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 “Who giveth this woman to this man?” With a practiced voice the father answers, “Her 

mother and I.” Thereby the leaving of father and mother is complete. The father sits down with a 

deep awareness that the bond with the parental home is broken. The parents of the groom, as 

well as the bride’s parents, are filled with mixed feelings. While they anticipate a vacant spot in 

the home, they rejoice that their child is marrying in the Lord. 

Marrying in the Lord. This fact is vital: This couple eagerly steps forward to be united in 

the bond of holy matrimony. Already a marriage license has been obtained, signed, and sealed by 

the magistrate. Now the couple are ready to speak their vows to each other, vows which will bind 

them together as husband and wife as long as they both shall live. They are fulfilling the 

scriptural mandate given already in the state of perfection in paradise: “Therefore shall a man 

leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.’’ 

Why does this formality have such far-reaching implications? This question is important 

today, particularly because another question looms menacingly: Why are two persons kept from 

each other, so that they may not live together sexually until the marriage vows have been spoken, 

and immediately afterward they are free to live together? Or still another question: Why do these 

vows bind them so firmly and so permanently together that they may never separate, and if they 

would be forced to do so, it would only be by the painful and expensive formality of a legal 

divorce? Many would rather brush aside the marriage license and vows, to live together on an 

experimental basis, and if the whole affair proved to be a failure, they could part from each other 

without fuss. The only reason why some women insist on a formal wedding is that they want a 

sense of security, so that, if their marriage suffered ship-wreck, they have a claim to alimony. 

But obtaining a license and going through the formality of speaking vows seems too 

cumbersome to be of real importance to many. A marriage license and marriage vows are 

intimately related. The marriage license is the legal aspect of the marriage bond. This legal 

aspect arises out of the organic relationship of all mankind, that is, we live in this world, not as 

individuals, but as part of the human race. John Donne wrote: “No man is an island...”, and this 

is very true. No man can take the attitude that he is responsible for his actions only to himself, as 

if he can do as he pleases, and nobody else should care. He is a member of his family, a neighbor 

in his community, and a citizen of his country. As a child of God, he is a member of God’s 

Church and an integral part of the world of God’s love that will be renewed in the perfection of 

heavenly glory. In former times, the parents as legal guardians were responsible for their children 

marrying in a proper, legal manner. As the human race spread out and the laws of the magistrate 

became more specific, the civil authorities became responsible before God for supervising the 

legal aspect of marriage. Therefore the magistrate, as God’s servant, has the divinely given right 

to demand that a marriage license be obtained, and that consent be given to a marriage that is in 

harmony with the law. For example, the civil magistrate may not grant a license to someone who 

is already married, since bigamy is contrary to the law of God. The law also gives consent to 

some responsible official, either a justice of the peace, a judge or a minister, to perform the 

ceremony. This official sees that the vows are properly spoken. In the Netherlands, a double 

ceremony was required. A marriage was solemnized by the local magistrate, and then confirmed 

by the church. The ceremony first took place in the city hall, and then in a public worship 

service. Therefore we still read in our Psalter: “Form for the Confirmation of Marriage before the 



Church.” In our country, the magistrate authorizes the minister to perform the ceremony, so that 

the marriage is not merely “confirmed”, but is actually solemnized by the minister. The entire 

ceremony centers about the vows that are spoken, which makes the marriage legally binding 

before the church and before the magistrate. 

A vow, as you know, is a promise under oath. This oath-bound promise is made before 

God and the witnesses that are present. Thus the vow expresses three things. First, the couple 

declares to each other and before all present, that they are deeply aware of the presence of God. 

They actually call upon God to witness the promises that are made. Second, they declare that 

God in heaven confirms the truth and sincerity of their promises. He Who searches the heart 

knows that they speak the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. They make their 

promises to their prospective mate in sincerity of heart and mind. Third, they affirm that God 

Who is just, will bless them in their faithfulness to each other, but will surely punish them if they 

transgress in any way. The common expression for this, as found in Scripture, is, God do so to 

me, and more also, if aught but death part me and thee. 

This makes the marriage vow a very serious matter. By this very act the bridegroom and 

the bride pledge fidelity to one another. The bridegroom takes his wife, promises to cleave to her 

as long as they shall live. The wife takes her husband, promises likewise to cleave to him as long 

as they shall live. Since this is done in the presence of God, it is a prayer that God may perform 

His mighty work now and henceforth, joining them together in one flesh, one love, one life, as 

long as they walk life’s pathway together. It is interesting to note in this connection, that the 

expression ‘to cleave’ means literally, ‘to be glued together’, devotedly joined together with 

heart and mind, with their whole being. It should also be added, that whether a couple 

consciously makes these vows in the presence of God, or makes them indifferently, God still 

holds them to their vows. To speak these vows lightly, carelessly, without forethought or pur-

pose, is profanity, the sin against the third commandment. To break these vows is also serious 

profanity. God will not hold him guiltless that takes His Name in vain. 

