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The purpose of this article is to offer a concrete form for pre-
marital pastoral care of souls for pastors of the Evangelical
Lutheran Confession. We will consider the topic in two sections.
The first will be the confessional foundation that impacts and
shapes our practice, and the second will be the concrete shape of
the practice itself.

CONFESSIONAL FOUNDATION
It is clear from the Confessions of our church that in every
instance of pastoral practice the doctrine of justification must be
the central consideration. All that we do must focus on the salva-
tion of lost souls through faith in the atoning sacrifice of the Lord
Jesus Christ. In the Apology Melanchthon writes:

They condemn us both for denying that men receive the for-
giveness of sins because of their merits, and for affirming
that men receive the forgiveness of sins by faith and by faith
in Christ are justified.

In this controversy the main doctrine of Christianity is
involved; when it is properly understood, it illumines and magni-
fies the honor of Christ and brings pious consciences the abun-
dant consolation that they need (Ap , –; Tappert, ).

This centrality of the doctrine of justification is reaffirmed by
the confessors in the Formula of Concord, SD, Article :

In the words of the Apology, this article of justification by
faith is “the chief article of the entire Christian doctrine,”
without which no poor conscience can have any abiding
comfort or rightly understand the riches of the grace of
Christ (SD , ; Tappert, ).

The necessity of keeping the doctrine of justification central
concretely shapes our pastoral practice. This is seen outwardly in
means that God has instituted to work such justifying faith. Thus
we are led to a second confessional foundation.

To obtain such justifying faith God instituted the office of
the ministry, that is, provided the gospel and the sacra-
ments. Through these, as through means, he gives the Holy
Spirit, who works faith, when and where he pleases, in those
who hear the gospel (AC , –; Tappert, ).

The Lutheran Confessions are very clear that God works and
sustains faith only through the gospel and the sacraments. Here

O
       or far to recognize that
there is a crisis in our society in regard to marriage and
the family. Many say that the traditional family will never

be what it once was with the wife responsible for the domestic
affairs and the husband responsible for earning an income and
being spiritual leader. It is clear that the roles for men and
women in marriage and the family have indeed changed a great
deal as far as our society is concerned. Women now receive a
tremendous amount of pressure to work outside the home in
order to be “fulfilled.” The responsibilities of wife and mother
are played down as unimportant in comparison to the outside
interests of women. In many instances husbands have assumed
some of the duties that have traditionally been the wife’s, such as
cooking and housework. The distinctiveness of being male and
female as God has created them are transformed into a societal
notion of personhood. The results of these changes have been
great on the family as we are told that almost half those who
marry will divorce and that there are, consequently, a growing
number of single-parent families.

It is into this cultural framework that the church must stand
and hold up a scriptural perspective on marriage and the family.
While the non-Christian is no less married than the Christian, it
is clear that there are many distinctive features to a Christian
marriage. Luther writes of these distinctions and the responsibil-
ities that the church has because of them:

We must also do this so as to teach the young people to
take this estate seriously, to honor it as a divine creation
and command, and not to act disgracefully at weddings
. . . for there is no doubt that they [the bride and groom]
desired the blessing of God and common prayer, but not
tomfoolery or pagan spectacle. This is proved by the rite
itself. For whoever desires prayer and blessing from the
pastor or bishop indicates thereby— even if he does not
express it in so many words—into what peril and need he
enters and how greatly he stands in need of the blessing of
God and common prayer for the estate which he enters.
For everyday we see marriages broken by the devil through
adultery, unfaithfulness, discord and all manner of ill (AE
: –).
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“it squares with our position that a minister who consecrates
offers the body and blood of the Lord to the people, just as a
minister who preaches offers the gospel to the people”
(Ap , ). The confessors show forth here and in other
places (AC , for one) that Lutheran pastoral practice is
grounded in the means of grace, which take concrete form in the
liturgies of the church. It is at this level that the doctrine con-
fessed is communicated and lived by God’s people. It is therefore
essential for us to ground our pastoral practice at this same level
and to pattern it after the worship life of the congregation. It is
for this reason that the remainder of this article will be devoted
to offering a concrete form for premarital pastoral care that is
grounded in the marriage rite, specifically the vows.

