
United  
in Christ

S c o t t  S t i e g e m e y e r

Preparing for Christian Marriage

cph.org



Copyright © 2010 Concordia Publishing House
3558 S. Jefferson Ave., St. Louis, MO 63118-3968 
1-800-325-3040 • www.cph.org

All rights reserved. Except where specifically noted, no part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written 
permission of Concordia Publishing House.

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the ESV Bible® (The Holy Bible, 
English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway Bibles, a publishing ministry of 
Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NIV are taken from the Holy Bible, New International 
Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by 
permission of Zondervan Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Scripture quotations marked NASB are taken from the New American Standard Bible®, 
copyright © 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman 
Foundation. Used by permission. (www.Lockman.org)

Scripture quotations marked NKJV™ are taken from the New King James Version®. 
Copyright © 1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

The Service of Holy Matrimony and texts with the abbreviation LSB are from Lutheran 
Service Book, copyright © 2006 Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Quotations with the abbreviation LSB Agenda are from Lutheran Service Book: Agenda, 
copyright © 2006 Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved.

The quotation from Martin Luther on p. 6 is from the American Edition of Luther’s Works, 
vol. 4, p. 244, copyright © 1964 Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Quotations from Luther’s Small Catechism are from Luther’s Small Catechism with 
Explanation, copyright © 1986, 1991 Concordia Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Cover photo: © Veer Incorporated 
Cover illustrations: © iStockphoto.com

Manufactured in the United States of America

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10      19 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11 10

cph.org



What Is Holy Matrimony? 6

Are We in Love? 7

Is Marriage a Sacrament? 8

What about a Civil Ceremony 9

Under Assault 10

What about Divorce? 11

Are We Ready to Be Married? 12

Relationship Pitfalls 12

5 C’s to a Successful Marriage 18

What Is Wrong with Premarital Sex? 28

Is It Okay to Live Together before the Wedding? 29

What about “Mixed” Marriages? 32

Holy Matrimony: United in Christ 34

The Order of Service 34

Roles and Responsibilities 46

Men and Women Are Unique 46

Headship and Authority 49

Children 50

Conclusion 52

Prayers for Engaged Couples 53

Wedding Questions and Answers 56

Planning the Wedding 60

Announcement 60

Wedding Information Forms 61

CONTENTS
cph.org



United in Christ

4

Engaged to Be Married

Congratulations! God loves marriage. He will bless you.

You have heard the frightening statistics regarding the percentage of couples 

who eventually divorce. Maybe you grew up in a home affected by divorce. 

Good marriages do not just happen. They require much work and sacrifice. 

There are many forces, spiritually and socially, that battle against the union of 

marriage.

Consider the earnest warning the pastor gives at the beginning of the rite of 

Holy Matrimony:

Marriage is not to be entered into inadvisedly or lightly, but rever-
ently, deliberately, and in accordance with the purposes for which it was 
instituted by God.

This is why you must carefully prepare for this lifelong commitment. The 

fact that you are reading this book is a good sign. It shows that you are intent 

on learning all that you can to help ensure a happy, Christ-filled life together. 

Reading relationship books, attending retreats, and meeting with your pastor are 

✤ ✤ ✤ ✤ ✤
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all excellent ways to strengthen your relationship and provide a healthy start to 

your married life.

The goal of this book is twofold: First, to examine what God’s Word teaches 

about marriage, relationships, and family. What does Scripture say about 

your relationship, your marriage, as well as issues that could cause you chal-

lenges down the road? Second, this book will help you engage in identifying the 

strengths and weaknesses of your relationship.

While this is certainly a book about your love for each other, in another 

sense, and perhaps more important, this is a book about the Lord Jesus Christ, 

the Bridegroom, and His love for His resplendent Bride, the Church. It is by the 

design of the Creator that marriage, as an institution, proclaims the higher mys-

terious beauties of God’s mercy and love.

✤ ✤ ✤ ✤ ✤
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What Is  
Holy Matrimony?

Marriage is a socially and legally recognized contractual union of one man 

and one woman. Every society has marriage in some form, though it is becom-

ing more scarce in certain areas, such as northern Europe. Although various cul-

tures may have defined it differently, marriage is not ours to update or abolish. 

God instituted marriage in the Garden of Eden before the fall into sin (Genesis 

2:18–25) as a means to preserve and prosper human life in His good creation.

