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LEADERôS GUIDE - STUDY 1 

Seeking God Together 
Turn to God as a couple.  

  

     

  

The music fades and everyone leans forward to hear this beautiful 
coupleôs words of promise to each other. Standing before God, 
family members, and friends, they declare their love and 
commitment. After the wedding, the marriage begins. Many factors 
determine whether a marriage will be a strong one. The wise couple 
will not leave God at the altar but will invite him into their lives. 
God watches and waits, eager to respond to hearts that call to him. 
Marriage is a great time to seek God together. 

  

          
     

 
Lesson #1 

 
Scripture: 

Matthew 6:25ï33; 18:19ï20; John 3:1ï18; Romans 6:23; 1 Corinthians 13:1ï13; Hebrews 9:27ï28; 1 John 5:12  
 

Based on: 
ñThe Soul Cureò by Steve and Valerie Bell, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP, Winter 2002, Vol. 19, No.  4, Page 30 
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PART 1 

Identify the Current Issue 

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each 
person with ñThe Soul Cureò from MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP, 
included at the end of this study.  

When a couple decides to get married, a myriad of questions are 
addressed: Where will the wedding take place? Who should be 
invited? What will be in the vows? So much time and energy are 
expended for the wedding, but sadly, little is spent on the 
marriage.   

One of the main ingredients to a thriving marriage is making 
sure God is the foundation. Seeking God together is an 
important part of marriage. Couples can seek God for salvation, for prayer, for love, 
and for worship. We serve a God who never sleeps and is available to us around the 
clock and around the globe. Perhaps if God were the foundation of more marriages, 
there would be fewer divorces.  

Discussion starters: 

[Q]  Describe your wedding ceremony. What remains meaningful about it? 

[Q]  What should be included in wedding vows? Why?  

[Q]  Did you attend premarital counseling? If so, did you gain any valuable insight 

before you were married? 

[Q]  If God is an important element in a strong marriage, how can you explain 

couples that donôt know God and have lasting marriages? 

Optional Activity:  If you could do your wedding vows over again, what would 
you say? Take a few minutes to write them down and share them with the group, if 
you desire.  

PART 2 

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching point one: Couples can seek God for salvation. 

God created the world and gave man free will. Man exercised that free will and 
consequently sinned. When man fell, God had a plan of salvation. Read Romans 6:23.  

We are all sinners, and Godôs justice requires that sin be paid for. Read Hebrews 
9:27ï28.  

Read John 3:1ï18.  

When Nicodemus witnessed the miracles of Jesus, he surmised that Jesus was from 
God. Jesus explained to Nicodemus that the only way to be sure of eternal life is to be 

Comment [m1]:  



LEADERôS GUIDE 

Seeking God Together 
Page 3 

 

É 2007 Å C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Vis i t  Smal lGroups.com and  Chr is t ianB ib leS tud ies.c om  

born again. We are born sinners, but if you accept Jesusô death as your payment for 
sin, you are reborn. From that moment on, your name is written in the Book of Life, 
and you will spend eternity with the Lord.  

Read 1 John 5:12. If you are uncertain whether you have eternal life, look to Scripture 
to see the provision God has made. If a person has accepted what Jesus did on the 
cross, he has the Son. If he trusts in anything in addition to that, he is saying that 
what Jesus did was good, but not enough.  

Many couples grow into love without concern for spiritual things. When someone 
who believes in Christ marries someone who is not a believer, there is a gulf between 
the two that may widen in time. When a couple knows God personally, they have 
someone to go to with their problems. In their article, Steve and Valerie Bell said, ñOf 
course, all marriages have their tensions and conflicts. Even good marriagesðthose 
operating with a positive spiritual dimension and fully engaging both spousesðwonôt 
be problem-free. But thereôs a definite before-and-after perspective in relationships to 
which Godôs been invited to be an active participant.ò  

[Q]  How important do you think sharing the same faith is in a marriage? Give 

reasons for your answer. 

[Q]  Do you know a couple that does not have a common faith? Describe their 

relationship. How did they raise their children? 

[Q]  Do you know a couple that married when only one was a believer in Christ? Did 

the unbeliever come to know the Lord? If so, what were the circumstances? 

[Q]  Do you have a personal relationship with Jesus Christ? Tell us where you are in 

your spiritual journey. 

Teaching point two: Couples can seek God in prayer. 

God created us to depend on him. Our society teaches that independence is good and 
self-sufficiency is something to strive for, but God calls us his children and longs to 
care for us. Read Matthew 6:25ï33.  

This passage addresses some basic worries we all have. One of Godôs names is 
Jehovah Jireh,  which means ñthe Lord will provide.ò Yet it is a normal thing for 
people to worry. Marriage presents endless opportunities for couples to become 
anxious about unmet needs.  

Even though God is available, going to him in prayer is a spiritual exercise, which 
takes discipline until it becomes natural. The Bells suggest a way to incorporate 
prayer into everyday life: ñWe asked him to devote ten minutes a day to prayer for 
two weeks. Importantly, heôd pray a different way; heôd pray without words, or 
ñóreceptively,ô listening keenly to Godôs voice, hearing the promptings of 
encouragement from the Holy Spirit.ò Too many times prayer is seen as one-way 
communication, a sort of wish list we bring before God. Prayer is also sitting and 
being with God, giving the Holy Spirit time to speak to our waiting hearts. 

Couples can also go to God in prayer together. Read Matthew 18:19ï20.  
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Each time a couple prays together, Jesus is there. We donôt have to wonder if our 
prayers are being heardðit is a trio that prays to God, not just a couple. 

[Q]  If prayer is so important in a marriage, why do you think so many marriages try 

to operate without it? 

[Q]  Think of a special time of prayer you shared with your spouse. What made it so 

special? 

ü If your spouse is not willing to pray with you, how can you pray for him or her 
without getting discouraged? 

[Q]  What are some challenges a couple that desires to pray together will face?  

ü What are some possible solutions to these problems? 

[Q]  What gets in the way of setting aside time for prayer? 

[Q]  What are some of the things couples worry or fight about? 

ü How can prayer help to relieve stress in those areas? 

Teaching point three: Couples can seek God for love. 

Marriage was Godôs idea. When God created Adam, he also created a helper for himð
Eve. In marriage, two people make a choice and a commitment. The Bells write, ñBy 
definition marriage is a commitmentða commitment to be the one, and maybe the 
only one, who loves a mate whoôs become unlovable, who perhaps embraces one who 
seems now repulsive. Weôll need to know how to lavish Godôs love on a partner when 
our human love has run dry.ò We can do that only by going to God himself, for God 
doesnôt just know about  love, he is love. Read 1 Corinthians 13:1ï13.  

This kind of love is not possible without Godôs help. We are fallen people and, 
consequently, act in unloving ways. Yet the God of love can enable us to love even 
when we donôt feel like it. Love is not a feeling, it is a decisionðsometimes a decision 
thatôs hard to make. Every time we choose to love when we donôt feel like it, we are 
pleasing God. After all, love was his idea. 

When we go to God for love, he fills us so we arenôt dependent on our spouseôs love. 
Our spouses were not meant to be our gods. Sometimes a person will marry, 
expecting the spouse to meet all their needs. If this were possible, God would be 
unnecessary. God is a jealous God, and he wants to be our all in all. He designed us to 
be satisfied only in him. 

[Q]  Share a time when you felt unloving toward your spouse, but God enabled you 

to love him or her anyway. 

[Q]  How does the media depict marriage? Is it a satisfying relationship, or one that 

is easily disposable? Give examples. 
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[Q]  Share a time when you felt unloved and went to God for his love. How did God 

minister to you? 

[Q]  What are some of the things people turn to when they donôt feel loved? Share 

something you have turned to. 

[Q]  Share a song title that shows what society thinks about love or marriage. How 

can we combat this kind of influence? 

Teaching point four: Couples can individually seek God in worship.  

God is worthy of our worship. He is creator, provider, shepherd, Lord, and lover of 
our souls. He is the only one who truly is worthy, yet day after day people worship 
gods of their own making. Manmade gods are not always made of gold and easily 
identifiable. People sometimes worship things without being aware of it. A good 
question to ask ourselves is: What do I hold in high esteem? A harder one to answer 
is: What do I give most of my time to? Our gods can come in all shapes and sizes. If 
we donôt desire to worship Almighty God, perhaps itôs because we are worshiping 
something else. Asking God to reveal other objects of our worship is a difficult task, 
but a necessary one if we are serious about growing in our relationship with him. 

When we turn from worshiping other things and approach God with open arms, there 
are different ways we can worship him. Some people sing to him, others listen to 
music while meditating on the characteristics of God. Still others sit with open Bibles 
reading Godôs love letter to them. The way we worship is not as important as our 
heart attitude when we worship. Religion is manmade, but God desires that we know 
him personally. The more we come to understand who he is, the more we appreciate 
what he has done for us. Worship is an outward expression of our love for him. It is 
letting God have his rightful place in our hearts and lives. 

[Q]  What or who are you tempted to worship besides God? 

[Q]  Share a time you felt especially close to God in your worship. 

ü Do you think itôs possible to worship God when we are not in church? If so, 
where and how have you worshiped God?  

[Q]  Do you think there is only one way to worship God? Why or why not? 

[Q]  How will it affect your marriage if you worship others more than God? 

PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

God instituted marriage from the beginning. He supplied us with the Bible, a manual 
that tells us everything we need to know about loving. Couples can build good 
marriages if their strong foundation is in God. Learn to seek God in your marriage. 
First, seek God for salvation, which will put you and your spouse on the same path in 
life. Secondly, go to God in prayer, asking him to meet your many needs. Knowing 
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that Jesus joins you as you pray assures you of his power, strength, and love. Since 
God is love, he willingly shares it with his children. Finally, seek God to worship him, 
which satisfies as nothing else can. God is available to us all the time, encouraging us 
to bring him each and every need. How comforting to know that the God of the 
universe, who instituted marriage, stands by ready to help in every way. When we 
seek God, he is waiting to be found. 

Marriage is something to be enjoyed, not endured. God created marriage to be a 
meaningful experience that is satisfying to both parties. 

Action Point: What areas of your marriage are in need of fine-tuning? What is one 
area you want to pray about today? 

ðStudy by Anne Peterson, a published poet, speaker,  
and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.  

Additional Resources 

: ChristianBibleStudies.com 
 -Biblical Marriage 101 
 -Communication in Marriage 
 -Faith as the Marriage Glue 
 -Glorify God Together: A Marriage of Purpose 
 -Communicate Love to Your Spouse 
 -Grace Connects Men and Women 
 -Learning to Appreciate Your Spouse 

&  The Beautiful Ache: Finding the God Who Satisfies When Life Does Not, 
Leigh McLeroy (Revell, 2007; ISBN 0800731417) 

&  Experiencing Christ Together: Finding Freedom and Fulfillment in 
Marriage, Neil T. Anderson, Charles Mylander (Regal Books, 2006; ISBN 
0830742883) 

&  For the Love of God in Your Marriage,  Bill Bartlett (Xulon Press, 2002; 
ISBN 1591600634) 

&  Growing Together in Christ: Homebuilders Couples Series (Group 
Publishing, 2000; ISBN 076442243x) 

&  The Joy of a Sacred Marriage: Insights and Reflections from Sacred 
Marriage, Gary Thomas (Inspirio, 2007; ISBN 0310817412) 

&  Love Never Ends: Growing Together in Marriage and Faith, Robert Lauer 
(Upper Room, 2002; ISBN 0835809498) 

&  Moments Together for Growing Closer to God , Dennis Rainey, Barbara 
Rainey (Gospel Light, 1999; ISBN 0830732500) 

http://www.christianbiblestudies.com/


 

 

É 2007 Å C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Vis i t  Smal lGroups.com and  Chr is t ianB ib leS tud ies.c om  

 
 
ARTICLE 

The Soul Cure 
Sometimes the best way to solve marital problems is to spend time alone 
with God.  

By Steve and Valerie Bell, for the study ñSeeking God Togetherñ 

Weôd barely been seated and handed our menus when 

Alan began to pour out the details of his difficult marriage 

in agonizing emotional heaves. We learned his wife, Diane, 

suffered from terrible premenstrual syndrome as well as 

bouts of depression. When she wasnôt depressed and 

withdrawn, she was angry and hostile, given to 

unpredictable behavior and fits of temper. 

Alanôs wound was raw and deep from 20 years of 

married hopelessness. 

For more than an hour, we listened and empathized completely. After lunch 

we found a more private place nearby and together prayed with him. Valerie 

penciled the names ñAlan and Dianeò in her calendar at the top of each month. 

And for the next year, she prayed for them whenever she saw their names. 

ñOh God, heal Dianeôs PMS,ò sheôd pray. ñHeal their family. Bring 

wholeness to this home.ò It was a prayer based in a certain amount of 

ignorance. A prayer prescription telling God how weôd like to see him work. 

A year passed and we saw Alan again. As before, he skipped the usual social 

banter and plunged into serious conversation. But his story had changed. 

Was this the same man? we wondered. Now we were hearing a different 

version about his marriage. It wasnôt so one-sided or cut-and-dry as beforeð

that is, ñDianeôs the cause of all our problems, and the kids and I are her 

undeserving victims.ò We asked specifically about how Diane was doing and 

waited for the PMS war stories. But surprisingly, he didnôt complain about her. 

Instead, he was excited to tell us about some of the changes in his life. 

ñNow I can see that I  have some óhidden sinsôðaddictions, really,ò Alan 

explained. ñIôve realized Iôm a bona fide workaholic. While Iôve been married 

for more than 20 years, Iôve chosen not to build my relationship with Diane 

through those years. No wonder sheôs frustrated and sad!ò 
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Alan explained heôd experienced a year of seeing himself from Godôs 

perspective. As a result, no longer did he blame his marital problems primarily 

on Diane. Heôd had a personal awakeningðto the point that he was regularly 

praying on his own and spending time with God alone. 

ñNever before had I been consistent in initiating toward God, nor slowed 

down enough to hear from him,ò Alan continued. ñAnd now our marriage is 

improving. I wouldnôt have believed it was possible. 

ñDiane still struggles with PMS, but sheôs less hostile since Iôve turned 

around and decided to óbe thereô for her. Itôs interesting; during this year Iôd 

fall back into my old routines, giving in to the fast-paced daily pressures that 

lead me toward workaholism, which would squeeze out my focus on God. 