THE SHAPE OF PASTORAL PRACTICE 
IMPLIED IN THE VOWS

We begin with a few comments regarding the nature of marriage
as God has revealed it in the Scriptures. The pertinent passages
are Genesis :; :; Matthew :-; :, and the marriage
metaphors, the most prominent being Ephesians . For the sake
of brevity we will look at the Matthew  passage, for it contains
the two Genesis passages.

And he answered and said unto them, Have ye not read, that
he which made them at the beginning made them male and
female, and said, For this cause shall a man leave father and
mother, and shall cleave to his wife: and they twain shall be
one flesh? Wherefore they are no longer twain, but one flesh.
What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put
asunder (Mt :–, KJV).

Here we have the clear word of God that men and women were
created distinctively male and female and that this reality has prece-
dence over their joint “personhood.” Second, it is clear that God is
creating something new when he brings a man and a woman
together: they are no longer two but one flesh. Third, it is clear that
God intends the marital union to be permanent in this life.

Lutheranism has historically understood the marital institu-
tion as belonging to the kingdom of the left hand. In other words,
it was given chiefly for order in this world. In fact, we are told in
Matthew : that marriage will not take place in the resurrec-
tion. Placing the institution of marriage in the kingdom of the left
in no way negates the divine nature of its institution. As Luther
maintains, marriage belongs to the natural order of creation and
not to the order of redemption through Christ. In fact, all God-
given authority in the secular realm flows through marriage.
Luther, however, also stresses the spiritual nature of marriage:

A sacrament is a sacred sign of something spiritual, holy,
heavenly, and eternal, just as the water of baptism, when the
priest pours it over the child, means that the holy divine
eternal grace is poured into the soul and body of that child
at the same time, and cleanses him from his original sin. . . .
In the same way the estate of marriage is a sacrament. It is
an outward and spiritual sign of the greatest, holiest, worthi-
est, and noblest thing that has ever existed or will exist: the
union of the divine and human natures in Christ. . . .

we see that the Divine Service where “the gospel is preached in its
purity and the holy sacraments are administered according to the
gospel” (AC , ) is the central activity of God in the midst of
the congregation. In order for this to take place publicly, God has
instituted the pastoral office. In this way God has enabled the
church, which is unseen by the eye, to become visible through
these outward marks (notae).

We are not dreaming of some Platonic republic, as has been
slanderously alleged, but we teach that the church actually
exists, made up of true believers and righteous men scat-
tered throughout the world. And we add its marks, the pure
teaching of the gospel and the sacraments (Ap   , ;
Tappert, ).

Justifying faith is intimately and inseparably tied to the out-
ward marks of the church: the pure preaching of the gospel and
administration of the sacraments.

Additionally, the Confessions are clear that the sustenance of
justifying faith is intimately tied to the gospel and sacraments.

Christ does not stop being the mediator after our renewal.
It is an error to suppose that he merely merited “initial
grace” and that afterward we please God and merit eternal
life by our keeping of the law. . . . If those who are regener-
ated are supposed later to believe that they will be accepted
because they have kept the law, how can our conscience be
sure that it pleases God, since we never satisfied the law?
Therefore we must always go back to the promise (Ap ,

, ; Tappert, ).

We see here the reality that in this life the sinful nature is
always with us and that therefore we must always be in commu-
nion with the means of grace, which Melanchthon here calls
“going back to the promise.” This connection between the
Divine Service (the means of grace) and justifying faith is an
essential one for pastoral practice. It highlights the importance
of the corporate worship life of the congregation as the focus of

congregational life. This makes the worship rites themselves a
highly significant component in the spiritual life of each mem-
ber. Of course, rites “are in and of themselves no worship of God
or even a part of it” (FC SD , ). These rites, however, carry the
objective promises of God in the gospel and sacraments and as
such are not open to the whim of either pastors or laymen.
According to the Apology, liturgy is a public service, and as such

Men and women were created 
distinctively male and female 
and this reality has precedence 
over their joint “personhood.” 
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A second item in the pastoral question that is not specifically
stated in the vows is the pledge that the wife will obey her hus-
band. This is intimately tied with the order of creation and the
marriage metaphor in Ephesians . For the sake of clarity I would
suggest that this topic be taken up under the explanation of the
phrase “to love and to cherish” in the vows.