The great reformer and pastor, Martin Luther, writes:

This is the true definition: Marriage is the divinely instituted and 
lawful union of a man and a woman in the hope of offspring, or at least 
for the sake of avoiding fornication and sin, to the glory of God. Its 
ultimate purpose is to obey God and to be a remedy for sin; to call upon 
God; to desire, love, and bring up children to the glory of God; to live 
with one’s wife in the fear of the Lord; and to bear one’s cross.

Our Lord Jesus said that God Himself joins the man and woman together in 

marriage (Matthew 19:6). So marriage is holy because God, who is holy, insti-

tuted it; He makes the two individuals into one flesh, and He blesses all creation 

through this union. Because God instituted marriage, it is used in Scripture as 
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an illustration of the relationship between God and His people. This reality is 

particularly recognized in the Church’s teaching concerning holy matrimony.

“Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast 
to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” This mystery is pro-
found, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church. (Ephesians 
5:31–32)

Are We in Love?

There is much confusion about the nature of love. It is frequently mistaken 

for a mere emotion, a feeling in the gut or the heart, a state that one can fall into 

and out of almost randomly. Certainly, love brings all sorts of pleasant feelings. 

Popular media refer often to love, suggesting that it is all you need for a relation-

ship to succeed and that if you are in love, nothing else matters. But what does it 

really mean to be in love? Is love an emotion? Or is it something more?

The English language is imprecise in this matter. We use a single word to 

say: “I love ice cream.” “I love my country.” “I love my children.” On the one 

hand, we are referring to things we enjoy very much, such as ice cream. But your 

love for your country is such that you might lay down your life in its defense. 

How many people would die for ice cream? Clearly, though we are using the 

same verb in every sentence, we mean vastly different things.

The New Testament uses two Greek words for “love.” Phileo refers to warm 

affection, such as friendship. It refers to the feelings of fondness one person has 

for someone or something. One might say this is emotional love. The second 

word for love, agape, is not based on feelings or emotion. Agape is a favorable 

regard based on one’s choice, a commitment. It is often allied with notions of 

sacrifice, one for the other.

One of the most familiar Bible verses is: “For God so loved the world, that 

He gave His only Son . . . ” (John 3:16). It is important to note that this verse 

does not say, “For God so loved the world that He felt warm emotions.” His gift 

of His Son was a result or consequence of His commitment, His deep resolve to 
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secure our salvation. God’s love does not remain hidden in His heart. Rather, it 

results in action, specifically the action of self-giving or self-sacrifice.

St. Paul connects Christ’s self-sacrifice and human marriage in Ephesians 

5. He understands that husbands and wives are a model or representation of the 

relationship between God and Israel, between Christ and the Church. Thus Paul 

instructs men: “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 

Himself up for her” (Ephesians 5:25). Jesus’ life was not taken from Him; rath-

er, in His commitment to our salvation, He willingly gave up His life. Christ’s 

offering of Himself upon the cross for us is the model for a man to follow in his 

love for his wife. We know from the events in the Garden of Gethsemane (Luke 

22:39–46) that Jesus did not have fond feelings about being tortured and dying. 

He experienced fear and deep anguish. But no pain would deter Him from lay-

ing down His life to save us, in full accord with His Father’s will for Him.

This is the definition of real love. God is love. It is God’s nature to give. And 

He gives Himself to us fully. Real love considers the needs and well-being of 

the other person first, regardless of cost. The love between a man and a woman 

in marriage seeks to be that agape love, that voluntary determination to serve 

the other person. Over the years, emotions will wax and wane, but love, agape, 

chooses to serve the other because of thanksgiving and gratefulness for the 

mercy shown to the sinner in Christ. With this understanding, hear how Paul 

talks of the loving relationship:

[Agape] is patient and kind; [agape] does not envy or boast; it is not 
arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 
resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the truth. 
[Agape] bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all 
things. (1 Corinthians 13:4–7)

Is Marriage a Sacrament?

Whether we call something a sacrament or not is irrelevant. But it is impor-

tant to observe those things that God has given, according to His institution, and 

cph.org



What Is Holy Matrimony? 

9

to rejoice in their respective blessings. Traditionally, Lutherans define a sacra-

ment as rites commanded by God and to which the promise of grace has been 

added (Apology of the Augsburg Confession, Article XIII). The essential part 

of a sacrament is a clear promise or word from God. Combined with something 

earthly, such as water or bread and wine, it becomes, as St. Augustine stated, 

a visible word from God (Tractates on the Gospel of John, 80:3). By this strict 

definition, marriage would not be a sacrament. Although God works blessings 

through marriage, an act He instituted, it is not a Means of Grace, that is, it does 

not impart the forgiveness of sins. Marriage is unlike a sacrament because it is 

not given to every person who believes, and nowhere does Scripture say that 

marriage grants the forgiveness of sins. As our Confessions point out, marriage 

is unlike Holy Baptism, which provides forgiveness of sins through the washing 

of baptismal water, or the Lord’s Supper, through which God imparts forgive-

ness, life, and union with Him.