When I did that, I noticed the dynamics in our marriage would revert to some 

of the same old patterns as well. But Iôm excited to know an active personal 

spiritual life can make an enormous difference in my marriage and my family.ò 

What was happening here? Although everything was essentially the same, 

everything had changed. A spiritual rebirth occurred. 

We donôt want to be misleading. Of course, all marriages have their 

tensions and conflicts. Even good marriagesðthose operating with a positive 

spiritual dimension and fully engaging both spousesðwonôt be problem-free. 

But thereôs a definite before and after perspective in relationships to which 

Godôs been invited to be an active participant. 

Accessing God 

Jack, a young married man, confided in us about the weak condition of his 

marriage. He described the symptoms of their problems, all indicating the 

relationship was in need of a rebirth. When we told him he needed to let God 

bring his spiritual resources into their problem solving, he agreed; but he also 

expressed hesitancy. 

ñSounds good,ò Jack responded. ñI can understand on a cognitive level that 

spiritual intimacy with God would be good for our marriage. But I have a 

problem with what youôre telling me. How do I access God into our lives? Iôve 

tried the traditional approaches. I read the Bible and donôt get much out of it. 

Iôm not good at prayer, especially in front of someone else, most of all my wife! 

To me, Godôs like this vast, lush, harvestable field. Iôm thrown into the field 

and told to harvest, but I donôt have a tool, a sickle, or anything. Iôm hungry 

but Iôm not able to eat.ò 

Most of us can relate. Itôs difficult at times to know how to bring a spiritual 

interest and pattern into our marriages. So how do you access God in your 

marriage? How do you have a spiritual rebirth? 
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After we listened to Jack, we assigned him a faith exercise to help him 

develop spiritual intimacy in his marriage. We asked him to devote ten 

minutes a day to prayer for two weeks. Importantly, heôd pray in a different 

way: Heôd pray without words, or ñreceptively,ò listening keenly to Godôs voice, 

hearing the promptings of encouragement and care from the Holy Spirit. 

The next time we saw Jack we asked how it went. 

He smiled. ñI felt so uncomfortable at first. I couldnôt imagine God would 

want to say anything good about me. But I think somethingôs beginning to 

change in me. Though I can hardly put Godôs love into wordsðor describe 

what God might possibly love about meðI sit and receive.ò 

We need to experience Godôs unconditional love, because someday weôll 

have to draw upon his supernatural love to minister to a spouse whoôs 

unlovable and unworthy. By definition, marriage is a commitmentða 

commitment to be the one, and maybe the only one, who loves a mate whoôs 

become unlovable, who perhaps embraces one who seems now repulsive. Weôll 

need to know how to lavish Godôs love on a partner when our human love has 

run dry. 

How will you love the crying wife hiding in a shower stall? The angry 

husband living on his own with his pain and his midlife-crisis red convertible 

sports car? How will you love the overly controlling wife who has a past of 

sexual abuse or the husband who ñcanôt let down the guysò when your own 

resources of love are so limited? 

We canôt give a love that heals if we ourselves have never been healed. The 

ñglueò of a long successful marriage isnôt the love we wives and husbands have 

for each other. Staying power comes from Godôs love. When we understand 

experientially what weôve received from Godðif weôre aware of our 

unworthiness, unloveliness, and small-heartedness and yet receive Godôs 

loveðthen we can offer that kind of spiritual love to a husband or wife. 

Learning about love 

The first step to a spiritually rebirthed marriage may seem like a distancing 

move, a step away from your spouse. But by abandoning your expectations of 

your spouse and stepping closer to God, you can find the resources to be a 

better lover in the end. 

Why not try what Jack did? For the next two weeks, take ten minutes a day 

to pray wordlessly and receptively. Be aware that it may take a while for your 

mind to stop racing, until you stop thinking of words and are calmed enough 

to hear God. If you need help to focus, begin by meditating on verses, hymns, 

or spiritual songs that emphasize Godôs love for you. As you pray, listen to 
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Godôs voiceðthose inner promptings through his Holy Spirit that encourage or 

affirm, that tell you God cares. Then allow those affirming thoughts of Godôs 

love to sink in. Take whatôs wounded, whatôs undeserving, whatôs angry and 

unlovable about yourself to God, and let his love consume the dross thatôs 

weighing down your marriage. At the end of the two weeks, tell your spouse 

about your experience. Share what you learned about God and yourself 

through this exercise. 

Letting God love you is the first step toward authentic spiritual intimacy in 

your marriage. When you begin accessing Godôs loveða love that will 

eventually bring greater intimacy, love, and acceptance in your marriageð

youôll have a better marriage than youôve ever experienced. 

ðAdapted from Made to Be Loved. © 1999 by Steve and 
Valerie Bell.  Used by permission of Moody Press. 

ñThe Soul Cureò by Steve and Valerie Bell, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP, Winter 2002, Vol. 19, No. 4, 
Page 30 

 



 

 

 

     

  

LEADERôS GUIDE ï STUDY 2 

Getting Through the 
Rough Spots 

Gain a new perspective on diffi culties. 

  

     

  

When thinking back to the fairytales we read as children, one thing 
is pretty evident: life isnôt like that. It doesnôt take long in a 
marriage to realize there will be some rough spots. Every 
relationship has the potential for frictionðwhy should marriage be 
different? So the question is not whether there will be rough spots, 
but what we should do when we hit them.  

  

          
     

 
Lesson #2 

 
Scripture: 

Luke 6:41ï42; Romans 5:3ï5; Hebrews 12:1ï3; James 1:2ï4; 5:16  
 

Based on: 
ñWhen Marriage Gets Toughò by Dawn Yrene, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP, Fall 2004, Vol. 21, No. 3, Page 44 
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PART 1 

Identify the Current Issue 

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each 
person with the article ñWhen Marriage Gets Toughò from 
MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP magazine, included at the end of this 
study. 

All marriages go through the honeymoon phase, when we see 
only the positive traits in our mates, considering ourselves lucky 
for the find. Then, with new discoveries, our mates start to lose 
their angelic glow. Eventually we find ourselves wondering who 
this person is and what they did with our partner.  

Life has rough spots; knowing how to navigate them is key. To 
successfully get through the rough spots in marriage, we need to look at difficulties in 
a new light, optimize our spouseôs strengths, openly confess our own shortcomings, 
and keep our eyes on the finish line.  

Discussion starters: 

[Q]  When was the first time you realized your spouse was less than perfect? 

ü When did your spouse learn this truth about you? 

[Q]  What factors contribute to our thinking that life shouldnôt have rough spots?  

ü What practical things can prepare us for them? 

[Q]  What are some of the ways couples deal with disappointments as they learn 

their frailties? 

[Q]  Looking back to your dating relationship, were there any signs that all would 

not be smooth sailing, or were you completely surprised? Explain.  

[Q]  How did your parents handle the rough spots in their marriage?  

ü Did you adopt their ways of dealing with them? 

PART 2 

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching point one: Look at difficulties in a new light. 

Read Romans 5:3ï5.  

Paul talked about the benefits of suffering. When someone is in the midst of a trial, its 
benefits are not readily seen nor happily acknowledged. It takes most of our energy 
just to withstand the trial. No one gets up in the morning anticipating possible 
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difficulties that will arise. Yet Scripture is clear when it talks about trials; they are for 
our benefit. Read James 1:2ï4.  

Itôs clear that we can develop perseverance by withstanding trials, letting them work 
patience into our lives. Our attitudes about problems can be transformed as we open 
our hearts to God. 

Dawn Yrene said in her article, ñWhen our vows are tested with sickness, poverty, or 
tough times, itôs only by crying out to God in our inadequacy that difficult marriages 
can change and grow. During our darkest moments, God understands our situation 
and will help.ò 

Ann and Joe sat across from the counselor as Ann tearfully shared their most recent 
set of problems. She looked to the counselor for his advice, but his words surprised 
her. ñYou should be thankful,ò he said. ñThis is another opportunity for you to trust 
God.ò Ann wanted to wipe the smile off the counselorôs face. How could these 
burd ens possibly be viewed as privileges? Was he serious? He went on to explain, 
ñHere on earth we are given situations that force us to go to God for the answers. 
Each trial enables us to grow in our relationship with the Lord and to grow as a 
couple.ò The very things Ann resented were actually used by God for their good. Some 
20 years of marriage later, Ann remembers the counselorôs words and still finds them 
helpful. Living here on earth is our only opportunity to trust God; though it doesnôt 
feel like it, it is a privilege. Perhaps we are looking for heaven here on earth, and 
thatôs why we fight against trials. 

[Q]  What does society say about how we should handle our difficulties?  

ü How does this differ from what the Bible says? 

[Q]  When have you seen your trials used by God for your good? Share something 

good that came out of them. 

[Q]  What is our most common reaction when bombarded with trials?  

ü What are some of the ways we deal with our problems instead of going to 
God? 

[Q]  Share one of the biggest difficulties you have faced in your marriage.  

ü How long did this period last?  

ü How did you get through this time? 

Teaching point two: Optimize your spouseôs strengths. 

We often struggle in our marriages because we tend to magnify the weaknesses of our 
spouse while minimizing our own. Read Luke 6:41ï42.  

We seem to have it backwards. God wants us to extend grace and mercy to others and 
judge our own actions. Instead, we say: judgment for you, mercy for me. The closer 
the person is to us, the less gracious we areðthatôs the privilege of knowing us better. 
God wants us to esteem our mates. In order to do this, we need to focus on their 
strengths. At times the very things that attracted us become irritations. A personôs 



LEADERôS GUIDE 

Getting Through the Rough Spots 
Page 4 

 

É 2007 Å C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Vis i t  Smal lGroups.com and  Chr is t ianB ib leS tud ie s.c om  

quiet and reserved demeanor transforms into a boring personality with nothing to 
say. The extrovert is later perceived as boisterous; the personable one is seen as 
flirtatious. Changed perceptions are due in part to viewing our mates without the love 
filter we once used. Focusing on our loved onesô strengths can sharpen our vision of 
them and minimize the fault lines that too readily appear. 

We choose what we want to focus on in our relationships. We choose what we want to 
forgive. When we realize we have been forgiven much, we have a greater capacity to 
forgive others. Going to Calvary and remembering the price Jesus paid can improve 
our selective vision. We can start to see our mates as he does, with love in our eyes. 

[Q]  Share some fault of yours your mate has overlooked or forgiven.  

ü How does that help you overlook his or her weaknesses? 

[Q]  Do you ever wish you were back at the beginning of your relationship with your 

spouse? Why or why not? 

[Q]  What would your spouse say your strengths are?  

ü Share a time your spouse praised you for one of your strengths. 

[Q]  When was the last time you complimented your spouse on one of his or her 

strengths? How was it received? What keeps you from doing it more often? 

Optional Activity: Think back to the first few months you knew your spouse. Fast 
forward through your l ife, reflecting on your spouseôs positive traits. Now write a 
letter to a friend listing all of your spouseôs strong points. You can list as many as 
you want, but only positive things. When finished, share it with your spouse.  

Teaching point three: Openly confess your shortcomings. 

It is a wise spouse who doesnôt answer the question, ñDoes this make me look fat?ò 
We often laugh at renditions of this cartoon, but the reality is we all have 
shortcomings. Marriage is supposed to be a safe place, where we can talk about those 
shortcomings with the assurance we will not be put down because of them. To create 
that kind of atmosphere, it takes vulnerability and one brave person to start. Read 
James 5:16.  

We are told to confess our sins to each other. Confession is good for the soul; it is also 
good for relationships. When one person shares their struggles with another they are 
inviting him or her into a restricted area. Itôs an opportunity for intimacy, which 
yields great dividends.  

The truth is, your mate already knows what your weaknesses areðit will be no great 
surpriseðbut confession will show that you are aware of them and want to change. It 
will also open up the opportunity for the two of you to take these areas to the Lord for 
healing. What could be better than two people committed to each other sharing their 
hearts before God? Often, when one shares his or her shortcomings, the other feels 
freedom to do the same. Another byproduct is that when we pray for each other, God 
really does answer! 
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Confessing your sins also gives your spouse the opportunity to extend grace to you, 
like a healing salve. Opening yourself up to this vulnerability is great in a friendship, 
but itôs amazing when that friend is your spouse. 

[Q]  What has been your experience when you have confessed your sins to another 

person? Did the person extend grace to you? 

[Q]  What are some of the fears people have about confessing their faults to another 

person?  

ü Do you think these fears are well founded? 

[Q]  Have you ever opened yourself up to another and been badly hurt?  

ü What did it take for you to recover from this experience? 

[Q]  What would it look like to be gracious to someone who has just confessed his or 

her sin?  

ü What would be inappropriate? 

[Q]  Mention a Bible character who had no trouble confessing his sins to another. 

What were the results? 

Teaching point four: Keep your eyes on the finish line. 

When all is said and done, we want to know we finished well. Granted, we will have 
some scrapes and bruisesðitôs expected in any raceðbut there is a sense of 
accomplishment in knowing we gave our best. Itôs the same with marriage. Sadly, 
current statistics reflect that even in Christian marriages a huge percentage does not 
keep their commitments. We live in a throwaway society. If something no longer 
works, it is easily discarded and replaced. Marriage should be different. God intended 
marriage to be for keeps. Too often we get discouraged when we focus on our 
difficulties instead of the big picture.  

You once stood before God and a church full of people declaring your love for each 
other. You made promises that you would stay faithful and be devoted to the person 
before you. Some days have been easier than others. Some you muddled through, not 
certain how youôd make it, but you did. With Godôs strength and grace for each new 
day, you continued putting one foot in front of the other, and when you fell, you 
brushed yourself off and got up again. 

Marriage is a picture of Christ and his church. Itôs a picture that is marred today, but 
we Christ followers can bring that picture back into focus. We can be different from 
the world that bails when the going gets rough. Read Hebrews 12:1ï3.  

We need to throw off anything that hinders us in this race, and run with 
perseverance. We do this by getting our eyes off of our difficulties and putting them 
on Jesus. We are told how he finished his raceðnot looking at the task at hand, but 
instead seeing the joy that was set before him. And that can be us. We can finish this 
race by looking forward to hearing God say, ñWell done, good and faithful servant.ò 
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[Q]  What are some of the obstacles that prevent runners from finishing a race?  

ü How can these things be overcome? 

[Q]  Have there been times in your marriage when you felt like giving up?  

ü What encouraged you to keep going? 

[Q]  What can we say to others who need encouragement? Share a verse that might 

be useful in this situation. 

