequently used wedding imagery in His teaching. 

Timeline of Development 

Period 
Approximate 

Date 
Marriage Features 

Patriarchs 2000–1700 BC 
Bride price, covenant, feast, procession, family 

negotiations 

Mosaic 

Period 
1400 BC 

Legal protections, marriage regulations, covenant 

emphasis 

Monarchy 1000 BC Royal weddings, prophetic marriage symbolism 

Second 

Temple 
500 BC–AD 70 

Betrothal formalized, ketubah, wedding processions, 

greater ceremonial detail 

Rabbinic 

Judaism 
AD 70 onward 

Chuppah standardized, Seven Blessings, breaking the 

glass, many modern customs 

So, the core structure of the Jewish wedding—covenant, betrothal, bride price, procession, 

feast, and consummation—can be traced back to the time of the patriarchs in Genesis, nearly 

four millennia ago. Most of the familiar ceremonial elements seen in modern Jewish weddings, 

however, were refined and codified during the Second Temple and rabbinic periods. 

For Christians, these ancient customs are especially significant because they illuminate many 

New Testament passages. Understanding the stages of a first-century Jewish wedding sheds light 

on Jesus’ references to the Bridegroom, the Ten Virgins, the Father’s house, and the Marriage 
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Supper of the Lamb, showing how the gospel itself is presented in the language of covenant 

marriage. 

The Wedding as a Picture of Redemption 

Throughout Scripture, marriage is one of God’s favorite pictures of His covenant relationship 

with His people. 

In the Old Testament a) God is the Husband of Israel (Isaiah 54:5); b) Israel’s idolatry is 

described as spiritual adultery (Hosea) and c) God promises to restore His bride. 

In the New Testament a) Christ is the Bridegroom b) The Church is His Bride; c) History 

culminates in the Marriage Supper of the Lamb (Revelation 19). Many Christians therefore see 

the ancient wedding as illustrating the entire plan of redemption. 

1.  The Father Chooses a Bride 

In biblical marriages, the father often played a central role in arranging the marriage. For 

example, we find Abraham sends his servant to obtain a bride for Isaac (Genesis 24). 

Many Christians see this as a picture of the Father choosing a people for His Son and the 

Holy Spirit drawing that bride to Christ. Jesus repeatedly says the Father gives believers to 

Him (for example, John 6 and 17). 

2.  The Bride Price 

Every Jewish bride was purchased at great cost. The New Testament applies this directly to 

believers, “Ye are bought with a price.” Christ paid, not silver, not gold but with His own 

blood. His death becomes the ultimate bride price. 

3.  Betrothal 

One of the strongest biblical parallels is betrothal. After faith in Christ, believers belong to 

Christ, yet the marriage is not fully consummated. 

Paul the Apostle writes: “I have espoused you to one husband.” The Church is therefore 

viewed as presently betrothed. 

4.  The Groom Returns to the Father’s House 

Following betrothal, the groom departed. He returned to his father’s house to prepare a 

place. Jesus uses exactly this language. In John 14, “I go to prepare a place for you.” Then 

He adds, “I will come again and receive you unto myself.”  For many prophecy teachers, 

this is one of the clearest wedding images in the New Testament. 
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5.  The Unknown Day 

According to many descriptions of ancient Jewish custom, the groom did not decide when 

to fetch the bride; the father determined when preparations were complete. This is often 

connected with Jesus’ words, “Of that day and hour knoweth no man…” (Matthew 24:36).  

This parallel is suggestive, though it is not explicitly stated in Scripture that Jesus intended 

this specific wedding custom. 

6.  The Bride Awaits 

During betrothal the bride prepared herself. She, remained faithful, made herself ready, 

kept her wedding garments prepared, and watched expectantly. 

The New Testament repeatedly exhorts believers to watch, to remain faithful, and to be 

ready. This theme appears in the Ten Virgins, the Faithful Servant, and Watching for Christ 

parables. 

7.  The Midnight Arrival 

The groom often came unexpectedly, sometimes at night. His arrival was announced with a 

shout. Notice the similarities: 

The Jewish wedding opens with a shout, a procession, lite lamps and the bride joins the 

groom. 

Christ’s return for His people (1 Thessalonians 4) a) the Lord descends, b) with a shout, 

c) with the voice of the archangel and d) believers are caught up to meet Him. 

This is one reason many who hold a pretribulation view see this passage as fitting the 

wedding imagery. 

8.  The Bride Is Taken to the Groom’s Home 

Rather than immediately establishing a kingdom where she lived, the groom first brought 

his bride into the home he had prepared. Jesus likewise says, “I will receive you unto 

myself.” 

Those who hold to a pretribulation rapture often see this as a picture of believers being 

taken to heaven before Christ’s visible return to earth. Other Christian traditions interpret 

these passages differently, seeing them fulfilled in Christ’s single future return rather than 

in two distinct stages. 
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9.  The Marriage Supper 

After the wedding came the great feast. The Bible ends with exactly this picture. 

Revelation 19, “Blessed are they which are called unto the marriage supper of the Lamb.” 

This is the fulfillment toward which all previous wedding imagery points. 

The Pretribulation Timeline (Common Dispensational View) 

Many evangelical prophecy teachers understand the wedding pattern like this: 

Jewish Wedding Prophetic Picture 

Father selects bride God chooses the Church 

Bride price paid Christ dies on the cross 

Betrothal Church Age 

Groom prepares home Christ prepares heaven 

Bride waits Church watches expectantly 

Groom comes unexpectedly Rapture 

Bride taken to Father’s house Church in heaven 

Wedding celebration Marriage of the Lamb 

Groom returns with bride Christ’s Second Coming 

Kingdom established Millennial Kingdom 

While most agree that the wedding imagery is profoundly biblical, but some groups differ over 

whether it outlines a precise prophetic sequence. 

What Everyone Agrees On 

Across Christian traditions, there is broad agreement that the wedding imagery teaches these 

enduring truths: 

• Christ dearly loves His people. 

• His sacrifice secured His Bride. 

• The Church is called to faithful, holy preparation. 

• Christ will personally return for His people. 

• There will be a final, joyful union between Christ and His redeemed people. 
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• God’s redemptive plan culminates in the everlasting celebration portrayed as the 

Marriage Supper of the Lamb. 

The Jewish wedding therefore serves as one of Scripture’s richest pictures of redemption. 

Whether one sees it as a detailed prophetic timetable or primarily as a theological illustration, it 

powerfully reminds believers to live in hopeful expectation, remaining faithful to the 

Bridegroom until He comes. 
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