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Little kids are known for a lot of things: being cute, being energetic, asking a multitude of 

questions, and copying anything and everything anyone does. The first two are fairly obvious 

and self-explanatory; kids are small people, and we all know that smaller versions of things are 

often deemed as cute, and they are still young, so that youthful vigour still courses through their 

veins, giving them what seems to tired adults to be endless energy. However, the second two, 

asking questions and copying actions, are not as surface level as a chubby face or hours of 

running outside, rather, they are an example of human nature. Even from man’s earliest 

moments, he learns to recognize his mother’s smile or frown and copy it. He learns to wash his 

hands, speak full sentences, or bow in church according to what he sees those around him doing. 

He learns how to love his future wife by watching how his father loves his mother; she learns 

how to be a fit helper for her future husband by studying how her mother is a wife to her father, 

and cares for her children and home.  

When the child’s pastor pours water on him thrice over, how greatly will his parents 

value the newly born child of God and guide him in the way of faith? How much more seriously 

is this child going to consider first communion when his parents and pastor teach him the 

catechism and read to him Christ’s words, “this is my body, this is my blood”? Whereas, if this 

child is not brought up in the faith or taught to hold these things as very serious, how will he hold 

fast to the faith and follow Christ, the way, the truth, and the life? Or perhaps simpler, how will 

this child, now grown and mature, survive in war if it were not for the tireless hours of training in 

bootcamp, performing strenuous exercises day in and day out to sharpen both his mind and his 

body? How does a man, never being taught to keep a tidy house, to do the dishes, to mop the 

floors, or dust the shelves, expect to keep a clean house for his future family? Well, to put it 

simply, he will not, or at least, he will have a difficult time with these things. If a child is not 
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brought up in good faith, as an adult, he has to learn how to “receive the kingdom of God like a 

little child” or else “never enter it” (Mark 10:15, New King James Version). If he is not taught to 

reload his gun or deflect an enemies’ attack, he is most certainly at higher risk of perishing. And 

if he never grew up doing chores regularly, he will have to break his unclean habits and form 

organized ones. All of this is born of ceremony and ritual because we fight like we train, live like 

we practice, and embellish what we love.   

We build habits that often determine how our day, week, month, or year is going to go. 

Think of your morning routine; many of us wake up with our alarm, make our beds, eat 

breakfast, get dressed, etc. Now think of a day when your alarm does not go off, you run out of 

your favorite cereal, or your outfit has a mysterious stain right on the front. All of these things 

would throw anyone off. These little things, these little rituals we might call them, shape our day 

to day lives, and when they go askew, our day can instantly feel disorganized and unproductive. 

This makes our day all the worse because the ceremonies and rituals we are accustomed to 

having suddenly disappeared. Our society has seen this same disappearance of ceremony and 

ritual in the estate of marriage. In modern culture, marriage is often treated more like a 

performance or a personal choice rather than a serious covenant. If you were to take a vacation to 

Las Vegas tonight, you might be the witness to multiple drunken marriages;  if you go to 

California, you might see a gay couple exchanging vows in the nearest court house; or if you 

look on Instagram or Tik Tok, you will see performance weddings, costing the same as a house 

mortgage. These ceremonies are treated as less important than the marriage would constitute. 

Now, before we go too far and dive in too deep, allow a digression in order to define 

marriage so that we approach my argument with a congruent idea of marriage. In Genesis 

1:27–28, God creates humanity male and female and immediately blesses their union with the 



3 

command to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1: 27-28, New King James Version). Marriage is 

therefore embedded in creation itself. Genesis 2 then gives the foundation of marriage, that the 

woman is created as a fitting helper for the man, and the two are joined so that they become “one 

flesh” (Gen. 2:24, NKJV). Marriage is not a human invention, nor is it a flexible social 

arrangement, but marriage is a covenantal, bodily, and procreative union established by God. It 

tends toward companionship, mutual support, and the bringing up of children. The Apology of 

the Augsburg Confession, Article XXIII (XI), states, “people were created to be fruitful, and that 

one sex should desire the other in a proper way,”1 and, “Lustful desire has not removed the 

physical love (the natural desire for the other sex) from nature, but inflames it, so that now 

physical love has greater need of a cure. Marriage is necessary not only for the sake of 

procreation, but also as a cure.”2 Here, Philip Melanchthon and the Lutheran fathers define 

marriage beautifully and Scripturally: to be fruitful and for the protection against sin.   