[Q]  What words of advice can you give a young couple that is just starting married 

life?  

ü How did you learn this? 

[Q]  Have you ever gone to a marriage retreat that was helpful?  

ü What specifically touched you? 

PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

Marriage is serious business. It is a promise worth keeping. The truth is, it wonôt 
always be easy. You wonôt get it perfectly right, and you may fail again and again in 
your attempts. Still, you are not in this alone. You need to have your eyes open in 
marriage so that you can see where you are going. You need to look at your difficulties 
in a new light, optimize your spouseôs strengths, openly confess your own 
shortcomings, and keep your eyes on the finish line. And if we listen carefully, weôll 
hear the sound of someone cheering us on; it will be God, for marriage was his idea 
from the start.  

[Q]  Of the four areas mentioned, which one is the most difficult for you? Why? 

[Q]  What have you recently learned about marriage?  

ü How has this helped your relationship? 

[Q]  Share something positive that resulted from one of your rough spots.  

ü Do you think you could have learned this lesson another way? Why or why 
not? 

[Q]  Share about a time your spouse showed you grace when you didnôt deserve it. 

Action Point: Look at your marriage critically for areas that you can commit to 
prayer. Of the four areas, which one needs your immediate attention? Partner with 
your mate and pray about your findings. Then make it a habit at least once a month to 
discuss how your relationship is going. Talk about how it can improve, and changes 
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each of you can make. Ask your spouse where he or she thinks your marriage is right 
now on a scale of 1ï10. 

ðStudy by Anne Peterson, a published poet, speaker,  
and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.  

 

Additional Resources 

: ChristianBibleStudies.com 
 -Biblical Marriage 101 
 -Communication in Marriage 
 -Faith as the Marriage Glue 
 -Glorify God Together: A Marriage of Purpose 
 -Communicate Love to Your Spouse 
 -Grace Connects Men and Women 
 -Learning to Appreciate Your Spouse 

&  I Love You More: How Everyday Problems Can Strengthen Your 
Marriage, Les Parrott, Leslie Parrott (Zondervan, 2003; ISBN 
0310257387) 

&  Love Must Be Tough: New Hope for Marriages in Crisis, Dr. James 
Dobson (Multnomah, 2003; ISBN 1590523555) 

&  Loving Solutions,  Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers, 2000; ISBN 
1881273911)  

&  Nine Critical Mist akes Most Couples Make: Identify the Pitfalls and 
Discover Godôs Help, Dr. David Hawkins (Harvest House Publishers, 2005; 
ISBN 0736913491) 

&  One Flame, Gary Smalley (Tyndale House, 2002; ISBN 0842365648) 

&  Reconcilable Differences, Jim Talley (Thomas Nelson, 1991; ISBN 
0840731965) 

&  Resolving Conflict in Your Marriage: Homebuilders Couples Series, Bob 
Horner, Jan Horner (Group Publishing, 2000; ISBN 0764422405) 

&  When the Odds Are Against Us, Steve Wilkes (New Leaf Press, 1995; ISBN 
089221287x) 

 

 

http://www.christianbiblestudies.com/
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ARTICLE 

When Marriage Gets Tough 
Believe it or not, there are some good reasons to stay marriedðeven when 
you want to call it quits.  

By Dawn Yrene, for the study ñGetting Through the Rough Spotsñ 

ñDivorce isnôt the unforgivable sin,ò a friend hinted, not 

so subtly, after hearing my remorse over marrying a man 

with whom I had so little in common. From our first 

meeting and throughout our dating, Kevin and I had been 

proof that opposites attract. He was the wild typeða 

tattooed, leather-clad biker whose first love had been his 

Harley until heôd met Christ six months before meeting 

me. To be honest, Christ and the Harley still vied for first 

place. His closet was filled with bike parts, and the 

motorcycle ñherselfò rested in the middle of his living room 

when not in use.  

I, on the other hand, was a straight-laced ñgood girlò who listened to 

Christian music, worked a Christian job, and spoke fluent Christianese. I had 

my own ñidols,ò though, and at 26, marriage was one of them. 

Kevin and I met at a Christian singles retreat. By the end of the retreat, Iôd 

made a new friendðbut assured myself that was all. We were just too different 

to be more. 

Kevin talked little, but when he did, it was often about the Bible. He was 

refreshingly genuine. 

We began to pray and attend Bible study together. After a few months, he 

proposed. Despite all the good memories we were making, we were also 

beginning to disagree often. I assured myself, however, that marriage would 

make us ñoneò on issues of childrearing, spending, and the many other 

annoying differences we faced. 

As any married person could have told me, that was an erroneous 

assumption. Marriage only magnified our differences. We fought regularly, 

and our life together hurt. Soon I found myself pondering my friendôs advice. 

After all , I reasoned, Christians arenôt perfect. What if I married the wrong 

person? Why stay married if itôs all about fighting? Why be unhappy? 
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In my questioning, a small inner voice reminded me what Iôd prayed 

shortly before I met Kevin: ñLord, instead of looking for a man who fits my list 

of wants, give me a man who needs me as his helper, as Adam needed Eve.ò 

Despite our differences, Kevin needed a helper, and the helper God had 

selected was me. I, too, needed Kevin to balance me, challenge me, and 

encourage me to trust God. Through the painful trials of marriage, especially 

our frequent, severe arguments over spending, in-laws, disciplining our 

children, and even trivialities such as how much and which TV programs to 

watch, God was purifying me, teaching me to obey his desires even when it 

wasnôt comfortable. He was also rewarding me in quiet ways only I could seeð

a psalm that comforted me, a brilliant sunrise that reminded me of his 

greatness, a sermon that seemed tailored to my situation. 

Nearly 13 years and 5 children later, Iôve found that my difficult marriage 

has blessed me with great happiness as well as the strength to endure great 

pain. 

Kevin and I are still more like black and white than gray. We need Christ to 

hold us together. But our roller coaster ride has shown me that, contrary to 

worldly opinions, there are good reasons to stay in a difficult marriage. 

We all have prisons.  Whether itôs a nagging temptation, a tormented 

past, sickness, poverty, loneliness, or a difficult marriageðwe all have 

situations that at times make us feel trapped. The apostle Paul showed us how 

to cope with these feelings: writing from a jail cell he said, ñI have learned to be 

content whatever the circumstancesò (Philippians 4:11). Paulôs repeated trips 

to prison didnôt prevent him from worshiping God. Being bound to an 

incompatible spouse doesnôt have to stop us from thanking God while in our 

ñprisonò of a difficult marriage, experiencing peace, and receiving the good 

gifts God wants to give us daily. We have a choice: we can focus on Godôs 

blessings and lessons for us, or we can harbor anger, which eventually turns to 

hatred and bitterness. In 1 John, the apostle John says hatred, if left 

unchecked, will cause us to stumble (2:10), and keep us from loving God 

(4:20). 

The times I considered divorcing my husband, I knew Iôd ultimately be 

exchanging one prison for another. Not only would I be separating my children 

from a parent they loveðplacing more pressure and guilt on me as a motherð

but bitterness and unforgiveness could create its own kind of trap. As the old 

saying goes, ñStone walls do not a prison make, nor iron barsða cage.ò 

Difficulties make us better people.  We all hate suffering. But without 

it, who would we be? When Kevin and I married, I was a chronic people-

pleaser. When my attempts to win Kevinôs unceasing approvalðby wearing my 

hair a certain way or apologizing every time I sensed he was angryðfailed, my 
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painful emotions turned me to God, who became my strength. I eventually 

learned to care more about Godôs opinion of me. I may not have learned that 

lesson otherwise. The more I sought Godôs approval during those dark days, 

the more Kevin softened toward meðand me toward him. Weôve both learned 

God can take a heart of stone and make it flesh (Ezekiel 36:26). Those years of 

suffering have made us more considerate parents, friends, and mates. 

Difficulties strengthen our prayer lives.  The Bible makes it clear that 

God wants people to stay married. Yet he hasnôt made marriage particularly 

easy. When our vows are tested with sickness, poverty, or tough times, itôs only 

by crying out to God in our inadequacy that difficult marriages can change and 

grow. During our darkest moments, the psalms remind us God understands 

our situation and will help. In my marriage, the times forgiveness has been 

hardest have also been the times Iôve experienced Godôs rewards in the most 

amazing ways. Isaiah 64:4ï5 says, ñNo eye has seen any God besides you, who 

acts on behalf of those who wait for him. You come to the help of those who 

gladly do right.ò 

My marriage is undeniably better when I pray for my spouse. With this 

incentive, Iôve learned to pray for everything: simple blessings for Godôs mercy 

and peace in our home; complicated requests, such as how to communicate in 

a way Kevin will understand; and even prayers I donôt really want to prayðthat 

I may recognize my sin, and that God will change me into the wife Kevin 

needs. When I pray honestly, I discover Godôs answer is always ñyes.ò 

Staying married teaches us how to forgive. If thereôs one thing 

marriage has taught me, itôs how to seek and grant forgiveness. Kevin, whoôd 

suffered two divorces as an unbeliever, recently told me how freeing it is to be 

able to ask forgiveness and receive it. He said in his previous marriages, the 

word forgiveness was never mentioned. Iôve also learned firsthand the truth of 

Christôs words in Luke 7:47: ñHer many sins have been forgivenðfor she loved 

much. But he who has been forgiven little loves little.ò  

I can choose to love my spouse out of love for Christ. Often it comes down 

to a simple choice: Will I hold on to bitterness, or will I love Jesus enough to 

put anotherôs needs before my ownðeven if that person has wounded me to 

the core? Will I be kind to a spouse who doesnôt return my kindness because 

the Lover of my soul asks me to, or will I bail out? If my spouse is a gift from 

Godða part of my walk with Christðsomeone who can test my love for God on 

a regular basis, I will be able to forgive even when he seriously disappoints me. 

When I truly forgive Kevin for hurts he regrets causing, his love for me grows. 

In the same way, I love him more when he forgives me. 

Thereôs a way that seems right é but isnôt. A difficult marriage can 

seem like a mistakeðbut it may not be. Our spouse may be the best person to 
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teach us to die to self as Christ commanded in Mark 8:35. Our needs and 

wants may differ sexually, communicativelyðeven our TV preferences can 

collide! In marriages where the list goes much further, from the simple 

differing preferences in food, holiday traditions, denominational affiliation, 

and cultural background, to the more complex differences of finances and 

spiritual life, divorce may seem like the right choice. But Proverbs 14:12 says 

sometimes what seems right leads to death. Occasionally after a fight, Iôve 

thought, Iôll never allow him to hurt me like that again. I believed that turning 

off my feelings would protect me. Instead, closing myself from my husband 

hardens my heart and kills the inner beauty God is perfecting in me through 

pain. Our differences have caused many tears, especially in trying to rear 

emotionally healthy, happy children. But if we trust God, we can believe that 

divorce, while it may seem logical at times, would only destroy the good results 

God wants to produce in all of us. 

Feelings that are absent now may not be in the future.  Some 

couples find bitterness and resentment have made it impossible to love each 

other. Yet Jesus said, ñWith God all things are possibleò (Matthew 19:26). Both 

Kevin and I have reached low points where it seemed we could never love each 

other again. Miraculously, we later found our union had become such a team, a 

friendship, and a wonderful romance, that we felt unworthy and amazed at 

Godôs ability to restore. Utter hatred can become passionate love when we 

submit those feelings to God and let obedience override the desire of the 

moment. When I was pregnant with our third child, Kevin seemed hopeless as 

he expressed how alienated he felt when I focused my attention on our two 

young children. His confession only added to my resentment that he wanted 

more of me instead of offering to change diapers. But my resentment faded 

several months later when birth complications nearly took my life. I could hear 

Kevinôs heartfelt prayer for me to live as he held my hand. We both realized 

each day we had together was a precious opportunity to love. 

My marriage shouldnôt be my entire life. God has other jobs, talents, 

and good works (Ephesians 2:10) planned for each of us. In a difficult 

marriage, God may bring relief through an outside occupation or a special 

calling. He may use our hurts to minister to others who suffer. Focusing only 

on our marriage can cause us to miss out on the good God wants to do through 

and for us. My friend Sheryl is married to an unbeliever, but he isnôt her 

ñproject.ò She loves him, but also loves teaching the high schoolers at church. 

Because she canôt enjoy prayer and Bible study with him, she appreciates her 

time with the teens all the more. In my case, writing has been an enjoyable 

outlet and ministry during the tough seasons of marriage. 

I can choose to see the good in my spouse. In every situation or 

person, there are good and bad aspects on which we can focus. 1 Thessalonians 
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5:18 says to give thanks in all  circumstances. When I wanted our yard fenced a 

few years ago, Kevin and I disagreed. He didnôt feel we could afford it. I wanted 

protection for our kids. Finally, he put up a six-foot chain link fence, even 

though I told him I didnôt like chain link. Years later, when I look at that fence, 

I can feel angry at his choice, or thank God that Kevin sacrificed time, sweat, 

and money to keep our kids safe. I can also remember that men and women 

often think theyôve communicated clearly, when the opposite sex heard a 

completely different message. Maybe he didnôt think chain link was that big a 

deal to me. Maybe it was on sale. Maybe he tuned out during that part of the 

conversation. When marriage is tough, thereôs still an opportunity to find my 

spouseôs good qualities and thank God for themðdespite the imperfections. 

Help is available.  Studies show that couples who take positive steps 

toward resolving conflict, such as taking a ñtime out,ò have happier marriages. 

While Kevin and I found there were plenty of people willing to counsel us 

during our challenging years, some gave more helpful advice than others. We 

sought professional Christian counseling, where we learned how to listen, 

repeat, and understand each other. We also attended weekend marriage 

seminars, which helped us shed some of the masks we wore to hide our faults, 

fears, and feelings from each other. 

Thankfully, Kevinôs Harley no longer resides in the living room. He sold it a 

year after we married to pay for our daughterôs birth. Now we have a pet rabbit 

and five rowdy children in its place. Lately heôs been browsing the Internet for 

another motorcycle.  

I donôt know what Iôd do if he brought it into our living room. But weôve 

made it over enough hurdles with Godôs help that I hope we wouldnôt let a little 

thing like a Harley in the living room get in the way of a happy marriage.  

With all our differences, we make too good a team. In fact, Iôve come to 

believe that, with Godôs help, differences and difficulties can be the recipe for a 

truly great marriage. 

ðDawn Yrene, a freelance author, lives in New Mexico.  