In the remainder of this essay we will focus on each phrase of
the vows and suggest a pattern for premarital pastoral care.

First, we have the phrase “in the presence of God and these wit-
nesses.” There is, of course, a legal aspect to this statement, namely,
that marriage is a matter of public record. For the church, how-
ever, there is great significance in the recognition that we are in the
presence of God. Vows to one another are made in the presence of
God. Here the pastor can and should reinforce for the couple that
just as their marriage is in the presence of God, their lives together
are also centered in the presence of God as he feeds them by his
word and sacrament in the Divine Service. Further, the connec-
tion between the real presence as discussed in catechesis and the
real presence as it is lived in the Divine Service should be made. In
so doing we are developing a churchly consciousness in the mar-
ried couple and grounding their marriage in the mysteries of the
faith as our Lord expresses them through the liturgy.

Next, we have the phrase “to have and to hold from this day
forward.” Here we would discuss the intimate nature of marriage.
The sexual bond should be discussed in relation to the “two
becoming one flesh.” Reference can be made to  Corinthians 

and other texts. That sexual pleasure is part of God’s good cre-
ation and is intended exclusively for marriage should be affirmed
here. The issue of procreation as a major purpose for marriage
should be discussed, including asking what the couple’s plans are
for childbearing. Here the pastor ought to discuss birth control
and especially point out the methods that are abortive. It would
be beneficial if the pastor knew a pro-life physician to recom-
mend to the couple if they need additional medical information.

Additionally, the couple’s new relationship with their parents
can be discussed here. “For this reason a man will leave his father
and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become
one flesh” (Gn :). The reality of a new household separate
from parents necessitates a new understanding of Christian voca-
tion. How the couple perceives this shift in vocation will have a
significant impact on their relationship with both sets of parents.

The next phrase in the vows is “for better, for worse, for richer,
for poorer, in sickness and in health.” Here we see the scope of the
fidelity required in marriage and that its basis is not in individual
temporal happiness. James T. Burtchaell writes of this phrase:

A marriage that can be dissolved is a marriage of hedged
love, just as a religion that can be satisfied by obedience to a
set law is a religion of hedged love. Jesus invites men and

   -   

Second, [the doctors say] that marriage is a covenant of
fidelity. . . .

Third, [the doctors say] that marriage produces offspring,
for that is the end and chief purpose of marriage (“A Ser-
mon on the Estate of Marriage,” , AE : –).

Here we see that Luther holds marriage highly enough to call it
a “sacrament,” which stresses that it is the institution that God
has provided so that we might live our lives in faith toward him
and in love toward one another. The non-Christian marriage still
gives structure for civil righteousness, but it cannot give the struc-
ture for spiritual righteousness. It is this God-given structure for
living our lives in faith that must be the emphasis of marriage in
the church. Once again, the central focus is on justification by
grace through faith.

It is the thesis of this article that this emphasis can most benefi-
cially be communicated by structuring premarital pastoral care
around the actual rite of marriage so that the couple understands
clearly what the church (the couple included) believe about mar-
riage. For the purposes of this article it is assumed that clergy will
use the marriage rite as it is found in Lutheran Worship: Agenda.
The vows in this rite read as follows:

________, will you have this woman to be your wife, to live
with her in holy marriage according to the Word of God?
Will you love her, comfort her, honor her, and keep her in
sickness and health and, forsaking all others, be husband to
her as long as you both shall live?

________, will you have this man to be your husband, to
live with him in holy marriage according to the Word of
God? Will you love him, comfort him, honor him, obey
him, and keep him in sickness and in health and forsaking
all others, be wife to him as long as you both shall live?