However, in this fallen and sinful world, mankind is wont to skew this divine institution 

(as well as all other divine institutions) to align with their own wants and desires. Modern ideas 

of marriage include getting married for the sole purpose of sexual pleasure, for convenience or 

monetary sake, or, as even the “Christain” church has accepted as valid, gay marriage. These are 

all grotesque violations of God’s law in Genesis 1 and 2. While man and wife are to take 

pleasure in each other in their union, to get married for this reason is to disgrace the order of 

creation and to enthrone desire where God placed design. Sexual pleasure within marriage is a 

good gift of God, “Let your foundation be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your youth, a lovely 

deer, a graceful doe. Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight” (Prov. 5:18–19, NKJV), but 

2 Ibid, 212. 

1 McCain, Paul T., W. H. T. Dau, and F. Bente. Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions : A Reader’s Edition 
of the Book of Concord. (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. House, 2009), 211. 
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it is not the ground or goal of marriage. To be sure it is a fruit of the covenant, however it is not 

its foundation. When marriage is entered for the sake of pleasure alone, the union becomes 

fragile, for pleasure is fleeting and ever changing, and pleasure becomes the insatiable tyrant of 

the marriage; when desire wanes, so too does the commitment. Similarly, entering marriage for 

convenience, monetary, or society’s sake, a man mistakes the rewards of the marriage for its 

purpose (convenience meaning for personal or political gain; monetary meaning tax and/or 

insurance breaks; and society meaning the societal pressure one might face to get married). 

These things, while all fine and good as products of marriage, take away from the command to 

be fruitful and multiply, thus stealing the very nature away from marriage. So too gay marriage, 

which has become so widely practiced in the culture so that it gets no more reaction than a mere 

scoff or eye roll, completely redefines marriage to include unions that cannot fulfill the creational 

design of male and female becoming one flesh and being fruitful. All of these things point to our 

fallen nature which can do nothing except twist good into evil and mistake evil for good. We can 

pull a good definition of marriage from all of this: marriage is a fulfillment of God’s design of a 

helper comparable to man, i.e. a man and a woman, a fulfillment of His command to be fruitful 

and multiply, as well as a defense against our fallen flesh from the grasps of sin.  

This war over marriage, sacred versus secular, has been fought by many people for 

countless years (really since the beginning with the defilement of marriage in Genesis 3). One 

prominent contemporary Christian political philosopher, Robert Peter George, Ph.D., 

McCormick Professor of Jurisprudence at Princeton University and one of the leading natural 

law philosophers of our time, has a voice in this debate. Though he spent his early political days 

as a democrat, he was dragged away from this party in the 80’s by his conscience seeing the evil 

that they were promoting. Since then, Dr. George has become a prolific writer with well over ten 
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books on laws, morals, and religion. In his book What is Marriage? Man and Woman: a Defense, 

he responds to the normalization of gay marriage in the West, and he argues for his view of 

marriage, what he calls “conjugal marriage”, against what he terms as “revisionist marriage” and 

same sex marriage. He defines them as such:  

The conjugal view of marriage has long informed the law – along with the literature, art, 
philosophy, religion, and social practice – of our civilization… It is a vision of marriage 
as a bodily as well as an emotional and spiritual bond, distinguished thus (from other 
relationships) by its comprehensiveness… flowing out into the wide sharing of family life 
and ahead to lifelong fidelity… (The) revisionist view has informed the marriage policy 
reforms of the last several decades. It is a vision of marriage as, in essence, a loving 
emotional bond, one distinguished by its intensity – a bond that needn’t point beyond the 
partners, in which fidelity is ultimately subject to one’s own desires.3  
 
Dr. George explains why holding the untraditional “revisionist” view of marriage is not 

sustainable as it leads to infidelity, lack of children, and overall a worsened society. The 

“revisionist” view holds that when emotion fades, as it might do in long‑term relationships, this 

view “offers no good reason to expect permanence from married couples.”4 He states that 

“Marriage exists to bring a man and a woman together as husband and wife to be father and 

mother to any children their union produces.” So if children are no longer part of what marriage 

is, but only an optional project for self‑fulfillment, there is no inherent reason for married 

couples, as such, to have children or to see childbearing as a central marital purpose. 

Dr. George also says that “There is no neutral marriage policy. Any law defining 

marriage will promote some understanding of what marriage is – and shape the beliefs and 

behaviors of citizens accordingly.”5 This serves as a warning against being lukewarm on the 

5 George, Robert P., Sherif Girgis, and Ryan T. Anderson. What Is Marriage? Man and Woman: A Defense. 
Encounter Books, 2012. 
 

4 “What Is Marriage?” Discussing Marriage, 17 July 2014. 
discussingmarriage.org/the-conjugal-vs-revisionist-views-of-marriage/.  