ñWhen Marriage Gets Toughò by Dawn Yrene, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP, Fall 2004, Vol. 21,  
No. 3, Page 44 

 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 

     

  

LEADERôS GUIDE 

Joyfully Ever After 
Learn to enjoy your marriage.  

  

     

  

Everything about a wedding shouts, ñLetôs celebrate!òðthe flowers, 
the attire, the music, and the good food. So we celebrate; sometimes 
even after the bride and groom have departed. We rejoice in the 
beginning of their new life together, hoping they will live happily 
ever after. But is that even possible? 

  

          
     

 
Lesson #3 

 
Scripture: 

Philippians 1:6; 4:8, 11ï13, 19; 1 Peter 2:19ï21 
 

Based on: 
ñHow to Be Happy in an Unhappy Marriageò by Leslie Vernick, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 
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PART 1 

Identify the Current Issue 

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each 
person with ñHow to Be Happy in an Unhappy Marriageò from 
MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP magazine, included at the end of this 
study. 

Author Jill Briscoe said, ñHappiness is when your happenings 
happen to happen the way you want them to happenðthen you 
are happy.ò Joy is something you choose despite your 
circumstances in life. Happiness is fleeting; joy has staying 
power. Happiness is based on the external; joy comes from 
within.  

What makes one person happy and another unhappy? While the obvious answer 
might be their circumstances, the truth is you can find people in similar 
circumstances with different attitudes. Some people never marry. They live contently 
in their singleness. Others who never marry are discontent, believing they can never 
be happy without finding their soul mate.  

In order for us to enjoy our marriages, we need to look at our blessings, guard our 
hearts, let God fill us, and live for the eternal.  

Discussion starters: 

[Q]  Did you feel that marriage would make you happy?  

ü Did it? Why or why not? 

[Q]  Did your parents have a happy marriage? Why or why not? 

[Q]  Are the marriages the media portray happy?  

ü What kind of disconnect is there between what is portrayed on TV or in 
movies and the marriages of the stars who appear in those programs? 

[Q]  Is it possible to be happy in a marriage if your spouse is not happy? Why or why 

not? 

PART 2 

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching point one: We need to look at our blessings. 

In her article, Leslie Vernick said, ñMany of us feel dissatisfied in life because we are 
not content with what God has given us. We want more.ò The problem is no matter 
what we acquire, we may still struggle with being content. The enemy of our souls 
wants us to stay in a place of discontentment.  
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Vernick goes on to say, ñSatan wants us to believe that God is not good and that he 
does not know what is in our best interest.ò Looking at our blessings can help us focus 
on Godôs goodness to us. When things get difficult, we need to remind ourselves that 
not everything is negative.  

Eeyore is a wonderful character in the Winnie the Pooh series. We laugh at how 
negatively he sees everything, and yet we have probably met Eeyores and they are 
anything but comical. No matter how hard someone tries to convince them, a 
negative person refuses to see the positive. It is a mindset. Thinking about our 
blessings when we are in a negative place can actually help change our attitude. 
Praising God when you donôt feel like it is a great exercise. God is worthy of our praise 
at all times. He doesnôt become less worthy when we feel less grateful. When we think 
of our blessings, Satan is defeated and God gets the glory. 

By choosing to look at our blessings, we train ourselves to focus on what we have 
instead of what we donôt have. Read Philippians 4:11ï13. 

Paul learned contentment while he was in dire straits; we can learn it, too, and 
looking at our blessings is a great start. 

[Q]  What things have made you happy?  

ü What has given you joy?  

ü Do you see a difference between being happy and being joyful? 

[Q]  Why do you think there are so many unhappy people in the world?  

ü Who is responsible for our happiness? 

[Q]  Name a Bible character who was unhappy. What were the circumstances of his 

or her life? 

[Q]  Do you know someone who is joyful despite his or her circumstances? Has he or 

she always been like that? 

[Q]  Have you ever praised God when you were disappointed? If so, what were the 

results? 

Teaching point two: We need to guard our hearts. 

Read Philippians 4:8.  

Paul wrote these words while he was in prison. Instead of focusing on his situation, 
he transcended it. Paul knew the God who could work in any situation. We need to 
trust in that God. God is Jehovah Rapha, the God who heals. Guarding our hearts 
means we watch the thoughts we hold onto and then go a step further. We replace 
what is negative with the truth. Hurtful words can become lodged in our hearts and 
fester, turning to bitterness and resentment, which eventually create walls against 
those who have hurt us. When your spouse angers you, though it may be difficult, it is 
better to communicate your feelings to him or her. Guarding our hearts means being 
careful about what we allow in them, so we donôt have to worry about what will come 
out. 
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Vernick said, ñIn a difficult marriage, Satan may whisper lies like, óWhy should you be 
the only one trying in the marriage? Itôs not fair. Find someone else who will make 
you happy.ôò Satan is against marriage and unity. He is a liar and a destroyer. 
Learning what Godôs Word says equips us to refute the enemyôs lies; otherwise we fall 
prey to his tactics. Our adversary is clever; he knows if he just puts a little truth into a 
statement, we may believe it.  

[Q]  What lies has Satan whispered to you about your marriage? How did they affect 

you? 

[Q]  Besides reading the Bible, what other precautions can we take against the 

enemy? 

[Q]  How have you dealt with hurtful words in your marriage? 

[Q]  What is one lie that people struggling in their marriages fall prey to? 

[Q]  Share a verse that has helped you against Satanôs attempts to deceive you.  

Teaching point three: We need to let God fill us. 

One problem in marriage is the false belief that your spouse is there to meet your 
needs. God designed marriage as the unity of two whole, not half, people who come 
together as one.  

One of Godôs names is the All-Sufficient One. Read Philippians 4:19.  

God alone can meet our needs. He wants us to find our satisfaction in him. Do we 
lack anything? God can provide what is lacking. Sometimes we either want to provide 
it ourselves, or find someone else who will provide itðsome kind of hero. The 
problem is, thatôs what Godôs role is. He is the deliverer, the rescuer, and the lover of 
our souls. Yet, we continue looking elsewhere, trying to get other people and things to 
fill the empty places inside of us. People are unaware that they are really hungry for 
God, so they go in every other direction but to him. And if we succeed at temporarily 
filling ourselves up, then we worship whatever filled us.  

Some of the things people turn to in their emptiness are food, busyness, 
relationships, and addictions. Some of these could be good things; nonetheless, when 
we turn to them instead of to God, we are using them for the wrong purpose. God 
patiently waits until we recognize our need for him, watching us run from one thing 
to the next. Satan loves it when we try to get our needs met apart from God. He 
chuckles on the sidelines as we keep trying to satisfy ourselves with things that can 
never fill us. 

Vernick recounts her time at an amusement park, ñWhile on a trip to Walt Disney 
World, I was struck by the number of cranky youngsters and frustrated parents. My 
children, like many others, were caught up in the excitement and wanted everything 
they saw. They felt elated whenever they got what they wanted but their happiness 
didnôt last. When the next thing they desired was denied, the thrill they felt just 
minutes before quickly deteriorated and they became miserable.ò It doesnôt matter 
what we are looking at, it cannot satisfy us; it was never meant to. Only God can truly 
fill us. We can actually acquire an appetite for God. If our appetite for God is minimal 
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or non-existent, perhaps itôs because we are snacking on other things. Making a 
conscious decision to go to God first can awaken that desire God put inside of us. 
Eventually we will hunger and thirst for more of him. And when he fills us, it is a 
satisfaction like no other.  

[Q]  What are some of the things you have tried to use to fill up your empty places? 

[Q]  What are some things that may help us acquire a taste for spiritual things? 

[Q]  What does it mean when someone says they are going through a dry time with 

God? 

[Q]  Have you ever experienced going to God to meet your needs? What was the 

situation? 

Optional Activity : Take a piece of paper and make three columns on it. In the 
first column, list things people turn to instead of God. Next to each item, write down 
what the real need is. In the last column, write down how God could meet that need.  

Teaching point four: We need to live for the eternal. 

Developing the right perspective is another thing that will give us joy in our 
marriages. We are here on Earth for a limited number of years. Our marriages can be 
a wonderful part of those years, but the truth is, they are only a part. While we can 
enjoy married life, even the happiest days on earth can never compare to what awaits 
us in heaven. Read Philippians 1:6.  

Paul tells us that God started a work in us the moment we received Jesus as our 
Savior, and he will continue to work till we see Jesus. Vernick said, ñLooking at the 
big picture gives us perspective in the moment and helps us see that God is good and 
is doing something good in us, even in the midst of a difficult marriage.ò We can go 
through difficult things knowing that God is in the business of making something 
beautiful out of our difficulties. God is working in us to make us like his Son. He 
develops fruit in our lives through the things he allows. We can also rest in the fact 
that God is always watching us. Read 1 Peter 2:19ï21.  

God is more interested in what he is doing in us than in what we are experiencing. He 
cares about our hearts. If we are suffering because of something we have done and 
take it patiently, it is of little value, but if we suffer wrongfully and take it patiently, 
that pleases God. Marriage is a place where two people make mistakes and are given 
ample opportunities to forgive each other. We need to remember this is just part of 
our lives. One day weôll go home.  

[Q]  Why do you think itôs so difficult to keep our minds on the eternal? 

[Q]  What practical things can we do to remember we are just passing through this 

life? 

[Q]  Do you think itôs possible to be ñso heavenly minded we are of no earthly goodò? 

What about the opposite: so earthly minded we are of no heavenly good? Which 
is the biggest temptation for you? Why? 
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[Q]  Have you ever experienced something that served as a reminder that we are just 

here temporarily? If so, share what that was and how it affected you. 

[Q]  Give an example of a Bible character who never lost his or her eternal 

perspective. 

PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

Being joyful is a decision, not based on our circumstances but in spite of our 
circumstances. We can experience joy in our marriages by looking at our blessings, 
guarding our hearts, letting God fill us, and remembering to live for the eternal. Itôs 
so easy to get caught up in the here and now, but God can help us to have the right 
perspective. If we do look to him and him alone, he can enable us to live joyfully ever 
after. Your marriage is a picture of Christ and his church. Is it one that draws others 
to him? 

Action Point: Time for an attitude check. What do you reflect in your marriage? Sit 
down with your mate and talk about this face to face. If God leads, confess to your 
mate any attitude problems you have had. Make this a matter of prayer between the 
two of you, asking God for joy despite your circumstances.  

 

Additional Resources 

: ChristianBibleStudies.com 
 -Biblical Marriage 101 
 -Communication in Marriage 
 -Faith as the Marriage Glue 
 -Glorify God Together: A Marriage of Purpose 
 -Communicate Love to Your Spouse 
 -Grace Connects Men and Women 
 -Learning to Appreciate Your Spouse 

&  Beyond Expectations: Finding Joy in Your Marriage, Nancy Sebastian 
Meyers (Moody Publishers, 2003; ISBN 080241639X) 

&  How to Be Happy Though Married; Audiobook on CD, Tim LaHaye (Oasis 
Audio Lic, 2002; ISBN 1589260260)  

&  In Trouble and in Joy, Sharon James (Evangelical Press; ISBN 
0852345844) 

&  It Takes Two: The Joy of Intimate Marriage, Andrew D. Lester, Judith L. 
Lester (Westminster/John Knox, 1998; ISBN 0664255949) 

&  Joy Breaks for Couples, Larry Crabb, Rachel Crabb, Leslie Parrott 
(Zondervan, 2000; ISBN 0310231221) 
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&  The Joy of Marriage Godôs Way, Beverly LaHaye, Julie Clinton (Thomas 
Nelson, 2004; ISBN 1591452023) 

&  The Joy of a Sacred Marriage: Insights and Reflections From Sacred 
Marriage, Joseph Thomas (Inspirio, 2007; ISBN 0310817412)  

&  Lifeôs Simple Guide to Happiness: Inspirational Tips for Experiencing 
True Joy, David Bordon, Tom Winters (Faithworks, 2007; ISBN 
0446579386) 
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ARTICLE 

How to Be Happy in an Unhappy Marriage 

By Leslie Vernick, for the study ñJoyfully Ever Afterò 

After two failed marriages, Janice decided to try one 

more time for the relationship she dreamed of. Yet, just 

one year later, her marriage to Hank was crumbling. 

Defeated and confused, Janice cried out to God for some 

answers. ñIn that moment,ò she says, ñI began to realize 

that there is no perpetual honeymoon to any marriage. 

Sometimes itôs just plain hard work. It was then and 

there that God told me I could not depend on my 

husband to make me happy, I would only find my true 

happiness in God.ò 

Even as Christians, many of us have grown up with unrealistic expectations 

of marriage. Hollywood and Harlequin have taught us that we must find our 

perfect matchðour soul matesðto be happy. When difficulties occur in our 

marriage, we may wonder, like Janice did, whether we have found the right 

person or may even think we have made a terrible mistake. After twenty-six 

years of marriage and over two decades of counseling couples I have learned 

that God created marriage to mature us and for us to enjoy, but it was never 

intended to fulfill us or make us happy. 

Marriage is Godôs great idea, but in every marriage there are seasons of 

difficulty and times of dryness where one or both partners may feel dissatisfied 

with the marital relationship. As we work to improve our marriage, sometimes 

our efforts donôt produce the changes we want. During these times, the 

question we need to ask ourselves is not, ñShould I leave my spouse so I can 

find another person who will make me happy?ò but rather, ñCan I learn to find 

contentment and joy while in the midst of an unhappy marriage? And if so, 

how?ò 
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Change Your Focus 

Everyone I know wants to feel good inside but few know the secret to 

lasting happiness or even what happiness is. Is happiness a feeling of 

emotional ecstasy? Intense pleasure with lifeôs circumstances? An internal 

state of well-being or contentment? Happiness can comprise all of these 

things. 

Several years ago my husband surprised me with a beautiful pearl necklace 

I had admired. I felt really happyðfor about three daysðuntil I began longing 

for some earrings to go with it. We all search for something to fulfill us and 

make us happy, whether it is people, objects, or positions of status. When we 

get what we desire, we feel a certain emotion we call happiness. This feeling, 

however, is always short-lived and, like Solomon with his 700 wives and me 

with my pearl necklace, we begin longing for the next thing we desire that will 

bring us more satisfaction. 

While on a trip to Walt Disney World, I was struck by the number of cranky 

youngsters and frustrated parents. My children, like many others, were caught 

up in the excitement and wanted everything they saw. They felt elated 

whenever they got what they wanted but their happiness didnôt last. When the 

next thing they desired was denied, the thrill they felt just minutes before 

quickly deteriorated and they became miserable. 