I, _______, in the presence of God and these witnesses, take
you, _______, to be my wife, to have and to hold from this
day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in
sickness and in health, to love and to cherish until death
parts us, and I pledge you my faithfulness.

I, _______, in the presence of God and these witnesses, take
you, _______, to be my husband, to have and to hold from
this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer,
in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, until death
parts us, and I pledge you my faithfulness.

First, from the first line of the question of intent we are alerted
to the fact that marital life will be in accord with the Word of
God. This question makes it imperative that the pastor emphasize
the importance that the couple are united in their confession of
faith (fides quae). This emphasis maintains the identity and
integrity of the church and clearly expresses what the church
believes regarding marriage. It implies the importance of further
catechesis for those couples not united in their confession. This
principle ought to be clearly explained to the couple and the con-
gregation, and be consistently followed.

Luther holds marriage highly
enough to call it a “sacrament.”

nb



“love.” It is apparent that what is commonly perceived as marital
love by our society is that of the word eros in Greek. Eros is love
that is based on emotional or sexual attachment rather than a
commitment to faithful action. It must be pointed out to the cou-
ple that it is because of this societal notion of love that we are told
that people can fall in love one day and out of love the next day. It
is a chief contributor to the high divorce rate. In contrast to this
the pastor teaches the biblical nature of marital love. The pastor
can certainly affirm the goodness of the emotional love that the
couple now feels, but he must also point out the reality that this
love will not be consistent in marriage. Hence marital love is
characterized by something far greater.

Marital love is characterized by faithfulness. It is “a covenant
of fidelity.” The whole basis and essence of marriage is that
each gives himself or herself to the other, and they promise
to remain faithful to each other and not give themselves to
any other. By binding themselves to each other, and surren-
dering themselves to each other, the way is barred to the
body of anyone else, and they content themselves in the
marriage bed with their one companion.

Luther goes on to point out that marital sexual love is not deter-
mined by a selfish desire for pleasure but by the desire to serve the
other with one’s own body. Here we arrive at the notion of love as
service to and action for the other. It would be wise at this point to
discuss the order of creation and the marriage metaphor in Eph-
esians . The pastor must make clear, especially in our age of secu-
lar humanism, the distinctiveness of being male or female and the
order that God has set up for the sexes. We must be sure that we
are not “fundamentalistic” here, but at the same time hold up the
fact that the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of
the church. For the benefit of each, the husband is to give himself
in service to his wife as Christ gave himself for the church, and the
wife is to obey willingly. Thus the headship of the husband is one
of giving service, not tyrannical lordship. The submission of the
wife is not in the nature of a doormat, but in recognizing that her
husband serves her in loving headship. Of course, this ideal cannot
be attained consistently because of the fall into sin. The husband
can easily lapse into the pattern of powerful authority and the wife
into nagging and complaining. It is here that the forgiveness of our
Lord must anchor the marriage as the couple together seeks his
forgiveness and forgives one another.

Finally, the vow ends with the words “and I pledge to you my
faithfulness.” As has already been pointed out, fidelity is the basis
of married life. It is here that the pastor can pull together all that
has been said and highlight faithfulness of the couple to each
other and also to their Lord. The faithful lives of the couple are
grounded in the faithfulness of their Lord. “Submit to one
another out of reverence for Christ” (Eph :). It is this Lord who
has brought them together and has made them his in the waters
of baptism. It is this Lord who continues to come to them in the
Divine Service to feed them with his gracious gifts of forgiveness,
life, and salvation. The couple has been separated from the world
around them by the Lord who has redeemed them and have been
made members of his kingdom in this world, the church. It is this
reality that forms the basis of their married life together.

 

women, without contracts or conditions, to make reckless
promises to one another. And so, not knowing what lies
before them, they promise to be true to one another, for bet-
ter, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in
health, until death. Crazy. But no more so than that other
oath to love the Lord with their whole heart and soul and
strength, and to love one another as he has loved them. . . .
A man and woman pledge themselves, not to joy or to peace
or to satisfaction, but to fidelity, from which joy and peace
and satisfaction are believed to spring.