 

3 George, Robert P., Sherif Girgis, and Ryan T. Anderson. What Is Marriage? Man and Woman: A Defense. 
Encounter Books, 2012. 
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issue of marriage, claiming that the marriage of the people directly influences the culture and the 

wellbeing of society. So, promoting a skewed or sinful view of marriage will shape the people to 

be just that, sinful. It becomes evident, then, that reclaiming, maintaining, and promoting proper 

Christian rites and ceremonies of marriage in the wedding is a safeguard and even a corrective of 

sinful, debauched understandings of marriage itself. The Church’s rites and ceremonies protect 

society and correct society. 

We can then conclude from this that the lack of and degradation of ritual and ceremony in 

the wedding has a negative effect on the societal idea of the marriage itself. I will be proving this 

by using the ideas of how ceremony affects the embodied man, by showing that ritual touches 

every aspect of human life, and finally by uncovering man’s natural sinful desires and the 

necessity of placing them under proper authority. 

To begin, in order to understand the effects that the degradation of the wedding ceremony 

has on society’s understanding of marriage, it is necessary to establish the importance of ritual 

and ceremony. Both in Christianity and the world, ceremony and ritual are never treated as 

unimportant. Events such as births, marriages, and deaths are rarely treated as informal or 

unimportant; they often come with gender reveal parties, rehearsal dinners, and funeral pyres, if 

you are into that. The persistence of these practices shows that somewhere in human nature we 

are compelled to recognize the importance of ceremony in giving significance to often 

life-changing events. Weddings in particular are regularly among the most carefully planned and 

thought through events in a man’s life. Couples devote months, possibly even years, to 

cultivating the most perfect day for their wedding: the venue, vows, guests, music, reception, etc. 

Without the need of religion, man’s nature knows that certain events require more than a simple 
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declaration or legal document; they require some sort of public ceremony to amplify the 

importance. 

Nevertheless, however good this instinct is, we are also aware that man is by nature sinful 

and unclean. When left on its own, the human desires tend toward evil and wickedness, “But we 

are all like an unclean thing, and all our righteousnesses are like filthy rags” (Isaiah 64:6, New 

King James Version). In the modern world, ceremonies are increasingly becoming an emotional 

experience and aesthetic display. They have turned from sacred celebrations to hedonistic parties, 

where personal happiness and pleasure are treated as the highest good to be obtained, rather than 

proclamations of truth, beauty, and pure goodness. Weddings are held outside of churches, 

whether in Las Vegas, a justice of the peace, or newly in the SuperBowl; practices such as 

bachelor and bachelorette parties often include highly sexualized activities as your “last moments 

of freedom”; receptions are treated as clubs with excessive drinking, provocative dances, and 

traditions like the garter toss sexualize what should be a holy day. Sure the instinct for ceremony 

remains intact, but the purpose and meaning behind the ceremony become obscure and 

oftentimes unrecognizable. Because ceremony forms belief, this distortion of emphasis has 

significant consequences. A society that repeatedly witnesses weddings emphasizing personal 

fulfillment, emotional satisfaction, and individual identity will gradually come to associate those 

elements with the essence of marriage itself. In such a world, marriage begins to be understood 

less as a covenant grounded in divine authority and more as a voluntary arrangement sustained 

only by personal happiness. In order to remedy this evil, we can look to what theologians have 

said about the importance of ritual and ceremony. 

Lutheran theologian and author, Paul H.D. Lang’s book Ceremony and Celebration 

defines ritual as “...that part of a divine service which consists of its words, that is, the rite or the 
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order of service. For example, the rite or order of service of the Holy Eucharist, or Holy Baptism, 

or Confirmation, or Matrimony, or Burial, are rites in the ritual of the church.”6 As you can see 

from the Rev. Lang’s definition of ritual, it is the thing itself. Ritual does not point to something 

else nor does it symbolize anything, rather ritual is the actuation of reality in the immediacy. It is 

the baptism, it is the eucharist, it is the marriage. Inseparable from ritual is ceremony. The Rev. 