Soon after my Disney experience, I traveled overseas to do some speaking 

and teaching in the Philippines. I observed barefoot children merrily swinging 

on old tires, living in houses constructed from cardboard boxes. These children 

didnôt need lots of stuff to make them happy. Though maybe just for the 

moment, they were enjoying what they had. 

Many of us feel dissatisfied in life because we are not content with what 

God has given us. We want more. How does this apply to our marriage? 

Jesus tells us that where our treasure is, there our hearts will be also (Matt. 

6:21). If our treasure, or deepest desire, is in having a great marriage or a fat 

bank account or certain other things we deem essential to our well-being, then 

we will feel unhappy when we donôt get what we want. For whatever has our 

heart, has us. 

No one is more concerned with our happiness than Jesus is. He just tells us 

a different way of obtaining it than the world does. He tells us that happiness is 

never found by pursuing happiness or pleasure or people, but only found by 

pursuing him. He says, ñBlessed (or happy) are those who hunger and thirst 

for righteousness, for they shall be filledò (Matt. 5:6). Too many of us hunger 

and thirst after happiness (or a good marriage or a big house), instead of 

hungering and thirsting after God. We forget that Jesus is the only one who 
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can deeply satisfy our soul. Everyone desires unfailing love (Prov. 19:22); itôs 

just that we will never receive that kind of love continually from our spouses. 

Created in his image, God designed us to experience happiness when 

something brings us great delight. For example, God is delighted when we find 

our greatest pleasure in him. But often it is not God that brings us our greatest 

joy but what he gives us. We desire his gifts but we donôt realize that our 

greatest gift is God himself. Oswald Chambers explains: ñThe great enemy of 

the life of faith in God is not sin, but the good which is not good enough. The 

good is always the enemy of the best.ò We want and pursue good things, but 

often neglect the best thing. The Psalmist reminds us where lasting happiness 

is found. He writes, ñYou have made known to me the path of life; you will fill 

me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right handò 

(Psalm 16:11). Godôs love is the only love that never fails (Jer. 31:3). 

Guard Your Heart  

To find any joy in an unhappy or difficult marriage, we must learn to guard 

our hearts (Prov. 4:23). Many individuals who struggle in marriage get very 

good at guarding their hearts, but the walls they build to protect themselves 

are against their spouses instead of against their real enemy. In the midst of an 

unhappy marriage, our spouse may feel like the enemy, but God tells us that 

our real enemy is Satan and the Bible warns us that he is out to devour us (1 

Pet. 5:8). 

Satanôs goal has always been to get us to question Godôs goodness and to 

doubt that what God says is true. Jesus tells us that Satan is a liar (John 8:44) 

and his strategy is to take something that seems true and twist it ever so 

slightly. In a difficult marriage, Satan may whisper lies like, ñWhy should you 

be the only one trying in the marriage? Itôs not fair. Find someone else who 

will make you happy.ò Or, ñDonôt forgive, she doesnôt deserve it. Youôre entitled 

to feel this way after what she did to you.ò Or, ñHe will never be the person you 

want. You made a terrible mistake marrying him and God doesnôt want you to 

spend the rest of your life unhappily married to this person.ò 

Satan wants us to believe that God is not good and that he does not know 

what is in our best interest. Remember, he is not interested in our well-being 

or our happiness. He wants to destroy us and our families. 

Guarding my heart not only requires me to be aware of Satanôs schemes, 

but to draw close to God and listen to truth. Donôt let Satan deceive you into 

believing that any lasting happiness can be found apart from God. 
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Live for the Eternal 

In the midst of hardship, our natural response is to look for the nearest 

exit. Thatôs true of difficult marriages as well. Whether we exit in big ways like 

divorce or adultery or in small ways by shutting down and withdrawing 

emotionally, we want out. Yet the Bible tells us in James 1 that it is in the midst 

of difficulties that we have the opportunity to develop one of the most 

important disciplines we need to live life wellðperseverance. Without this 

quality we will tend to live for what brings us relief or pleasure in the short 

run. 

I love to eat, especially sweets. I love tasting warm, gooey chocolate in my 

mouth, and I could be happy eating chocolate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

Yet when I over-indulge, Iôm plagued with other emotions like guilt and regret. 

Iôm angry that Iôve sabotaged the bigger goal I have of gaining self-control and 

maintaining good eating habits. Iôve also discovered that when I succeed in 

saying no to the chocolate temptation, I actually feel happier with myself. 

We only understand what makes us truly happy when we have a long-term 

perspective on life. Living for the moment can fool us into thinking that 

temporal pleasures bring happiness. The writer of Proverbs warns us, ñAt the 

end of your life you will groan, when your flesh and body are spent. You will 

say, óHow I hated discipline! How my heart spurned correction!ôñ (Prov. 5:11ï

12). Many have discovered only too late, that what brought joy in the moment 

caused hardship and grief in the long run. 

The apostle Paul reminds us that only when he kept the eternal lens fixed 

tightly to his spiritual eyes was he kept from utter despair in times of great 

difficulty (see 2 Cor. 4). Looking at the big picture gives us perspective in the 

moment and helps us see that God is good and is doing something good in us, 

even in the midst of a difficult marriage (Rom. 8:28, 29). 

Knowing that you can find some joy the midst of an unhappy marriage will 

give you enough staying power to persevere until things change. You can 

experience a sense of well-being as you learn the secret of being content in 

whatever situation God allows in your life. When we take the high road in the 

midst of marital troubles it leads to growth and spiritual maturity. In addition 

to that, our children will watch an example of what it means to walk with God 

and to trust him in all things. And while enjoying these blessings you may 

discover that your marriage improves. However, the greatest happiness in all 

of life will come when we hear the words, ñWell done, good and faithful 

servant.ò And in the end, that is all that counts. 
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ðLeslie Vernick is the director of Christ Centered 
Counseling for Individuals and Families and the author of 

How To Act Right When Your Spouse Acts Wrong 
(WaterBrook). She and her husband, Howard, live in 

Orefield, Pennsylvania.  

If your marriage consists of physical or emotional abuse, you may 
also need to take measures to protect yourself and your children in 
ways that are beyond the scope of this article. Please consult with 
your pastor or Christian counselor to find ways to deal with this 
situation. 

ñHow to Be Happy in an Unhappy Marriageò by Leslie Vernick, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 

 



 

 

 

 
     

  

LEADERôS GUIDE 

Try, Try, Again 
How to persevere in your marriage.  

  

     

  

Sixty-one percent of marriages end in divorce. These statistics could 
discourage many from making that trip down the aisle, and they 
should alert couples that even a Christian marriage can become a 
statistic. When difficulties occur, what should our attitude be? Why 
even bother if weôll never make it anyway? On the contrary, we 
should adopt the attitude of The Little Engine that Cou ld , who just 
kept trying, refusing to give up. Perseverance requires 
determination. 

  

          
     

 
Lesson #4 

 
Scripture: 

Genesis 50:15ï21; Isaiah 40:31; Matthew 11:28 ï29; Mark 10:7ï9; Luke 7:47; Hebrews 8:12; 10:11 ï12; James 1:12 
 

Based on: 
ñBounce Back!ò By John H. Thurman Jr., MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 
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PART 1 

Identify the Current Issue 

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each 
person with the article ñBounce Back!ò from MARRIAGE 

PARTNERSHIP magazine, included at the end of this stud y. 

We need to go into marriage with our eyes wide open. Once 
married, we need to grow in our relationship, being sure to 
weed it from time to time for the best possible harvest. Itôs 
inevitable that one or both partners in a marriage will get hurt. 
Misunderstandings will come, but what we do with those 
difficulties will determine how strong our marriage will 
become. 

In order to grow a healthy marriage, we need to recognize marriage myths, remember 
the Cross, reinterpret past failures and events, and renew our strength in the Lord. 

Discussion starters: 

[Q]  What are the ingredients of a healthy marriage?  

ü What is the main ingredient? 

[Q]  How can people who did not have a healthy marriage modeled for them succeed 

in their marriages? 

[Q]  Name one person who comes to mind when you think about succeeding despite 

many obstacles. 

[Q]  Why do you think so many people give up on their marriages?  

ü What lies are they buying into? 

PART 2 

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching point one: We need to recognize marriage myths. 

John Thurman Jr. said in his article, ñOne thing that can damage our resilience is the 
mistaken notion that a good marriage equals a calm and peaceful one.ò Married 
couples start their new life with a set of preconceived ideas that are often myths. One 
marriage myth is that couples who love each other wonôt fight. A dating relationship 
in which each party reveals only their best side feeds this myth. Later, as they have 
their first disagreement, their idealistic image of marriage begins to crumble. A 
couple needs to realize that marriage is the coming together of two very different 
people. Disagreements can help couples learn how to communicate, submit to each 
other, and extend grace.  



LEADERôS GUIDE 

Try, Try, Again 
Page 3 

 

É 2007 Å C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Vis i t  Smal lGroups.com and  Chr is t ianB ib leS tud ies.c om  

Another marriage myth is that your mate is supposed to make you happy. In his book 
Men and Women, Larry Crabb calls this self-centeredness. ñBefore we can begin to 
talk about putting marriages together, before we can properly discuss the differences 
between men and women and how they can be enjoyed, before we can recover from 
our wounds, we must deal with our common problem of self-centeredness in a way 
that transforms us more and more into other-centered people.ò 

A third myth about marriage is that you can always divorce if it doesnôt work out; 
after all, you deserve to be happy. Read Mark 10:7ï9.  

We should not separate what God has brought together, even in difficult marriages. 
Going to a workshop about marriage in your church, getting to know a godly married 
couple, and reading about Christian marriages are ways you can learn what is true in 
marriage so you can debunk the myths. 

[Q]  What marriage myth did you bring into your marriage?  

ü When did you find out it wasnôt true? 

[Q]  Where do marriage myths come from?  

ü How can we defuse them? 

[Q]  What happens when we believe myths about marriage?  

[Q]  Do the marriage myths you have heard contain any truth? 

[Q]  Name a marriage myth that you feel is dangerous. 

Teaching point two: We need to remember the Cross. 

In marriage, couples sometimes concentrate on what they are receiving from their 
relationship, rather than what they should be giving. God uses marriage to help us see 
outside of ourselves. Marriage also reveals our shortcomings, for now we have 
someone who may point them out, sometimes subtlety, sometimes not. Facing our 
faults is humbling. Instead of happily receiving our critiques, we feel attacked and 
want to reciprocate. Sometimes we store up our grievances, bringing them out as a 
list. It would be helpful, instead, for us to consider Jesus and to remember the 
importance of Calvary. Read Hebrews 10:11ï12 and Hebrews 8:12.  

Not only did Jesus die for our sins, he said he would not remember them. Too often 
we dwell on the wrongs others have inflicted on us, never forgetting them. 

Keeping Score 

Another disappointment has reared its ugly head, 
And I no longer shrug it off, I write it down instead.  

And later on I take it out and think of all the pain,  
And how God keeps allowing me to hurt and hurt again.  

I look at others all around, who seem to be so free,  

And I canôt seem to understand why life is hard for me.  
Until I go to Calvary and see my Saviorôs face, 
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And focus on his sacrifice, and how he took my place. 
Not only did he die for me, as no one had before,  

But even though he had the right, he never did keep score. (Anne Peterson) 

If God can forgive us fully, we should show the same forgiveness when our spouse lets 
us down. We need to clear our spouseôs slate, as Jesus did for us. God can help us to 
forget our grievances against our mate. Read Luke 7:47.  

When we recognize how much we have been forgiven, we love in a greater capacity. 
We need to remember to go to the Cross and stay there awhile. 

[Q]  Are you guilty of keeping score of offenses against you? 

[Q]  Do you think itôs possible for us to forgive and forget? Why or why not? 

[Q]  What is the definition of mercy?  

ü Do you show your spouse mercy? 

[Q]  How would our marriages change if we extended true forgiveness to our mates? 

[Q]  Why do you think we fail to forgive each other? What are we afraid of? 

Teaching point three: We need to reinterpret past failures and events. 

When Thomas Edison worked to invent the light bulb, he succeeded only after 
thousands of attempts. When asked how he felt about his failures, he responded, 
ñThey taught me something that I didnôt know. They taught me what direction to 
move in.ò 

We can look at mistakes or failures in our marriages and reinterpret them, like Mr. 
Edison did. Though we sometimes step backwards, if we are still moving, we are 
growing. People who set goals are successful if they include a plan to handle setbacks. 
Those without such a plan become discouraged and give up prematurely. Itôs 
interesting to note, when taking an exam, the items we later remember are the ones 
we missed. Likewise, when we make mistakes, they are a necessary part of life and 
can be valuable tools for learning. 

Read Genesis 50:15ï21.  

Joseph could have focused on how his brothers had betrayed him (by selling him into 
slavery), but instead made a decision to focus on the bigger pictureðwhat God was 
doing in his life. We, too, can do this when going through trials in our marriage. 

We can also realistically model what married life is like for our children, teaching 
them about difficulties. When we keep on keeping on, we illustrate determination. 
Stacy asked her adult son, Nate, how he felt about their stormy family life, fearful of 
his response. He surprised her. ñThere were times I didnôt understand why you hung 
in there, Mom, but you, more than anyone, has shown me what commitment is.ò God 
is the God of a hundred chances. The more we become like Jesus, the more we will 
extend grace to our mates. Each mistake gives us another chance to practice. Read 
James 1:12.  
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God is pleased when we persevere under trial. God is longsuffering, and we can 
become longsuffering, too, as we depend on the Lord in our marriages.  

[Q]  What is one area in your marriage that has taught you to be longsuffering? 

[Q]  Name something you have learned from a past failure.  

ü Was it worth it? 

[Q]  Who has modeled longsuffering for you? 

[Q]  Name a Bible character who demonstrated perseverance. 

ü What experiences helped him or her develop this fruit? 

Teaching point four: We need to renew our strength in God. 

Marriage is hard work. Difficult marriages are exhausting. God knew the Christian 
life would have difficulties. Read Matthew 11:28ï29.  

Jesus promised rest to the weary. He is your source of strength. You can come to God 
confidently, knowing he wants your marriage to succeed. God didnôt just witness your 
marriage; he holds it together. Itôs wonderful to have people in your corner, but there 
are no words to describe having the God of the universe there. God understands 
struggles and trials, so he left you his Holy Spirit to comfort you. He knew you would 
need encouragement, so he gave you his Word. He left the door of his throne room 
open, so you would have access to him day or night. God gave you your spouse 
because this union would produce something beautiful and good.  