Burtchaell compares the marital relationship with our rela-
tionship to our Lord, pointing out that they are both based on
faithfulness. For the Lutheran pastor, it is necessary to go a step
further in stressing that while this pledge is “crazy” from the
standpoint of worldly logic, it is a pledge that makes the couple
intimately dependent on their Lord.

Married people do not live in paradise before the fall into
sin; rather, they live in this world, which is characterized by
original sin, and “in the midst of demons.” If we attempt to
live in marriage solely on the basis of our own strength,
therefore, our marriage is always in danger. Our natural self-
ish feeling is that a marriage which brings only disappoint-
ment is a disaster. However, the Christian looks at things
differently through the eyes of faith. We may not measure
our situation according to our selfish superficial desire for
happiness but ought to be concerned with God’s will. Then
we will be able to see, even in an unhappy marriage, how
God is at work to save us. Through such a marriage God
intends to purify us and mature us for his kingdom.

The couple is thus shown the reality of married life in this
fallen world, but is shown it through the theology of the cross. It
is our Lord’s presence in the Divine Service (word and sacra-
ment) that sustains marital faithfulness, not our own resources.
Forgiveness is the foundation of marriage as it is empowered by
the forgiveness of our Lord.

At this point it would also be timely for the pastor to ask the
couple if they have discussed finances and how they will be han-
dled in the family. This would include the standard of living
expectations for each. It is also an appropriate time to discuss
biblical stewardship with the couple and how it relates to this sec-
tion of the vows.

Next we read, “to love and to cherish until death parts us.” We
must now enter a discussion of the confusing English word

Marital sexual love is not determined
by a selfish desire for pleasure but by
the desire to serve the other with 
one’s own body.
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conformity with the gospel. The church is not to be recog-
nized where the correct Confessions have constitutional
validity but are not observed in practice.

Schlink here highlights the necessity that the church’s confes-
sion must guide her practice for that confession to be reality.
For a confessional Lutheran church this practice manifests itself
in the lives of her people most clearly in its worship rites.
Applied to marriage in the church, this reality is held up most
clearly when premarital pastoral care is based on the marriage
rite itself, the statement of what the church believes and con-
fesses about marriage.  

NOTES
. The term “premarital pastoral care” has been chosen as opposed to

“pre-marriage counseling” to distinguish the church from the social sci-
ences and to put this ministry in its ecclesial context.

. Paul Althaus, The Ethics of Martin Luther, trans. Robert C. Schultz
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, ), .

. Lutheran Worship: Agenda (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
), .

. James T. Burtchaell, For Better, For Worse (New York: Paulist Press,
), –.

. Althaus, .
. Althaus, .
. Edmund Schlink, Theology of the Lutheran Confessions (Philadel-

phia: Fortress Press, ), .

LOGIA

   -    

CONCLUSION
This context for premarital pastoral care is intended to be a gen-
eral overview with specific details to be fleshed out by the individ-
ual pastor. It has been offered because of a growing tendency for
the church to use methods and materials from the social sciences
in her handling of marriage. In and of themselves these methods
can be very useful. It is the opinion of this writer, however, that
the extensive use of these materials without the proper ecclesial
connection makes a great statement about the reality of the
church’s confession and its applicability to our lives. Above all, we
cannot give the impression that the church is being directed by
the world around us. It is the nature of the church and her con-
fession that it changes the world rather than conforming to it.
Edmund Schlink summarizes this reality well:

It might seem obvious to call the Confessions, if not a third
mark of the church, at least a mark in a derived sense, since
they teach and confess the true marks of the church, the
gospel and the sacraments. Nevertheless we must speak
guardedly on this matter on the basis of the Confessions
themselves. As the norm of the church is the proclaimed bib-
lical gospel, and as the church is defined by the preaching of
the gospel and the administration of the sacraments, so the
Confessions are not per se, as written documents, a mark of
the church, but in preaching and administration of the sacra-
ments, as performed according to the Confessions, i.e., in
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