Lang defines ceremony as “...everything connected with the performance of a rite. It refers not 

only to bodily expressions, such as speaking, singing, kneeling, bowing, making the sign of the 

cross, and the outward observance of the church year, but also to the ornaments, symbols, and 

material objects employed in the church’s worship…Ceremonies are solemn religious things and 

actions.”7  

Christianity does not reject humanity’s instinct for ceremony; rather, it explains and 

rightly orders it. When the church conducts ceremonies surrounding baptism, the Eucharist, 

marriage, or burial, it does not simply create symbolic performances. It publicly enacts and 

confesses realities grounded in God’s ordering of creation and redemption. Doctor Martin 

Luther, theologian and the father of the Reformation, says that “we cannot live on earth without 

them”8 talking of ritual and ceremony especially when in worship and when we participate in the 

things ordained by God. In Article XXIV of the Augsburg Confession (Of the Mass) Philip 

Melanchthon, defends the use of the catholic ceremonies in the mass against those who said they 

were unnecessary and even improper: “For ceremonies are needed to this end alone that the 

8 “Concerning Christian Liberty, by Martin Luther: Pt.3,” Projectwittenberg.org, 2026, 
https://www.projectwittenberg.org/pub/resources/text/wittenberg/luther/web/cclib-3.html. Accessed 4 Mar. 2026. 

 

7 Lang, Paul H. D. Ceremony and Celebration. Emmanuel Press, 2012. 
 

6 Lang, Paul H. D. Ceremony and Celebration. Emmanuel Press, 2012. 
 

https://www.projectwittenberg.org/pub/resources/text/wittenberg/luther/web/cclib-3.html
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unlearned be taught.”9 Melanchthon here is assuming that humans are not merely intellectual or 

logical beings, but instead that they need visible signs, repetitive action, and ceremony in order 

to learn. 

 Men are embodied creatures, so ceremony is necessary as it connects with our humanity. 

The Greek philosopher Aristotle explores this idea of the embodied man in his Nicomachean 

Ethics, where he writes that “by doing the acts that we do in our transactions with other men we 

become just or unjust, and by doing the acts that we do in the presence of danger, and being 

habituated to feel fear or confidence, we become brave or cowardly… these (actions)  determine 

also the nature of the states of character that are produced.”10 Here Aristotle explains that a man’s 

character, his virtues, his vices, and his beliefs are largely formed by what he does and what he 

surrounds his life with. Because of this, ceremonies are very influential teachers to both the 

individual and society. Therefore, through participating in good and godly practices, we learn 

God’s truth and we discipline our sinful bodies to submit to his commands. Because these actions 

shape both belief and character, they ought to be carried out publicly, so that the truths being 

confessed may instruct not only the couple but also all who witness them. 

In the Apology Of the Augsburg Confession, we read that these ceremonies must be 

public, that private affairs would do the participants no good for their faith nor for the faith of 

those excluded. The ceremonies in the Mass publicly confess the faith, and if this is true for the 

mass, it must be true for the ceremony of marriage, i.e. the wedding. A famous Latin 

commonplace goes Lex orandi lex credendi. “As we worship so we believe” or “as we believe so 

10 Aristotle. Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Robert C. Bartlett and Susan D. Collins. (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2012.) 
 

9 McCain, Paul T., W. H. T. Dau, and F. Bente. Concordia: The Lutheran Confessions : A Reader’s Edition 
of the Book of Concord. (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. House, 2009), 47. 
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we worship.”  In other words, the way a society worships inevitably shapes what that society 

comes to believe. When rituals and ceremonies are carried out with reverence and clarity, they 

reinforce and preserve the truths they embody. 

Furthermore, Lang writes that “rites and ceremonies may not only be an unreflected 

testimony of what is believed and taught, but they may also be a valuable safeguard for the 

retention of purity in doctrine among the people, even after a church has departed from the truth 

in its doctrinal position.”11 According to Lang, even when theological understanding weakens, 

the continued practice of faithful ceremonies can preserve and communicate the truths they 

embody. It is evident that our society is declining in theological understanding from the sheer 

fact that we can no longer confidently define what a man and a woman is. For this reason, the 

wedding ceremony serves as a teacher. When treated with reverence and care, the ceremony of 

marriage teaches both the individuals and society about the divine nature of the covenant, its 

permanence and its purpose. The misunderstanding and misuse of the ceremony of the wedding 

should not be overlooked. If ceremonies serve as teachers of belief, then changes to those 

ceremonies inevitably produce changes in the beliefs they communicate. When the ceremony of 

marriage is degraded or dismissed as a trivial affair, the institution of marriage itself is subtly 

changed. The marital union is no longer perceived primarily as a lifelong covenant but is instead 

reduced to a terminable contract with little lasting claim upon one’s life or faith. 