Read Isaiah 40:31.  

God understands we need his strength. He is eternal, and when he gives us love, he 
still has more for us the next time. When he imparts gifts to us, he never runs out, 
never has to replenish, is always full. God loves to give to us for we are his children. 
And when we get weary, he will graciously sustain us. There are many things in this 
world that take our energy, but we can renew our strength by going to our Father. 

[Q]  What in your marriage has taken the most energy from you? 

[Q]  Do you ever feel tired of going to God with your weariness? 

ü What is wrong with that perception? 

[Q]  What kinds of things has God done in your marriage to encourage you? 

[Q]  What book or song title best describes your marriage? Be creative. 

Optional Activity: Write a letter to a couple (real or imagined) who are about to 
get married. Realistically sh are cautions. Share two verses that may help them on 
their journey. Share a chorus or a hymn of encouragement.  
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PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

Marriage is work. It isnôt a magical transformation, but it is God-ordained, involving 
two imperfect people. Marriage is where two people become one. Weôre not told how 
hard that becoming part will be. God enables us to take each step of our married lives, 
even the difficult ones. We learn how to recognize marriage myths, how to remember 
the Cross, how to reinterpret past failures and events, and how to renew our strength 
in God. From the first day we met our mate, God was there. He didnôt just attend our 
wedding; he stayed for the marriage. 

[Q]  What is the biggest trial you have faced in your marriage? 

ü Did it improve? If so, how? 

[Q]  What is the most important thing you have learned in your marriage? 

ü Was it a painful lesson? Explain. 

[Q]  Have you ever seriously thought about divorce? If so, what has kept you from 

taking that step? 

Action Point: Sit down with your mate and reflect on the trials in your marriage. 
Each of you should write down four that come to mind. Next to the trials write down 
the lessons you have learned so far. Finally, circle the trial that has taught you the 
most. Share your findings with your spouse. Are there any similarities in the lessons 
learned? Did you choose the same trials? Now pray together and thank God for those 
trials and the ones God still has in store for you. 

Additional Resources 

: ChristianBibleStudies.com 
 -Biblical Marriage 101 
 -Communication in Marriage 
 -Faith as the Marriage Glue 
 -Glorify God Together: A Marriage of Purpose 
 -Communicate Love to Your Spouse 
 -Grace Connects Men and Women 
 -Learning to Appreciate Your Spouse 

&  Love Never Ends: Growing Together in Marriage and Faith, Robert Lauer 
(Upper Room, 2002; ISBN 0835809498) 

&  Marriage: Growing & Protecting Your Most Cherished, Gary Chapman, 
Jerry B. Jenkins (Word Publishing, 2005; ISBN 0884863654) 

&  Moments Together for Growing C loser to God, Dennis Rainey, Barbara 
Rainey (Gospel Light, 1999; ISBN 0830732500) 

&  A Resilient Life, Gordon MacDonald (Nelson Book, 2006; ISBN 
0785287914) 

http://www.christianbiblestudies.com/
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&  Rock Solid Marriage,  Robert Barnes, Rosemary Barnes (Zondervan, 1996; 
ISBN 0310208041) 

&  Secrets of a Strong Marriage: 99 Time -Tested Truths to Making Your Love 
Last a Lifetime, Frank Minerth, Alice Minerth (Cook Communications, 
2005; ISBN 0781442931) 

&  Strength for the Journey , Joseph M. Stowell (Moody Publishers, 1998; 
ISBN 0802456456) 
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ARTICLE 

Bounce Back! 
The secrets to building resilience in your marriage.  

By John H. Thurman Jr., for the study ñTry, Try, Againò 

ñLast week Sara got so mad she threw her shoe at me. It 

missed my head by about three inches!ò Larry said.  

ñAt the time I thought he deserved it,ò Sara admitted. 

ñBut the fact that I could do that really scares me! I feel as 

if our marriage is in serious trouble.ò 

While not every couple throws shoesðor anything 

elseðthat sense of uncontrollable anger is not uncommon 

for many Christian couples. Unfortunately, some feel that 

the heightened level of emotion is the beginning of the end 

of their relationship.  

In my more than 30 years of counseling and married life, Iôve observed that 

how couples respond to an event such as Saraôs shoe throwing can help them 

develop resilience, the ability to bounce back or recover quickly from change, 

misfortune, and unmet expectations. 

As we explored their past ten years together, I knew that even though they 

were now in a difficult season, Larry and Sara had built resilience into their 

marriage. To build a resilient marriage your commitment to the relationship 

must be stronger than your history, mood, or situation. Couples who are 

resilient have these seven qualities in common. 

1. Resilient couples donôt fall prey to misconceptions about 
marriage. 

One thing that can damage our resilience is the mistaken notion that a good 

marriage equals a calm and peaceful one. In the ten years Larry and Sara had 

been married, five jobs, one miscarriage, five harsh financial seasons, four 

moves, and two adventure-filled boys had taken their toll. Not to mention the 

fact that they came from two different family styles: Saraôs parents were 

divorced. Her dad had cheated on her mom multiple times, and then 



ARTICLE 

Bounce Back! 
Page 2 

 

É 2007 Å C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Vis i t  Smal lGroups.com and  Chr is t ianB ib leS tud ies.c om  

abandoned the family when she was ten. Larry, on the other hand, grew up in 

an intact familyðhis parents are still together more than 40 years later. 

As we talked, Larry nailed one of the great Christian misconceptions about 

marriage: ñWe had no idea how difficult marriage would be. If you listen to 

people at our church talk about their marriages, it would be easy to believe 

nobody has been through what weôve experienced.ò 

It amazes me that in this day when marriage ministries and materials are 

so prevalent, couples still believe a great relationship will be a peaceful one. 

They often feel invincible, especially in the early stages of marriage. This can 

lead them to deny the impact of stress and family history. 

Many couples mistakenly think that loving each other means always getting 

along. But conflict is an inescapable part of marriage if the couple expects their 

relationship to grow and mature. 

2. Resilient couples find help when they need it. 

Many couples ñgo itò aloneðtrying to deal with their issues without getting 

outside help from a trusted source who can offer biblical encouragement, 

guidance, and support. Those are typically the couples who end up with broken 

relationships. 

Larry and Sara had always been involved in church small groups, which 

had been invaluable sources of strength when difficult circumstances such as 

miscarriage and job loss came along. But when they felt more ñout of control,ò 

such as Saraôs shoe throwing, they knew it was a signal to seek professional 

help. 

3. Resilient couples remember the good things about their 
marriage and each other. 

ñHeôs a good father to our boys,ò Sara mentioned when I asked them to list 

each otherôs good qualities. ñAnd heôs patient. He puts up with my quirks.ò 

ñI love how loyal and passionate she is,ò Larry added. ñSometimes she goes 

overboard, but I know her heartôs in the right place.ò 

The longer we talked, the more relaxed they became. ñWeôre not quitters,ò 

Sara said. ñWhen I see how many of our friends have crashed and burned in 

their marriages, Iôm glad weôve hung in there.ò 

Larry looked embarrassed but said, ñWe had no idea what we could endure 

as husband and wife. But we still love each other.ò 
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Resilient couples choose to focus on the good as opposed to camping out on 

the bad. 

4. Resilient couples accept the differences in their 
personalities, views, and ways of getting things done.  

Sara entered marriage fearing the painful conflict sheôd watched her 

parents experience, while Larry entered expecting the intimacy and 

commitment heôd seen his parents enjoy. For several years, they acted out 

based on the marriage models and communication styles they brought with 

them.  

Sara tended to over-talk everything. Then if she felt Larry didnôt ñget it,ò 

sheôd become angry. ñWhen I try to talk to Larry,ò she told me, ñhe always 

seems to run and hide. Heôll either collapse in the recliner and be sucked into 

the television, or heôll retreat to the computer room. When he does that I feel 

like going ballistic, and sometimes do.ò 

Larry responded, ñShe has an opinion about everything, and when I donôt 

engage in the conversation, she gets heated, so I retreat. Then she throws a 

shoe at me!ò 

Men and women really do have different needs.  

For guys, we want to feel competent and needed. We want to feel respected. 

One friend of mine used to say, ñMen are like dogs, they need three things: 

someone to feed them, play with them, and occasionally say, óGood boy.ôñ  

I encouraged Sara to be more mindful before sharing an opinion. She also 

became intentional about giving Larry positive feedback on things he did 

around the house and with the boys. She even began to find herself being more 

sexually provocative with him. 

For women, the key is to help her feel valued and cherished. If she feels her 

husband can love her the way she is, then she feels more secure. When a man 

listens to his wife, without trying to fix her, for instance, heôll be amazed to see 

how she can engage him physically. Larry noticed that as he listened 

intentionally to Sara, she actually talked less. He even began to buy her 

flowers, knowing how much she appreciated the gesture.  

Sara and Larry became more focused on their communication styles and 

began to sense less tension and more hope. Larry was choosing to stay 

connected and not withdraw, and Sara was trying to lower her intensity level.  

ñWeôre not the same,ò Sara mentioned. ñAnd Iôm starting to appreciate the 

fact that that can be a good thing.ò 
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5. Resilient couples develop and maintain an internal focus 
of control rather than an external focus.  

I asked Larry and Sara to recount some of the difficult times in their 

marriage and how they got through. They told me that six months into their 

marriage, Larry lost his job. It could have been devastating, especially since 

Saraôs part-time job didnôt bring in enough money to cover their bills. When 

many couples would take out their frustrations, fears, and worries on their 

spouse, Larry and Sara decided instead to focus on the possibilities. 

ñWe knew we loved each other,ò Sara said. ñIt wasnôt Larryôs fault he was 

downsized. We werenôt sure how it would work out, but we believed Larry 

would find a job and that God would lead us through this difficult time. And he 

did.ò 

ñSo what keeps you two together?ò I finally asked them. 

ñI love him and want us to get better,ò Sara told me. 

Larry agreed. ñWe believe God can and will help us work things out, but itôs 

tough.ò They both took their marriage vows seriously and didnôt want to 

become another statistic. They hoped to survive this rough time and were 

committed to the process. 

6. Resilient couples manage their emotions. 

Larry admitted to me that he can be a ñcontrol freakò at times. Sara, on the 

other hand, is a ñfree spirit.ò  

As the weeks went by, Larry and Sara started to focus on their personal 

responsibility for their portion of the relationshipôs troubles and move 

forward. 

After Saraôs fourth overdrawn check, Larry had had enough. Instead of 

blowing up or withdrawing from her, which had previously proved 

unsuccessful, Larry took another approach. He waited for a day or two so he 

could calm down. Having a measure of control over his emotions, he could talk 

to her in a calm, rational way and they were able to resolve their money issues. 

7. Resilient couples reinterpret past failures and use them as 
growing points instead of perennial negatives.  

In other words, they look at past mistakes in order to make positive, life-

changing applications. 

Sara admitted she felt she had to punish Larry with angry outbursts in 

order to get him to do anything. As she worked on her side of the responsibility 
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equation, she realized some of her anger was rooted in bitterness toward her 

dad. So she began to pay close attention to the things that could trigger her 

emotions. In the course of our counseling she was able to see the hurts for 

what they were, and began to come to terms with the hurt. In the process, her 

feelings about Larry grew softer. 

Both Sara and Larry let go of the old hurts and took active measures to 

reconnect. Larry is ñstaying in the roomò when Sara is struggling. Sara is 

feeling more secure in her relationship with Larry as she sees the changes heôs 

making. They use the words, I was wrong. Iôm sorry I hurt you. Will you 

forgive me? 

In the six weeks they were in counseling with me, Larry and Sara were able 

to receive enough mercy and grace to forgive each other and make adjustments 

necessary to move forward.  

Today they report that shoes are no longer a weapon of choice, but 

something to wear. 

ðJohn H. Thurman Jr. is a counselor, radio host, and 
member of the Association of Marriage and Family 

Ministri es (AMFM). www.johnthurman.net . 

ñBounce Back!ò By John H. Thurman Jr., MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 

 

http://www.johnthurman.net/


 

 

 

 
     

  

LEADERôS GUIDE 

Realistic Marriage 
Expectations can make or break a marriage.  

  

     

  

All of us have expectations about marriage. These can be based on 
books weôve read, movies weôve watched, people weôve known, or 
what our parents modeled for us. Most couples go into marriage 
with some sort of list. Little by little, day by day, the things on our 
lists are either confirmed or crossed off. So what do we do when our 
expectations are shattered?  

  

          
     

 
Lesson #5 

 
Scripture: 

Matthew 6:25ï34; Luke 22:42; John 15:13; Romans 12:10; 1 Peter 5:7; 1 John 4:16 ï21 
 

Based on: 
ñGreat Expectationsò by Tim Gardner, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 
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PART 1 

Identify the Current Issue 

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each 
person with the article ñGreat Expectationsò from MARRIAGE 

PARTNERSHIP magazine, included at the end of this study.  

We all try to master the art of looking good. We can present 
ourselves in such a way that we look problem-free. Some 
couples are able to project the image of a happy marriage. Later, 
as problems surface and leak out, friends and families say, ñWe 
had no idea; they seemed so happy.ò Marriage gives us an 
opportunity to genuinely be who we are. We can experience a 
good marriage if we are willing to learn what real love is, let go 
of unrealistic expectations, honor our mate, and let God be in control.  

Discussion starters: 

[Q]  What are some of the things you expected in marriage? 

ü Where did those expectations come from? 

ü In what ways has your marriage exceeded your expectations?  

[Q]  What is the danger in having expectations of another person? 

[Q]  What things about marriage have happily surprised you? 

ü What things have disappointed you? 

[Q]  What would you tell a young couple to expect in their marriage? 

PART 2 

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching point one: We need to learn what love is. 