This makes the contents of the vows extremely significant. In recent years far too much 

emphasis falls on the external display at the ceremony, the bride and her gown, the bridal party, 

(one seemingly trying to outdo the other with the size of the party and their dress), the floral 

arrangements, and many other additions to the ceremony. You understand, I like a nice wedding. 

I like to witness a ceremony that will be long remembered by the bridal couple, and also by 

others. But I bemoan the fact that far too little emphasis is placed on the heart of the matter, the 

vows which are spoken. It seems to have become a popular pastime for couples to change the 

wording of their vows, to simplify them, to put them in their own words and often to make them 

meaningless. I know of no serious objection if young people prefer to memorize the vows as 

found in our Marriage Form and recite them to each other. But I do see serious objections if 

those vows are changed, so that the vows of the bride are the same as those of the groom, as if 

their marriage is nothing more than a fifty-fifty proposition. 

The vow of the bridegroom in our Psalter reads as follows: “N., do you acknowledge here 

before God and this his holy Church, that you have taken and do take to be your lawful wife, N., 

here present, promising her never to forsake her; to love her faithfully, to maintain her, as a 

faithful and pious husband is bound to do to his lawful wife; that you will live holily with her; 

keeping faith and truth to her in all things according to the holy gospel?” 

By this vow, the bridegroom declares publicly that he is taking his bride as his lawful 

wife. Two words receive the emphasis in this vow, lawful and faithful. Twice it is said that this is 

his lawful wife. Faithfulness is the keynote that runs through this pledge. Taking his wife 



involves a fourfold promise. First, the groom promises never to forsake her. This promise is 

based on the Scriptural teaching that the marriage bond is unbreakable. Nothing, absolutely 

nothing, as long as both parties are living, can break that bond. God joins together. What God 

joins together, man has no right to tear asunder. Often, after a few years of marriage, difficulties 

arise, and the complaint is readily raised, ‘‘We made a mistake. We really did not love each other 

after all. We were not even meant for each other.” Whatever mistake the troubled couple may 

seem to have made, or rather, whatever sin they made themselves guilty of, God makes no 

mistake when He joins two people together. Therefore He requires of them: ‘‘Love one another, 

and forgive one another, even as God in Christ has forgiven you.” When the young man 

promises never to forsake her, he must realize that this is for better or for worse, for richer or for 

poorer, in sickness and in health, even until death breaks the earthly bond. A young man can 

leave father and mother to attach himself to his wife, but he cannot ever leave his wife to cling to 

another. 

Second, the bridegroom promises that he will love his wife faithfully. As has been said 

before, this love is not a mere sexual urge. At the time of marriage, sexual appeal may seem to 

predominate. Yet married people soon learn that sexual intercourse is not an end in itself. It is the 

expression of the unique love whereby God unites husband and wife as one. Love between life 

partners is unique in every way. A man cannot love his neighbor’s wife in the same way that he 

loves his own wife. He cannot love his sister, nor his daughter, nor, for that matter, any other 

person in the manner in which he loves his wife. He sees in her an attractiveness that is only for 

him. His wife does not have to arrange a special hair-do, cover herself with make-up, or wear a 

sexy dress to make herself appealing to him. She is just as appealing when he meets her across 

the breakfast table, or with strands of hair hanging down her face, or with clothing disheveled 

when she has been cleaning the house. He experiences a bond of unity in their thoughts, desires, 

ambitions, aspirations. They enjoy each other’s company, dreading the thought of being 

separated from each other, eagerly looking forward to being together again. They love each other 

for what they are. It has been said, “I love you not only for what you are, but also for what I am 

when I’m with you.” Yet the strongest bond is the spiritual bond that unites them in the Lord, 

and makes their life complete. The bridegroom promises that he will love his wife always; even 

in times of temptation, even when his wife is stricken with illness, physical infirmity, mental 

stress, or any other ailment that makes inroads into their marital relationship. The promise is not 

supplemented with a series of “ifs” and “buts”; it is simply the promise to love his wife 

faithfully. 

Third, the promise of the groom includes that he will “maintain his wife, as a faithful and 

pious husband is bound to do to his lawful wife.” He is fully aware of his responsibility to be the 

head of the home that is being established. He wants to be a proper picture of Christ, Who is the 

head of His Church. (I Cor. 11:3). Our Marriage Form expresses that rather nicely, “You, who 

are the bridegroom must know, that God hath set you to be the head of your wife, that you, 

according to your ability, shall lead her with discretion; instructing, comforting, protecting her, 

as the head rules the body; yea, as Christ is the head, wisdom, consolation and assistance to His 

Church. Besides, you are to love your wife as your own body, as Christ hath loved His Church: 

You shall not be bitter against her, but dwell with her as a man of understanding, giving honor to 

the wife as the weaker vessel, considering that ye are joint heirs of the grace of life, that your 

prayers be not hindered. And since it is God’s command, ‘that the man shall eat his bread in the 

sweat of his face’, therefore you are to labor diligently and faithfully, in the calling wherein God 

hath set you, that you may maintain your household honestly, and likewise have something to 



give to the poor.” 