This ceremony and ritual that I have just defined is not, as some might think, empty or 

meaningless; nothing man does is empty nor meaningless. He does not get a glass of water for no 

reason, but rather because he is thirsty. He does not prepare food for no reason, but to eat it or 

share it with others. Man acts on his needs and wants, and these acts are never truly empty. Every 

miniscule thing he does always carries a meaning, whether significant or insignificant, whether 

11 Lang, Paul H. D. Ceremony and Celebration. Emmanuel Press, 2012. 
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realized immediately or revealed later, they have meaning. Because we are men living in a 

physical world, we express meaning with physical actions. Ritual, therefore, is not empty or 

meaningless; in fact, it can never be empty or meaningless.  

We see examples of this in both Christian and secular life. In Holy Baptism, the pouring 

of water with the Word is not only a sign of cleansing, but the actual means by which God gives 

His children rebirth; without this act, there is no baptism. Scripture itself speaks of baptism in 

this way, “baptism now saves you” (1 Peter 3:21; NKJV). Similarly, in Holy Communion, the 

ritual of eating and drinking is not merely symbolic remembrance but the sacrament through 

which we receive Christ’s body and blood, as Jesus Himself commands: “Take, eat; this is my 

body… Drink of it, all of you” (Matthew 26:26–27: NKJV). These rituals are not just symbolic 

practices, but they are the actions through which the thing, the giving of grace or new life, 

occurs. 

 In the world, we see meaningful rituals scattered throughout our lives – from standing 

for the National Anthem, showing love for the country, to walking across the stage on 

graduation, presenting the student as a graduate to the community. These rituals, though 

considered worldly and secular, still show that man cannot help but be attached to action. We 

“embody” our loves, loyalties, and identities in repeated, physical practices. 

Stephen Freeman, a retired Orthodox Archbishop and author, wrote in an article titled 

“Empty Ritual” that  ritual cannot truly be empty because human beings are embodied creatures 

who express meaning through physical actions. He explains that man’s problem with ritual is not 

the ritual itself, but the men who have the belief that there can be empty ritual. Freeman claims, 

“Ritual actions are iconic in nature – they make present that which they represent. Thus to make 

the sign of the cross in blessing is to bless. We do with our bodies what we say with our lips (and 
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often more). The reduction of spiritual content to mental content is a denigration of the body and 

an insult to the Incarnation of our Lord.”12 In other words, the physical action itself participates 

in the reality it proclaims. Man is not solely a mind that thinks about spiritual truths; he is an 

embodied creature who expresses and participates in those truths through physical actions. 

However, in modern culture, ritual has been misunderstood or dismissed. Freeman says 

that when spirituality is reduced only to inward thoughts or feelings, outward practices can be 

wrongly rejected. He writes, “With the ‘interiorizing’ of all things spiritual, ritual actions became 

virtually demonized (hence ‘empty ritual’). Indeed, some began to view any use of ritual as, in 

fact, demonic…”13 Such a view misunderstands both human nature and the proper Christian 

understanding of the physical world. These beliefs cause all rituals to appear empty, useless, or 

even bad.  

This misunderstanding that there can be empty ritual becomes especially dangerous when 

applied to the institution of marriage. Scripture teaches that marriage is God’s design for His 

creation, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and they 

shall become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24; NKJV); Jesus shows the godliness of this design when he 

says, “Have you not read that He who made them at the beginning ‘made them male and female,’ 

and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 

the two shall become one flesh’? So then, they are no longer two but one flesh. Therefore what 

God has joined together, let not man separate” (Matt. 19:4b-6). The ceremony surrounding 

marriage ought to reflect the proper respect and dignity this union has. If ritual actions are 

dismissed as empty or unnecessary, then the ceremony of marriage itself may be viewed as 

13 Freeman, Stephen. “Empty Ritual.” Glory to God for All Things, 31 Oct. 2012, 
glory2godforallthings.com/2012/10/31/empty-ritual/. Accessed 7 Mar. 2026. 

12 Freeman, Stephen. “Empty Ritual.” Glory to God for All Things, 31 Oct. 2012, 
glory2godforallthings.com/2012/10/31/empty-ritual/. Accessed 7 Mar. 2026. 
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nothing more than a social custom rather than a meaningful act. Yet the wedding ceremony 

serves an important purpose in both the Christian faith and society in general. It is through this 

public and ritual act that a man and a woman enter into the covenant of marriage before God. 

The ceremony is not merely a celebration of a relationship that already exists, but the moment in 

which the couple is officially and actually recognized as husband and wife before heaven and 

earth. 

 Furthermore, the publicity of the ceremony serves an important role within society. 