What about a Civil Ceremony?

Marriage is a matter of the secular realm. All people may marry, whether 

Christian or not. And God surely blesses these unions, because He sends the 

rain on the just and the unjust alike (Matthew 5:45). Nevertheless, church wed-

dings are to be encouraged for Christian couples.

Because marriage is a gift of the Creator that is not negated by the 
fall into sin, it may be performed by civil authorities, apart from the 
Church. While such civil ceremonies are good according to “civil righ-
teousness,” they do not speak the Lord’s blessing or implore His grace 
and aid for a sanctified marriage and home. (LSB Agenda, p. 61)

Although a church wedding is not absolutely necessary, it is a magnificent 

way to begin your married life. You gather in God’s house with the congregation 

and God’s called minister to pray for God’s blessing upon your marriage and to 

sanctify your union with the promises of God’s Word.

cph.org



10

United in Christ

A wedding performed in a courthouse by a judge is no less valid than a 

church wedding in either the eyes of the state or the eyes of God. As a temporal 

arrangement, marriage is a matter of the state, so being married in the church by 

a clergyman is not necessary for the marriage to be valid. But the blessings of 

a church wedding are abundant. The church’s rite of Holy Matrimony “supplies 

what the government cannot give—the Lord’s Word, the prayer of the Church, 

and the Lord’s dependable promise of help and protection . . . and offers prayers 

that [the couple] may live in godly harmony” (LSB Agenda, p. 62).

Under Assault

God loves marriage. He is exceedingly pleased when one man and one 

woman pledge their love and faithfulness to each other.

However, there is one who does not love marriage. He does not rejoice with 

you. He is not pleased when a man and a woman declare their love and faithful-

ness to each other before the world. This one is our archenemy, Satan. He is a 

fallen angel who, with his followers, both terrestrial and otherwise, wages war 

against God. Naturally, Satan and his angels are powerless against God directly, 

so he exerts his energies against those made in God’s image and likeness.

Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, after Our like-
ness. . . .” So God created man in His own image, in the image of God 
He created him; male and female He created them. (Genesis 1:26–27)

A happy marriage repulses the devil. Thus he will do anything he can to 

undermine marriage as an institution, including attacking your marriage. Be 

alert to his ways. He will capitalize on your weak points both as individuals 

and as a couple. This is why it is important to inspect yourselves in the mirror 

of God’s Word. You must discover and acknowledge your weaknesses. Expose 

them. Receive private Absolution where necessary, and gird yourselves for bat-

tle, for there is indeed a war taking place, one for the sanctity of your marriage 

and the health and happiness of your family (Ephesians 6:10–13).
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What about Divorce?

Before discussing marriage and wedding plans, agree with each other that 

divorce will never become a consideration. Agree that it is not an option for you, 

that you will stick together through thick and thin, no matter what. If you cannot 

say this honestly, then how can you honestly speak your vows at your wedding?

Are there no exceptions? In the New Testament, Jesus speaks to the permis-

sibility of divorce on the grounds of sexual immorality:

It was also said, “Whoever divorces his wife, let him give her a cer-
tificate of divorce.” But I say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, 
except on the ground of sexual immorality, makes her commit adultery, 
and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. (Matthew 
5:31–32)

And Pharisees came up to Him and tested Him by asking, “Is it 
lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” He answered, “Have you 
not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male 
and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his 
mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? 
So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined 
together, let not man separate.” They said to Him, “Why then did Moses 
command one to give a certificate of divorce and to send her away?” He 
said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to 
divorce your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. And I say to 
you: whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and mar-
ries another, commits adultery.” (Matthew 19:3–9)

Divorce is clearly our action to separate what God has joined together. 

Scripture speaks plainly that God hates divorce (Malachi 2:16). Unlike contem-

porary society, God considers marriage to be a lifelong commitment.

Even in cases of infidelity, repentance and reconciliation is the better course. 

But when that does not appear to be possible because of our hardness of heart, 

because of our inability to forgive as we have been forgiven (the Lord’s Prayer), 

divorce is tolerated as an unhappy outcome.
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