
Session 1: What Is Marriage, and What Is It For? 
Recording to Watch: Workshop #1 – Oct 16, 2024 

The Big Idea 
Before asking how to build a good marriage, we have to answer a more basic question: what is marriage, 
actually? Most couples jump straight to practical tips – date nights, communication, meeting each other’s 
needs – without ever settling what they’re getting into. This session lays the foundation the rest of the series 
builds on. 

What Marriage Is: A Covenant 
Genesis 2:24 says a man shall “hold fast” to his wife. That Hebrew phrase is used elsewhere for covenant 
loyalty (Deuteronomy 10:20; Ruth 1:14–17), and Malachi 2:14 explicitly calls a wife a “companion by 
covenant.” So marriage, from its first mention in Scripture, is a lifelong, exclusive covenant – a solemn 
promise of faithfulness “till death,” not a feeling, a contract, or a fairy-tale ending. Wedding vows should be 
real promises of future faithfulness, not just descriptions of present feelings, and the wedding itself is a 
public event: guests are witnesses to the covenant, not spectators. 

This matters practically. Commitment produces intimacy – not the other way around (Tim Keller). Romantic 
passion is neurologically time-limited and cannot carry a marriage on its own (“your commitment will sustain 
your love,” Dietrich Bonhoeffer). Once vows are made, there is no “wrong one” – the covenant itself 
constitutes “the one.” 

What Marriage Is For: Mission, Not Just Needs 
Marriage isn’t primarily about completing you or meeting your needs – over-centering “needs” can quietly 
become mutual idolatry. Drawing on three books (Keller’s The Meaning of Marriage, Piper’s This Momentary 
Marriage, and Christopher Ash’s Married for God), we see that marriage serves three complementary 
purposes: it shapes our character through deep friendship, it pictures the gospel – Christ’s love for the 
church (Ephesians 5) – and, most emphasized, it gives a couple a shared mission to serve God together 
(Genesis 1:26–28; 2:15, 18). “It is not good for man to be alone” is about an unmet task, not just an unmet 
emotional need – Eve is given as a fellow worker, not merely a companion for loneliness. 

Key Scripture Passages 
• Genesis 2:24 – “hold fast to his wife” – the definition of marriage as covenant, not just physical or 

emotional union. 
• Malachi 2:14 – God calls a wife “your companion... by covenant,” rebuking casual divorce. 
• Ruth 1:14–17 – Ruth “holds fast” to Naomi and pledges lifelong covenant loyalty – the same word used 

of marriage. 
• Genesis 2:18 – “It is not good that the man should be alone” – read as a need for a mission partner, 

not simply a cure for loneliness. 
• Genesis 1:26–28 – The shared dominion mandate given to male and female together – the foundation 

for marriage’s missional purpose. 
• Ephesians 5 – Husbands, love your wives as Christ loved the church – marriage as a picture of the 

gospel and a vehicle for character change. 
 

 
 
 



Discussion Questions 

1. If necessary, share a little about yourselves and the story of your relationship. 

2. What are you expecting out of pre-marriage counselling? Do you have questions or uncertainties? 

3. How is planning the wedding going? How has wedding planning been good marriage preparation? 

Understanding the Material 
4. What insight, principle, or observation from the material did you find most helpful, most challenging, 

or most troubling? What questions did it raise for you? 

5. In your own words, how have you thought about or defined marriage? How is that different from (or 
similar to) what you heard in this session? 

6. What false or incomplete ideas about marriage – romance, the wedding day, a soulmate, a legal 
contract – may have shaped your expectations, even without realizing it? 

7. Why is it important that the Bible describe marriage as a covenant rather than just a contract or a 
feeling? What difference does that distinction actually make? 

His Expectations and Hers  
8. What do you expect marriage to give you that you don’t have now? Where’s that expectation from? 

9. Would you still want to marry your fiancé(e) if you knew for certain it would mean “for worse, for 
sicker, for poorer”? What makes that hard to answer honestly? 