Marriage does not exist in isolation from society. All of Luther’s three estates, family, church, 

and state are involved in the marriage. First, marriage establishes the family estate, which Luther 

considered the basic building block of human society. Through marriage a man and woman form 

a new household, creating the foundation for family life, work, and the raising of children. The 

wedding ceremony publicly marks the beginning of this new household and gives the couple’s 

new family a standing in society. Second, the Church estate participates in marriage by 

proclaiming God’s Word concerning it and by blessing the union. During the ceremony Scripture 

is read, prayers are offered, and the couple is reminded that their vows are made before God. In 

this way the Church teaches that marriage is not a man-made idea, but part of God’s created 

order. Finally, the state estate also has a role in marriage because the marriage has legal and 

social consequences. Marriage legally establishes families, organizes property and inheritance, 

and is generally an economic benefit for society14, which is why it has historically required 

public witnesses and legal documentation.  

Ritual has a standing in every aspect of society because man is a social and embodied 

creature, and this is especially true in the case of marriage which touches every part of our life 

and the world. This is why Luther’s three estates are all engaged in the act of marriage. The ritual 

14 “What are the Social Benefits of Marriage?”. Foryourmarriage.org. Accessed 24 Mar. 2026. 

http://foryourmarriage.org
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of the wedding unites these realms, showing that marriage is not a private commitment but a 

public and sacred truth. The fact that all of this comes together in the marriage of a man and a 

woman shows just how important the portrayal of the marriage is; this is one reason the wedding 

and the ceremony needs to be rightly acted out and taken as very serious and never empty. 

To speak of “empty ritual” is to not only misunderstand faith but also the very nature of 

humanity and society. Our rituals, especially those surrounding marriage, proclaim what we 

believe about the world and about God’s design for it. When the wedding ceremony is treated as 

a sacred act that joins two into one flesh before God and the world, it shows that we still 

recognize the importance of marriages and all that comes with a holy marriage. But when it is 

reduced to a mere formality or celebration, it exposes that we no longer believe in the truth, 

beauty, and goodness in God’s design. Since ritual can never be empty, then the way we 

approach marriage will always testify to our deepest convictions and beliefs about who we are 

and what we value. 

However, in all of this, man, as we are well aware, is sinful and unclean. The Psalms 

describe man as being “brought forth in iniquity” and “conceived in sin” (Ps. 51:5; NKJV), and 

Paul, in Romans, adds on that “all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23; 

NKJV). We see the sinful acts of man every single second of every single day, from war to theft 

to sexual impurity; sin penetrates all aspects of our sorry lives. Luther in his book The Bondage 

of the Will claims, “Now, since on God's own testimony, men are 'flesh', they can savour of 

nothing but the flesh; therefore ‘free-will’ can avail only to sin.” He then quotes Christ saying 

“that which is flesh is flesh…” (John 3:6; NKJV), pointing out that we are indeed trapped in this 

sinful flesh with our only saving grace is Christ’s death and resurrection.  
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If a man’s will can only tend toward sin, then it follows that he cannot safely be left to his 

own desires or self‑expression in matters of love, sex, or marriage. He must instead be governed, 

ordered, and restrained by something outside himself: by God’s Word, by covenant, and by the 

disciplines of the Church. All men, however, would like to argue against this and say that they 

are entirely in control and able to monitor themselves. We are taught from a young age that no 

one knows us better than ourselves; only we know what we truly want, and only we know who 

we truly are. Now kids and adults alike are getting irreversible surgeries and hormones claiming 

that this is to be the “true me.” Kids wear dog faces and fox tails and say that it is a normal part 

of finding themselves. Women have left the home and family, and men have forsaken their 

masculinity, all claiming to know their true selves. However, what we think we know to be our 

“self” is wrong. We think we are brave – we are wrong. We think we are smart – we are wrong. 

We think we are good – we are most certainly wrong. We create our own truth, rather than face 

the Truth.  

Undoubtedly then, man cannot, and should not, govern himself and his own desires. We 

must be put under a higher authority than ourselves, and what is the highest authority but God’s 

Word? God’s Word governs our lives. That being said, the scriptures do not dictate ceremony, but 

ceremony is governed by the faith that the scriptures dictate. Our ceremony therefore must 

conform to the faith. This faith governs ceremony, including the wedding ceremony. Because the 

wedding ceremony itself is dictated and governed by the faith given in the scriptures, then the 

ceremony itself becomes the governing authority over the bride and groom.  

This truth is demonstrated by Saint Augustine, the 4th century bishop of Hippo, who 

taught in his De bono coniugali (On the Good of Marriage), “The good of marriage in every 

nation and throughout mankind lies in the purpose of procreation and in the fidelity of chastity.” 
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He is saying that what makes marriage truly good is not romance but its two God-given 

purposes: first, to have children, and second, a sexually pure and decent life in what we say and 

do, such as the Small Catechism also instructs. Since procreation is created, given, and blessed 

by God, and chastity is the godly practice in obedience to God’s commands, then Saint 

Augustine’s words put marriage under the authority of God and the church.  