ñLove Is a Many-Splendored Thingòðor so the song title goes. If we took a poll on 
what the word love means, we would receive many answers. If we are to embark on a 
lifelong journey with someone, it would be helpful to agree on this definition. A useful 
illustration of love is found in the classic childrenôs story The Velveteen Rabbit, by 
Marjorie Williams. One toy describes ñbecoming realò to another: 

ñReal isnôt how you are made,ò said the Skin Horse. ñItôs a thing that 

happens to you. When a child loves you for a long, long time, not just to 
play with, but REALLY loves you, then you become Real.ò ñDoes it hurt?ò 

asked the Rabbit. ñSometimes,ò said the Skin Horse, for he was always 
truthful. ñWhen you are Real you donôt mind being hurt.ò ñDoes it happen all 

at once, like being wound up,ò he asked, ñor bit by bit?ò ñIt doesnôt happen 

all at once,ò said the Skin Horse. ñYou become. It takes a long time. Thatôs 
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why it doesnôt happen often to people who break easily, or have sharp 
edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, 

most of your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get 

loose in your joints and very shabby. But these things donôt matter at all, 
because once you are Real you canôt be ugly, except to people who donôt 

understand.ò 

All of us desire to be loved. Many of us thought we had achieved that when we got 
married. Instead of love being something we seek from another human being, 
perhaps love happens when we allow ourselves to be a bit scraped, worn, and 
tattered. Love is a decision we make, not just a way we feel. It is an action word. Read 
John 15:13.  

Jesus didnôt just say he loved usðhe proved it. When we are secure in his love, we will 
be able to love as he doesðselflessly and generously. 

[Q]  Other than Jesus, give an example of someone in Scripture who loved well. 

[Q]  Do you think itôs possible to love someone and not act on it? Is that still love? 

Explain. 

[Q]  Why do you think we hurt the ones we love the most?  

[Q]  Why is your definition of love so important to your marriage? 

[Q]  What is the difference between seeking love from another and seeking to love 

another? 

ü How might sacrificially loving another cause that person to love us more? 

ü How might demanding love from someone cause them to love us less? 

 Leade rôs Note: Be sensitive to anyone who may be in an abusive marriage. 
That person may need to set up some boundaries for their own protection. 
Sometimes the most loving thing a person can do is demand that their spouse 
get help. It is disastrous to a personôs soul to destroy those around them. 

Teaching point two: We need to learn what love isnôt. 

While it is important to start with the same premise for love, it is equally important to 
discard fallacies or misconceptions about love. In his article, Tim Gardner said, ñIn 
Joanôs case, the misconceptions were her belief that she and Mark would always feel 
they were in love, that romance would never die, that sex would always set off 
fireworks, and that everything would just get better. Her dreams were so lofty they 
guaranteed failure.ò  

Society says we need to find a mate that will be perfect for us, and if we donôt succeed 
with the first one, maybe the next one will fulfill us. Margaret Atwood, in her book 
The Handmaidôs Tale, wrote, ñé at that time men and women tried each other on, 
casually, like suits, rejecting whatever did not fit.ò Sadly, our culture promotes this 
view.  
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Gardner writes, ñWhen couples say óweôre just not in love anymore,ô what theyôre 
really saying is they donôt feel in love. They mistakenly limit love to its emotional 
aspects. The truth is much more freeing. Even when feelings come and go, a couple 
can still be óin love.ôò Love is a decision, a choice. Love isnôt something we can 
demand from others; nor is it something with strings attached. The only reason we 
can choose to love is because God is love. Read 1 John 4:16ï21. 

Another thing to consider about love is that people perceive it differently. Author 
Gary Chapman, in his book The Five Love Languages, said, ñWe must be willing to 
learn our spouseôs primary love language if we are to be effective communicators of 
love.ò Otherwise we treat our spouses in what we perceive is a loving way, but he or 
she doesnôt get it. Finding out when your spouse feels the most loved is a good place 
to start.  

[Q]  From the following ways of expressing love, which one makes you feel most 

loved?  

V Hearing words of affirmation 

V Spending quality time with your mate 

V Receiving gifts 

V Acts of service your mate does for you 

V Physical touch 

ü What is your spouseôs love language? 

ü How might knowing your spouseôs love language help you to express 
love to him or her? 

ü Why might ignorance of your spouseôs love language cause you to fail 
to express your love for him or her? 

[Q]  What misconceptions about marriage have you discarded? 

ü What misconceptions do you still struggle with? 

[Q]  Explain why love is a decision and not just a feeling. 

Optional Activity: On a piece of paper make two columns. In the left column, 
write the five love languages. In the right column, list illustrations fro m Scripture of 
those who demonstrated each particular language. Which love languages did Jesus 
speak? 

Teaching point three: We need to learn how to honor our mates. 

One way we can love our mates is to show them honor. One definition of honor  is 
ñhigh respect; esteem.ò Read Romans 12:10.  

We are told to be devoted to other Christians and to honor one another above 
ourselves. We easily treat our friends with honor, but we often put our mates in a 
lower category. Instead, we should treat them better than our friends. A mate that is 
honored is freer to become who God intended him or her to be. Honoring your mate 
is a gift you canôt afford to withhold. 
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On television and movie screens today, husbands are depicted as stupid, incapable 
men who only survive because of their wives. Wives today need to work hard to 
change this degrading picture. Wise women lift their husbands up, showing them 
honor. 

One way to show honor is by refusing to participate in husband bashing. Jokes and 
sarcastic humor targeting husbands discourages godly thinking. Honoring our mates 
honors God, who created them. James Dobson once said, ñThe way to love your 
children is to love your mate.ò Respect is an equal opportunity right. 

[Q]  How well do you honor your spouse? 

ü Name a way you can improve. 

[Q]  Do you think husbands today are treated better or worse than husbands were 

treated years ago? Explain. 

ü What about wives? Explain. 

[Q]  Respond to the statement, ñIf people are to be respected, they need to earn it.ò 

[Q]  In what other ways can you honor your spouse?  

 Leaderôs Note: Affirm his or her suggestions; support more of his or her 
decisions; admit when he or she is right.  

[Q]  Why do you think respect is so important to husbands?  

ü Do you think itôs equally important to wives? Why or why not? 

Teaching point four: We need to let God be in control. 

People often say, ñI need to turn it over to the Lord,ò or ñLet go and let God.ò Actually 
doing it is more difficult. We like being in the driverôs seat. We feel powerful and in 
charge. We shudder to think what would result if we relinquished our control. Yet, 
the reality is that we are not in control; we never were. God is in control of everything. 
Some telltale signs that we are not trusting in God are worry, anxiety, and a loss of 
peace. Read Matthew 6:25ï34.  

God notices when even a sparrow falls, but we start pacing when problems come our 
way. One of our biggest worries is tomorrow. God gives us enough grace for today, 
but we worry about tomorrow, hurling all our ñwhat ifs?ò at him.  

Read Luke 22:42.  

Jesus was facing the biggest trial of his life and what did he do? He bent his knee and 
prayed to his Father. He asked that the cup be taken from him, but then he submitted 
his will to God. He let go, knowing what was to happen. We struggle with difficulties 
and desperately try to keep our control of the situation. But Jesus Christ trusted God. 
The more we learn about the Lord, the more we will become like Jesus, who trusted 
his Father.  
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God refers to himself as our Father, shepherd, provider, and the giver of life, just to 
mention a few of his names. Read 1 Peter 5:7.  

You can be confident that God cares about your marriage because he cares about 
everything that concerns you. He is the ultimate parent.  

[Q]  Why do we struggle to turn things over to God? 

[Q]  What is the hardest thing youôve trusted God for in your marriage? 

[Q]  What makes us think God needs our help to solve our problems? 

[Q]  What are some verses that have encouraged you to trust the Lord in your 

difficulties? 

PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

We live in a world where hundreds of images bombard us daily, blurring our sense of 
reality. We long for genuine relationships and true connections. God has given us the 
gift of marriage and love for another person. We must fight against todayôs 
throwaway ideas and move toward Godôs idea of becoming one with our mates. As 
God helps us, we can continue learning about what love is and isnôt, learn how to 
honor our mates, and let God have control. We can experience genuine love in a good 
marriage. 

Action Point: Reflecting on the teaching points of this studyðwhat love is, what it 
isnôt, honoring your mate, and turning things over to Godðwhich area needs the 
most work in your marriage? Discuss with your mate how each of you feels your 
marriage is growing. What things are progressing? What things need to be eliminated 
from your life for your marriage to thrive? Ask your mate how you can better honor 
him or her. Thank God for his work in your mate, even when you canôt see what heôs 
doing.  

ðStudy by Anne Peterson, a published poet, speaker,  
and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.  

Additional Resources 

: ChristianBibleStudies.com 
 -Biblical Marriage 101 
 -Communication in Marriage 
 -Faith as the Marriage Glue 
 -Glorify God Together: A Marriage of Purpose 
 -Communicate Love to Your Spouse 
 -Grace Connects Men and Women 
 -Learning to Appreciate Your Spouse 

http://www.christianbiblestudies.com/
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&  Beyond Expectations: Finding Joy in Your Marriage , Nancy Sebastian 
Meyer (Moody Publishers, 2003: ISBN 080241639x) 

&  Dreams & Demands: Intimate Marriage Series , Dan B. Allender, Tremper 
Longman III (InterVarsity Press, 2005; ISBN 0830821333) 

&  The Five Love Languages, Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers, 1992; ISBN 
1881273156) 

&  Happily Married for Life: 60 Tips for a Fu n Growing Relationship, 
Lawrence Koenig (Life Journey, 2006; ISBN 0781443075)  

&  His Needs Her Needs/ Audiobook on CD, Willard Harley Jr. (Baker, 2002; 
ISBN 0800744233) 

&  How We Love Workbook: Making Deeper Connections in Marriage,  Milan 
Yerkovich (Random House Inc., 2006; ISBN 140073006) 

&  I Love You Unconditionally é On One Condition, Joey OôConner (Baker, 
2004: ISBN 0800759028) 

&  Keepinô it Real: What I Wish Iôd Known Before I Got Married, Kay James 
(Multnomah, 2001: ISBN 1576737810) 

&  Love is a Decision, Gary Smalley, John Trent (Thomas Nelson, 2001; ISBN 
0849942683) 
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ARTICLE 

Great Expectations 
Itôs fine to have themðas long as they are grounded in reality  

By Tim Gardner, for the study ñRealistic Marriageò 

ñI never expected this. Mark just isnôt the man I 

married.ò ñJoanò sat expressionless as she stoically 

described her relationship.  

ñWhile we were dating, he was everything I wanted. He 

was fun, caring. We could talk for hours. Now he works 

late every day and gets home just in time to play with our 

daughter a few minutes before her bedtime. Then he 

watches TV. He never takes me out, never helps around 

the house, and only touches me when he wants sex (which 

we havenôt had for six months). I donôt love him anymore. I want out.ò  

Itôs an unhappy story, but a familiar one. Couples who once stood before 

God promising ñTill death do us partò now sit in a counselorôs office, 

complaining that their mate ñisnôt doing their part.ò The passions once fueled 

by visions of ñhappily ever afterò are gradually extinguished with each failed 

expectation. Eventually, one of them decides, ñSince my spouse canôt, or wonôt, 

meet my needs, Iôll just move on to someone who will.ò  

Call it what you wantðdisappointment, disillusionment or despairðfailed 

expectations can bring partners to the point of wanting to chuck it all. And it 

raises a serious question: Why doesnôt marriage fulfill all our dreams?  

Dream a Littler Dream? 

Like many unhappy spouses, Joan had legitimate concernsðshe should be 

getting more attention from her husband. But her greater problem was that 

her expectations of marriage were unrealistic. Ironically, the overwhelming 

popularity of marriage may in some ways explain the high level of marital 

breakdown.  

ñThe higher the expectations of marriage é the greater the number of 

divorces,ò writes Margaret Talbot in The New Republic. It is this ñquest for an 

ideal marriageò that has, in her opinion, made divorce more acceptable. In 
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other words, if your marriage isnôt everything you expected, you should get a 

divorce and try, try again.  

But what about those of us who reject divorce as a viable solution to a 

dissatisfying marriage? Should we simply lower our standards and resign 

ourselves to live in an unhappy marriage? No, we shouldnôt. Itôs nonsense to 

say that Godôs gift of marriage is great, but, ñHey, donôt expect too much.ò As 

followers of Christ, we shouldnôt settle for bad or even mediocre marriages. We 

need exceedingly high aspirations.  

So what are we missing? The article in The New Republic talked about the 

problem of unfulfilled expectations as if all expectations have equal merit. 

Thatôs a fallacy. There are certain expectations that marriage and a spouse can 

never fulfill. Those are the dangerous ones.  

ñThe belief in a happily-ever-after marriage is one of the most widely held, 

destructive marriage myths. But itôs only the tip of the marital-myth iceberg,ò 

say Les and Leslie Parrott, directors of the Center for Relationship 

Development at Seattle Pacific University. ñEvery difficult marriage is plagued 

by misconceptions about what marriage should be.ò  

In Joanôs case, the misconceptions were her belief that she and Mark would 

always feel they were in love, that romance would never die, that sex would 

always set off fireworks, and that everything would just get better. Her dreams 

were so lofty they guaranteed failure.  

At nearly every wedding, a man marries the woman he believes will be the 

ideal wife, and a woman marries what she thinks is an ideal husband. Then, as 

the pages of the calendar turn, each mate senses the other is changing. Soon 

they realize their spouse is no longer the person they thought they marriedð

and they feel cheated. What actually happened, though, is that they discovered 

the real person they marriedðthe one who always lived behind the fantasy. 

And that unsettling discovery can actually be good for a marriage.  

How Passion Plays Out 

When Amy and I married, I expected weôd end each busy day by falling 

asleep in each otherôs arms. But Amy is more comfortable falling asleep while I 

keep my arms to myself. I also assumed I could meet all of my wifeôs friendship 

needs once weôd moved away from her hometown friends and family. I was 

surprised, and somewhat hurt, to find she still had such a strong need for 

those other people. But these reality checks gave me a clearer focus on who 

Amy really is, and it pushed us to greater intimacy.  

So the bad news of failed expectations is really good news. By moving from 

unrealistic ideals to attainable ones, youôre set free from trying to achieve the 
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fantasy of marital bliss. You can replace the fairy tale with something better: a 

real marriage that cherishes two real people.  

When couples say ñweôre just not in love anymore,ò what theyôre really 

saying is they donôt feel in love. They mistakenly limit love to its emotional 

aspects. The truth is much more freeing. Even when feelings come and go, a 

couple can still be ñin love.ò In the words of the late C. S. Lewis: ñBeing in love 

is something you do.ò  

One of my premarital expectations has definitely been fulfilled: I expected 

Amy and I to have some mammoth fights. More than once my lovely wife has 

looked at me and said in a voice I donôt remember from our dating days, ñI love 

you, but I really donôt like you right now.ò Iôve expressed the same feeling now 

and then. We may fight, but always within our promise to each otherða 

promise that ñNo matter how I feel, I am committed to love you for the rest of 

my life, and, by Godôs grace, I will.ò  

Couples who see their expectations come true are the ones who understand 

that love, far more than being what you feel, is what you do. That means being 

committed to serve when you donôt feel like serving, to listen when you donôt 

feel like listening, and to love when you donôt feel very loving.  