10. What gives you confidence that your fiancé(e) will keep their vows? 

11. What kind of person is your fiancé(e) becoming, and what makes you excited about their future? 

Marriage as Covenant and Mission 
12. Write out (separately, then compare) the kinds of things you actually plan to vow to each other. Are 

your vows promises about the future, or mostly descriptions of how you feel now? 

13. Think of some of the people who will be the witnesses at your wedding. What will it mean to invite 
them to hold you accountable to these vows? 

14. What has God has given the two of you – gifts, resources, opportunities – that you could use together 
in His service? How do you (and will you) help one another thrive in ministry and good works? 

Preparing for the Road Ahead 
15. Passionate feeling naturally rises and falls over a lifetime. How will you keep loving each other on the 

days the feeling isn’t there? Think both in terms of principle (Gospel truths) and practicalities (how 
you will apply those truths). 

16. After you’re married, how will you respond if/when you feel chemistry with someone who is not your 
spouse? Apply what we’ve discussed about marriage to that (not uncommon) situation.  

17. Talk about a marriage you’ve watched from the outside – healthy or struggling. What did you learn 
from it about what makes marriages thrive or shrivel? 

18. What would it look like, practically, for you to “shore up the foundations” of your marriage in good 
seasons rather than waiting until things get difficult? 

Homework 
19. Write out a short mission statement for your marriage. Make a plan to revisit one year into marriage. 



Wedding Vows 
In a traditional wedding service, there are three aspects to the vows:


1. the public vows, when the minister asks the couple if they will be faithful to each 
other as long as they live, and the couple responds with "I do” or “I will.” This 
aspect of the vows captures the public, “before God and these witnesses” aspect 
of the marriage covenant.


2. the personal vows, when the couple directly addresses and pledges themselves to 
each other


3. the exchange of rings, with a statement of what the rings symbolize.


Traditional Vows 
These come from the Anglican Book of Common Prayer (1662); I’ve modernized the 
language slightly. These are the words from which most traditional English wedding 
vows are derived. Notice the three sections: public vows, personal vows, and rings.


Minister: N, will you have (or take) this woman to (be) your wedded wife, to live 
together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Will you love her, 
comfort her, honour, and keep her, in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all 
others, keep yourself only for her, so long as you both shall live?


Man: I will.


Minister: N, will you have (or take) this man to your wedded husband, to live 
together after God's ordinance in the holy estate of Matrimony? Will you obey him, 
and serve him, love, honour, and keep him, in sickness and in health; and, 
forsaking all others, keep yourself only for him, so long as you both shall live?  
 
Woman: I will. 

Man: I, N., take you, N., to my wedded 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, till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance; unto you 
do I make these vows.


Woman: I, N., take you, N., to my wedded 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, cherish, and to obey, till death us do part, according to God's holy ordinance; 
unto you do I make these vows. 



(Both) With this ring I thee wed, with my body I worship (or honour) you, and all 
that I have I give to you, In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit. Amen.


Contemporary Examples

In each of these real-world examples, the personal vows precede the public vows. 
Also, while the personal vows have added some personal wording (chosen by the 
couples), notice that they still include the essential “I will be faithful to you no matter 
what happens until one of us dies” element from the traditional vows.


Example #1 

He: I, N, take you, N, to be my wedded wife; to love deeply as Christ loved the 
church from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness 
and in health, to love and to cherish, to live life with under God’s sacred Word until 
death do us part. I shall seek to live with you in an understanding way, showing 
honor to you and to give myself up for you in love. For our marriage, I will trust in 
the Lord with all my heart, and lean not on my own understanding, and in all my 
ways acknowledge him. In the presence of God I make this vow.


She: I, N, take you, N, to be my wedded husband; to submit to as to the Lord from 
this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in 
health, to love and to cherish, to live life with under God’s sacred Word until death 
do us part. I shall seek to always be respectful of you, to encourage you, to serve 
you and to bless you. For our marriage, I will trust in the Lord with all my heart, and 
lean not on my own understanding, and in all my ways acknowledge him. In the 
presence of God I make this vow.


Pastor: As a symbol of their vows, N and N will now exchange rings.