Man is not capable of hearing a command and following it perfectly; he is sinful. Because 

of this, we forget, drift, and rebel against what God has commanded. By His Grace, throughout 

Scripture, God does not only give commands, but he also establishes ceremonies and practices 

that will, by design, remind His people both of their failings and of His promises. In the Old 

Testament, God gave Israel circumcision to do just this. He also gave them the Passover 

celebration and meal, which was (and still is) repeated year after year so that every generation 

would remember God’s deliverance. Many more practices (temple worship, sacrifices, and 

various feasts) all serve to place Israel under the obedience of God; none of them were 

meaningless traditions. We can see this in the church today. Baptism, The Lord’s Supper, and 

Confession and Absolution constantly confront the sinner with God’s law and His promise. This 

disciplining is necessary because, as stated above, man is sinful, and he must be guided by 

outward means to a more Godly life.  

If this is true, then the authority that governs marriage must also be visible and practiced. 

During the ceremony, the bride and groom stand before God, the Church, and society to join into 

the covenant. They exchange vows, which are not, as modern culture wants us to believe, 

sentimental, mushy, syrupy words, but they are the promises the couple gives to each other, 

while also putting themselves under this Godly authority. The traditional, or most common, 

vows, “for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health,” recognize that 
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“there will be no lack of sin and trouble”15, including, and maybe most especially in, marriage. 

The ceremony already anticipates human weakness and flippancy. The vows, then, are made to 

go beyond any present feelings and emotions by grounding the couple in duty, faithfulness, and 

sacrifice. The presence of witnesses in the ceremony also places the couple under authority. 

When the church gathers to witness a marriage, the couple is not only held accountable to each 

other, but also to the entire church body who is there to support them and “urge them to stay and 

do their duty”16.  

Modern culture, however, rejects this understanding of marriage. More and more, 

marriage is treated as optional, based on the couple’s wants. Many couples choose to live 

together without the union of marriage, the ceremony, the vows, and the witnesses, believing that 

their love alone is sufficient to sustain the relationship. How easy it is to fall into sin and 

temptation behind closed doors when no one is there to hold you accountable; not only are you 

living with, and probably sleeping with, someone who is not your spouse, but also the temptation 

to cheat or be unfaithful to your partner is much higher, not being wholly committed to him in 

one flesh. These relationships are built on man’s fragile and fleeting feelings, which are 

influenced by the sinful world around them and their own sinful nature. They lack the stability, 

the accountability given in the ceremony and the union of marriage.  

Even within the covenant of marriage, sin still remains. Husband and wife will still fail 

one another, speak harshly, and act selfishly at times. Yet the covenant of marriage, grounded in 

God’s authority and entered through solemn ceremony, continually calls them back to 

16 Luther’s Small Catechism, with explanation. (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Pub. House, 2009), 15. 

15 “Christian Questions and Their Answers,” Bookofconcord.org, last modified 2024. 
https://bookofconcord.org/small-catechism/christian-questions-and-answers/. Accessed 22 Mar. 2026. 
 

https://bookofconcord.org/small-catechism/christian-questions-and-answers/
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repentance, forgiveness, and renewed faithfulness. Thus, marriage becomes not only a discipline 

of desire but also a place where the grace of Christ is practiced in daily life. 

Proper ceremony therefore plays an essential role in the Christian understanding of 

marriage. By placing human desire under vows, authority, and witness, the wedding ceremony 

disciplines the natural tendencies of sinful human beings and directs them toward the purposes 

God has established. Through this structure, marriage becomes not merely an expression of love 

but a covenantal practice in which husband and wife learn faithfulness, self-sacrifice, and 

obedience to God. 