Fourth, the prospective husband promises that he “will live holily with her, keeping faith 

and truth to her in all things according to the gospel.” As to their mutual relationship as husband 

and wife, Paul says in I Corinthians 7:2-5, “Nevertheless, to avoid fornication, let every man 

have his own wife, and let every woman have her own husband. Let the husband render unto his 

wife due benevolence (consideration), and likewise also the wife unto the husband. The wife 

hath not power of her own body, but the husband; and likewise also the husband hath not power 

of his own body, but the wife. Defraud ye not one the other except it be with consent for a time, 

that ye may give yourselves to fasting and prayer; and come together again, that Satan tempt you 

not for your incontinency. ” Moreover, there must be no reason for distrust or suspicion between 

them at any time. Keeping faith means to be faithful, worthy of trust. Keeping truth means to be 

open, honest with one another, avoiding all personal secrets, keeping all the lines of 

communication open between them, living one life, with one love, one devotion to God, one aim, 

the glory of God. 

The vow that is spoken by the bride is similar to the vow of the bridegroom, with the 

exception that it does not speak of “Maintaining” him, but rather, promising “to be obedient to 

him, to serve and assist him.” That obedience is not a slavish subservience. I have known 

husbands, even some who professed to be serious minded Christians, who treated their wives like 

slaves, ordering them about, belittling them in public, expecting them to cower and to crawl for 

them. That is not the love of a husband for his wife, and that kind of obedience is not required of 

a woman. The husband is the head of the home, and his wife is his helper, his assistant, and 

therefore manager of his affairs. (Genesis 2:18; I Corinthians 11:8,9). The wife makes his home 

comfortable, pleasant, so that he can carry out his life calling with her full support. As a helper, 

she surrenders herself to he husband, promising henceforth to live for him. She gives up her 

name and assumes his name. She gives up her private ambitions, to unite her asperations with 

his. This is the unnate nature of a woman according to her very creation. The more a woman can 

live for her husband, the more she will experience the blessedness of their union in covenant life. 

This does not mean that she must agree with her husband when he is wrong, nor must she 

consent to share his sinful ambitions. She does not sell her soul when she marries, but she 

remains an individual confessing member of the body of Christ. In that respect there is no 

difference between husband and wife, no more than between bond and free, Jew or Greek, but all 

are one in Christ. Yet as a wife, she is bound to her lawful husband to obey him in all things 

right. 

In a recent article in the Reader’s Digest (March 1978), Carolyn Lewis writes that many 

women picture marriage as something boring, demeaning, deadening, a form of imprisonment, a 

threat to the solitary individual. Moreover, that marriage imposes grueling, baffling, frustrating 

responsibilities on the woman. She goes on to point out that this is not true. She says, “In our 

eagerness to exact equal treatment, we woman seem to be forgetting who we are. We are not 

men. Men cannot bear children. And for a woman, the birth of a child is a transforming 

experience.” To which she adds, “There is nothing inconsequential or demeaning about choosing 

to make a child one’s life work. Nor is there anything shameful in wanting to make life 

comfortable and happy for another adult human, like a husband. There are good and useful and 

important things to do inside the home, and the woman’s movement makes light of that fact at its 

peril.” A believing wife has so much more reason to realize how important her life is, when she 

obeys, serves, and assists her husband in serving the Lord. For her, it is a privilege to have 

children, for she is “saved in bearing children”. Scripture points out to us, that sin came into the 



world by the woman, yet God has privileged the woman to bring forth the covenant seed, the 

Church. (I Timothy 2:13-15). Throughout the ages, believing women (Hannah, Elisabeth, Mary 

to mention a few) have considered themselves blessed in bringing forth the covenant seed. The 

Church throughout the ages has sung from the heart: 

“She shall fill thy home with good. 

Happy in her loving service  

and the joys of motherhood.”  

Psalter No. 360 

It is after these vows are spoken, that one man and one woman are declared husband and 

wife, and they become one flesh. Not the minister, not a justice of the peace, but God in heaven 

joins these two lives together into one. The legal bond is established. The physical and the 

spiritual bond continue to join in perfect unity, until, as often happens, an elderly couple even 

look very much alike. The newlyweds do well to lift up their hearts in prayer to God, asking for 

His continued blessing that in their lives they may be an earthly picture of Christ and His 

Church. 
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