 

He: N, I give you this ring as a sign of our marriage. With my body I honour you, all 
that I am I give to you, and all that I have I share with you, within the love of 
God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.


She: N, I give you this ring as a sign of our marriage. With my body I honour 
you, all that I am I give to you, and all that I have I share with you, within the love of 
God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

 




Pastor: N and N, I will now ask you to confirm in the presence of these witnesses 
the vows that you have made to each other. N, do you now take N to be your wife, 
and do you solemnly promise to love her, comfort her, honour and protect her, and, 
forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?

 

He: I do.


Pastor: N, do you now take N to be your husband, and do you solemnly promise 
to love him, comfort him, honour and protect him, and, forsaking all others, be 
faithful to him as long as you both shall live?


She: I do.


Example #2 

He: I, N, take you, N, to be my wedded 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 do us part: according to God’s holy 
ordinance. Relying on the strength and grace of our Lord, I promise to first love 
God and then love you, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her. 
I will lead you, serve you, protect you, comfort you, honor you, and keep you in all 
circumstances. And forsaking all others I will keep myself only for you, so long as 
we both shall live.


She: I, N, take you, N, to be my wedded 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, till death do us part: according to God’s holy 
ordinance. Relying on the strength and grace of our Lord, I promise to first love 
God and then love you, submitting to you as the church submits to Christ. I will 
serve you, comfort you, honor you, respect you, and keep you in all circumstances. 
And forsaking all others I will keep myself only for you, so long as we both shall 
live.


Pastor (to the man): In affirmation to the vows that you have shared with each 
other, Do you N, solemnly promise, before God and these witnesses, to take N, 
whose hand you hold, to be your lawfully wedded wife?


He: I do!




Pastor (to the woman): N, do you solemnly promise, before God and these 
witnesses, to take N, whose hand you hold, to be your lawfully wedded husband?


She: I do!


Pastor: As a token of their vows, N and N are exchanging rings, which symbolize 
their unending commitment to each other and to their marriage 
covenant. Therefore, N, will you take this ring, place it on N's finger and repeat 
after me: "With this ring, I vow to live with you, N, after the pattern of God’s Word 
and I pledge my unending love and life to you, in the name of the Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit.”


And now N, will you take this ring and place it on N’s finger and repeat after me. 
“With this ring, I vow to live with you, N, after the pattern of God’s Word and I 
pledge my unending love and life to you, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit.”


Example #3 

He: N, I love you and I am confident that God has brought us together. I Promise to 
first love God and then love you. Through the pressures of the present and the 
uncertainties of the future I will endeavour to always protect you, guide you, 
cherish you, and respect you as long as we live. I will serve you and serve with 
you. I 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 do us part. I pledge to be faithful to you alone. You are my love, you are 
my choice.


She: N, I love you and I am confident that God has brought us together. I promise 
to first love God and then love you. Through the pressures of the present and the 
uncertainties of the future I will promise to always love and respect you, submit to 
you, listen to you, and encourage you for as long as we live. I will serve you and 
serve with you. I 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 do us part. I pledge to be faithful to you alone. You are 
my love, you are my choice.

 




Pastor: In affirmation to the vows that you have shared with each other, do you N, 
solemnly promise, before God and these witnesses, to take N, whose hand you 
hold, to be your lawfully wedded wife, as long as you both shall live?


He: I do.


Pastor: N, do you solemnly promise, before God and these witnesses, to take N, 
whose hand you hold, to be your lawfully wedded husband, as long as you both 
shall live?


She: I do.

 

Pastor: As a token of their vows, N and N will now exchange rings, which 
symbolize their unending commitment to each other and to this marriage covenant, 
Therefore, N, will you take this ring, place it on Ns finger and repeat after me.“With 
this ring, I vow to live with you, N, after the pattern of God’s Word, and I pledge my 
unending love and life to you, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”


And now, N, will you take this ring and place it on N’s finger and repeat after me.
“With this ring, I vow to live with you, N, after the pattern of God’s Word, and I 
pledge my unending love and life to you, in the name of the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit.”