One possible objection to what I have stated thus far is that the wedding ceremony, unlike 

Baptism or the Lord’s Supper, does not have Scriptural necessity behind it, and so it can be 

interpreted as adiaphora. The only wedding accounts Scripture gives us is Adam and Eve and the 

wedding at Cana, and these do not give any instruction on the ceremony other than that wine is a 

necessity. So, how are we able to say what is “proper” or “improper” when conducting a 

wedding; who are we to say? Well, first, let us understand what people think adiaphora implies 

and what it actually means, and then we can apply it to the wedding. Many people understand 

adiaphora as “things indifferent,” as though they are merely optional add-ons with no real 

theological weight. But that is not quite right. Father Evan Scamman, pastor of St. Paul Lutheran 

Church in Connecticut and writer for the Gottesdients Journal, says in his article “Adiaphora: 

What it Doesn’t Mean” that “Adiaphora is not a “do-whatever-I-want” trump card…Far from 

being a free for all, adiaphora…are “profitable for good order, Christian discipline, or 

evangelical practice in the Church” (SD X:7).”17 In other words, adiaphora does not mean 

17 Scamman, Evan. “Adiaphora: What it Doesn’t Mean.” Gottesdienst The Journal of Lutheran Liturgy. 
https://www.gottesdienst.org/gottesblog/2024/4/8/adiaphora-what-it-doesnt-mean. Accessed 20 Mar. 2026. 

https://www.gottesdienst.org/gottesblog/2024/4/8/adiaphora-what-it-doesnt-mean
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“anything goes.” It means that the Church may not bind consciences where God has not bound 

them.  

This matters for weddings. Even if wedding practices are not commanded in the same 

way Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are, that does not make it empty or immune from order. 

Things outside God’s direct command still must be used in a way that serves peace, propriety, 

and the glory of God. The Formula of Concord describes adiaphora as “neither commanded nor 

forbidden in God’s word,”18 but they are still to be practised faithfully and not carelessly. So 

when we declare what is “proper” or “improper” in a wedding, we are not pretending to invent 

divine law. We are asking whether the ceremony honors the institution of marriage, confesses 

rightly before God and man, and abstains from customs that obscure the meaning of the rite. 

A second objection may be that we are not under anyone’s authority when it comes to 

marriage, and so we can define the marriage and the ceremonies as we see fit. “Life-partners” is 

a common way to refer to these people, meaning “a romantic partner for life. This can be 

same-sex or opposite-sex, married or without marriage, and monogamous or polyamorous” 

according to Wiktionary. However, even in our degenerate society we have what is called 

“common law” which “refers to a legally recognized marriage formed without a formal 

ceremony or license, based on the couple’s actions and representation of themselves as 

married.”19 So, even when our conniving minds believe that we can live outside of authority, we 

are proven wrong time and time again. Thus, the effort to escape authority, whether through 

cohabitation, polyamory, or self‑defined partnerships, serves only to reaffirm that man cannot 

19 “What is Common Law Marriage and How Does It Work - The Legal Guide.”  
https://thelegalguide.org/what-is-common-law-marriage-how-does-it-work/. Accessed 24 Mar. 2026. 

18 Paul Timothy Mccain, W.H.T. Dau, and F. Bente, Concordia : The Lutheran Confessions : A Reader’s 
Edition of the Book of Concord (St. Louis, Mo: Concordia Pub. House, 2006).  
 

https://duckduckgo.com/?q=monogamous+definition&ia=definition
https://duckduckgo.com/?q=polyamorous+definition&ia=definition
https://thelegalguide.org/what-is-common-law-marriage-how-does-it-work/
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exist outside of authority. We are creatures meant for order, not chaos; bound either by our 

Creator’s Word or by the lesser authorities He puts into place on Earth.  

​  In the end, ceremony and ritual form belief, and this belief determines how we live our 

lives and what we hold as valuable. The little things with which we begin our lives were never 

really little at all. The child who learns by watching, imitating, and being formed through 

repeated action becomes the adult who will either submit himself to truth or be left to the 

sinfulness of his own desires. As we have seen from the beginning, man is a creature of habit, 

ceremony, and ritual; he is shaped by what he sees, what he practices, and what he repeats. For 

that reason, the wedding ceremony is far more than decoration surrounding an arrangement 

created by the world. It is a public confession of what marriage truly is: a holy, created, and 

covenantal union ordered by God for faithfulness, fruitfulness, and the good of husband, wife, 

child, Church, and society. The wedding ceremony is a clear reflection of what we believe about 

marriage and how important it is, and our society’s degradation thereof indicates that society 

does not deem marriage as holy and significant. The church ought to uphold meet, right, and 

salutary ceremonies having to do with the wedding, not merely for the preservation of some 

tradition, but for the instruction of the couple, the witnesses, and society, to remind us that our 

sinful desires are under God’s authority and justice. It will also draw our hearts to focus on the 

good, the true, and the beautiful. In this way, we can restructure society to see marriage as it was 

created to be: a fulfillment of God’s design of a helper comparable to man, a fulfillment of His 

command to be fruitful and multiply, as well as a defense against our fallen flesh from the grasps 

of sin; for, as we worship, so we believe. Lex orandi, lex credendi.  
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