God cares about passionate feelings, but those feelings wonôt last 

uninterrupted, and they canôt form a basis for marriage. In some ways Iôm glad 

the feelings of heart-pounding, palm-sweating love havenôt gone on nonstop. I 

remember fidgeting in my office shortly after our honeymoon, getting nothing 

done because I just wanted to go home to Amy. The days of fidgeting are gone, 

but Iôm thankful those early passionate feelings have returnedðover and over, 

in both new and familiar ways. Iôm much more in love with Amy now, but itôs a 

love resulting from our commitment.  

Higher Hopes 

God didnôt design your spouse to be the one person who perfectly 

completes you and fulfills your every desire. He provided a lifelong companion 

to meet your needs for intimacy and sexual expression in an undemanding, 

mutually enjoyable atmosphere. Like a stamp and an envelope, or a violin and 

a bow, you are individualsðbut together you become more. You become one. 

Thatôs an achievable expectation.  

In ten years of marriage, Amy and I have sorted out most of our early 

expectations, seeing which ones we still need to pursue, which need to be 

tossed out, and which have already become reality. Though we may not fall 

asleep in each otherôs arms, our physical intimacy has surpassed anything we 
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ever planned. And now Iôm thankful that Amy has cultivated so many outside 

friendships; these people enrich our lives.  

Along the way, weôve been able to identify healthy expectations that are 

worth pursuing. You can expect marriage to be fun. You can expect yourself to 

be faithful, and your spouse to be faithful to you. You can expect to be loved 

without conditions. You can expect your spouse to be someone you grow with 

as you fulfill the tasks God gives. You can expectðoften through plenty of hard 

workðto resolve conflict, to accept and enjoy personality differences, and to 

maintain an active sex life. You can expect to work together to develop a strong 

sense of shared beliefs, values and priorities on parenting, money, in-laws and 

roles. Finally, you can expect your marriage to honor God.  

These are the great expectations of marriage. Studies show that couples 

with the most vital marriages have very high, yet very realistic, expectations. 

Research also shows that the ideals arenôt nearly as important as the sincere 

commitment to fulfill them.  

Marriage can be ñtill death do us part,ò but ñhappily-ever-afterò only 

happens to couples who are willing to do what it takes to turn their ideals into 

reality. Itôs not enough to make the commitment on the day when you stand 

before friends, family and God and marry. Itôs getting up every morning for the 

rest of your lives determined to make your best expectations come true.  

Dr. Tim A. Gardner is author of Sacred Sex (WaterBrook) 
and Director of The Marriage Education and Policy 

Center at the Indiana Family Institute (an affiliate of 
Focus on the Family).  

ñGreat Expectationsò by Tim Gardner, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 

 



 

 

 

 

     

  

LEADERôS GUIDE 

Godôs Workshop 
Marriage can be a way to become more like Christ.  

  

     

  

Some couples look like they were born to be with their mates, while 
others grow into their relationships. We all have ups and downs, 
but our goal is to become one, as God designed. What aids the 
process of becoming a couple? Why do some couples struggle? How 
can we turn that struggle into a victory? 

  

          
     

 
Lesson #6 

 
Scripture: 

Matthew 18:21ï35; Luke 6:27ï36, 41ï42, 46ï49; Ephesians 4:2ï3; Philippians 1:3ï6; 1 John 3:2  
 

Based on: 
ñFeeling Let Downò by Gary Thomas, MARRIAGE PARTNERSHIP 
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PART 1 

Identify the Current Issue 

Note to leader: At the beginning of the class, provide each 
person with the article ñFeeling Let Downò from MARRIAGE 

PARTNERSHIP magazine, included at the end of this study.  

When God created Eve, he had at least two reasons. He didnôt 
want Adam to be alone, and he knew Adam needed Eveôs help! 
(Genesis 2:18)  

Marriages are as different as the people in them. We get 
married because we care for each other. But in order for our 
marriages to be mutually satisfying, we need to accept our 
mates, acknowledge our shortcomings, admit when we are wrong, 
 and ask God to change us. 

Discussion starters: 

[Q]  What causes people to grow and flourish in their marriages? 

[Q]  Have you witnessed a marriage where the people didnôt experience growth? 

ü Did that marriage last? 

[Q]  What advice on this subject would you give to a couple thinking of getting 

married? 

[Q]  What if one person seems to be growing as a person, and the other person 

seems stuck? 

[Q]  How much does Godôs work in a personôs life have to do with a personôs growth 

in marriage? 

PART 2 

Discover the Eternal Principles 

Teaching point one: We need to accept our mates. 

In his book Hope Again,  Chuck Swindoll addresses women: ñYou see, a wife is not 
responsible for her husbandôs life. You cannot make your husband something he is 
not. Only God can do that. é Wife, it is your job to love your husband. It is Godôs job 
to change his life.ò Whether weôre talking about men or women, there is something in 
us that feels we have the right, even the duty, to change our partners. We have certain 
expectations we want our mates to meet. People donôt change when someone hounds 
them. One gift we can give our mates is the freedom to be who they are.  

We are all imperfect. Gary Thomas says in his article, ñEven if Iôve never met you, I 
know one thing is true about you: youôre married to an imperfect mate. And hereôs the 
spiritual reality that flows from this difficult truth: even though our mate disappoints 
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us and hurts us, the Bible still calls us to respect and appreciate our imperfect 
spouse.ò 

Read Ephesians 4:2ï3.  

God wants us to pursue unity. When we are gentle and bear with one another, we 
create an atmosphere of peace. This doesnôt mean we pretend that no offenses exist, 
but we focus on the positive rather than the negative. Some patterns we bring into 
marriage have been with us for years. It takes time to learn healthier ways of 
communication. Acceptance gives the clear message, ñI am here for you no matter 
what.ò   

[Q]  How well have you accepted your mate, imperfections and all? 

[Q]  Do you have friends you have totally accepted? 

ü Why do you think itôs harder to accept our mates? 

[Q]  Who has totally accepted you? How do you feel when youôre around this 

person? 

[Q]  Did your mother and father accept each other?  

ü How might that have affected you? 

[Q]  What can happen when we fail to accept our mates? 

Teaching point two: We need to acknowledge our own shortcomings. 

We see our mateôs faults more clearly than we see our own. Read Luke 6:41ï42.  

God wants us to be concerned with the plank in our own eye. We recognize that we 
married someone less than perfect, but we fail to remember, so did our mate! 
Gardner said, ñWe learn to appreciate our imperfect spouse by getting in touch with 
the reality of our own sin, humbly asking God for forgiveness, and honestly realizing 
that weôll never be asked to forgive anyone as much as God has forgiven us.ò Read 
Matthew 18:21ï35.  

This portion of Scripture is key in any relationship. It paints a clear picture of Godôs 
forgiveness. Yet, it also shows how we demand things from others, even though we 
have been shown mercy. How beautiful our relationships would be if we were quicker 
to extend mercy instead of judgment.  

Gardner also said, ñWeôre not called to judge our spousesðever. We are called to love 
them. We are not called to recount their failures in a Pharisaic game of óIôm holier 
than youôðweôre called to encourage them. We are not called to build a case against 
them regarding how far they fall short of the glory of Godðwe are called to honor and 
respect them.ò  

Admitting our shortcomings puts us in the right position. It gives our mate an 
opportunity to extend us grace and forgiveness.  
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[Q]  When was the first time you admitted your shortcomings to your mate? How 

was it received? 

[Q]  What is scary about admitting our weaknesses? 

[Q]  Have you ever struggled with judging your spouse? 

ü How can that attitude of judgment change? 

[Q]  Has someone other than your spouse ever pointed out your shortcomings? Did 

it precipitate change or resentment in you? Why? 

Teaching point three: We need to admit when we are wrong. 

Three of the most important words in a marriage are, ñI was wrong.ò Some married 
couples never hear these words. Pride keeps us from admitting our shortcomings. 
These three words can open up a deeper level of marriage. It takes humility to say, ñI 
was wrong.ò But once we do, God gives us grace to ask for forgiveness. Often we care 
more about being right than about the other person. It is possible to win the battle 
but end up losing the war. The first time a person admits he or she is wrong, the 
words stick in his or her throat. Satan wants us to stay in our pride, refusing to admit 
fault. We are wise to remember he is a destroyer of marriages. God gives grace to 
humble hearts. 

There are times when both parties need to ask for forgiveness. But it is not necessary 
to wait until your spouse recognizes this. God delights in your obedience to his Word. 
Read  
Luke 6:27ï36.  

Sometimes our spouses act unloving toward us, more like enemies than friends. Even 
so, we are not excused from loving in returnðsomething possible only with the Lordôs 
help. Our natural tendency is to repay evil for evil. When a spouse retaliates, the 
matter gets even larger. If we respond in a godly manner, the Holy Spirit is free to 
work in the heart of the offender. Every time we incorporate Godôs Word into our 
lives, we build up our marriages. Marriages need that solid foundation. Read Luke 
6:46ï49.  

[Q]  What was the longest you remained angry after an argument? 

ü What finally moved you? 

[Q]  Is it more difficult for you to forgive your mate or to ask for forgiveness? 

[Q]  What do you think about people who apologize readily, even when they are not 

to blame? 

[Q]  What can you do if you are ready to reconcile, but your mate isnôt? 

ü Is there an appropriate time for reconciling after a disagreement? 
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Optional Activity:  Imagine that you and your spouse have just had a big 
argument. Each of you has brought up hurtful things from the past. Thinking about 
what Scripture says about relationships, w rite out what you will say to your spouse 
regarding your part in the argument. What things will you steer clear of? What 
would be an appropriate way to end your discussion?  

Teaching point four: We need to ask God to change us.  

Gardner stated, ñOnce I accept that marriage is inherently difficult, Iôll no longer 
resent it when my marriage is difficult.ò Instead of seeing the union of two different 
people as the reason marriage is difficult, we surmise it is our mate who is causing all 
the trouble. Consequently, we impatiently wait for him or her to change.  

June listened to the radio announcer while on her way home from work: ñDo you 
wonder what you should do when people irritate you? Weôll be talking about that in a 
few minutes.ò June sat smugly at the light, thankful the program would address this 
topic of concern. After all, she certainly had a list of things that irritated her. The 
program resumed: ñThe problem when you get irritated with others is pride. Proud 
people donôt think they should have to put up with certain behaviors.ò June listened 
quietly through the remainder of the program, recognizing it wasnôt others who had 
the problemðit was her. 

Stacy and Ron sat in the marriage counselorôs office. Finally, after two long years, 
Stacy succeeded in getting her husband to see a therapist. Dutifully she came with 
him. She was more than astonished when the counselor set up individual sessions 
with her as well as a number of sessions with both her and her husband. She went 
there to get help for him. She kept going long after his sessions were ended. When we 
concentrate on our spouses and their shortcomings, we fail to acknowledge our need 
to change. God uses people (often our mates) to help us grow in our relationship with 
him. Read Philippians 1:3ï6.  

God starts a work in his children from the moment they accept Jesusô death as 
payment for their sins. The journey continues all the way until we get to heaven. Dr. 
Phil from the television talk show often states, ñYou canôt change what you donôt 
acknowledge.ò God lovingly points out areas in our lives one at a time. Once they are 
revealed, we can confess them, thank God for his forgiveness through Christ, admit 
them to our mates, and ask God to change us. Recognizing areas in our spouses 
where they need growth while refusing to see our own faults shows immaturity. God 
is in the business of changing people. Read 1 John 3:2.  

When we see him we will be like him. The process may not be easy, but the results 
will be wonderful. We will one day look like our Father. 

[Q]  How can recognizing that marriage is difficult help us in the process? 

[Q]  Is it ever my job to point out flaws in my mate? 

[Q]  What is one area of growth in your mate? 

[Q]  Name an area in which you need to grow. 

ü Have you asked God to change you? 
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[Q]  What is the biggest lesson you have learned in your marriage? 

PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

Marriage is work; ask any married couple. But marriage can also be rewarding. God 
takes two different people and brings them together as one. Together they learn and 
grow. Some of the learning is hard and causes growing pains, but the result can be quite 
satisfying. God is making his children like Jesus. Learning Godôs intention for marriage 
is helpful in a world that holds unrealistic expectations. God gives us instructions for 
marriage in his Word and teaches us how to glorify him in our marriages. We need to 
accept our spouse, acknowledge our own shortcomings, admit when we are wrong, and 
ask God to change us. Then we will experience marriage the way it was designed to be. 

Excerpt from Two Notes 
God wrote our composition, enabling us to play 

Each part he orchestrated in his own certain way, 
And when the final curtain falls, as we bow at his feet,  

May he critique our music, as wonderfully sweet. (Anne Peterson) 

Action Point:  As you reflect on the four points in this studyðaccepting your mate, 
acknowledging your shortcomings, admitting when you are wrong, and asking God to 
change youðin which area would your spouse say you are lacking? Make time to discuss 
your marriage with your spouse. Tell each other where you have seen growth. Ask God 
for his help in the areas that need work. End with prayer and praise to God for your 
mate. 

ðStudy by Anne Peterson, a published poet, speaker,  
and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies .com. 

 

Additional Resources 

: ChristianBibleStudies.com 
 -Biblical Marriage 101 
 -Communication in Marriage 
 -Faith as the Marriage Glue 
 -Glorify God Together: A Marriage of Purpose 
 -Communicate Love to Your Spouse 
 -Grace Connects Men and Women 
 -Learning to Appreciate Your Spouse 

&  The Art of Understanding Your Mate, Cecil Osborne (Zondervan, 1988; 
ISBN 0310306019) 

&  Different by Design: Godôs Master Plan for Harmony Between Men and 
Women in Marriage, Dale H. Burke (Moody Publishers, 2003; ISBN 
0802470467) 

http://www.christianbiblestudies.com/


LEADERôS GUIDE 

Godôs Workshop 
Page 7 

 

É 2007 Å C H R I S T I A N I T Y  T O D A Y  I N T E R N A T I O N A L  

Vis i t  Smal lGroups.com and  Chr is t ianB ib leS tud ies.c om  

&  Dr. Gary Chapman on the Marriage Youôve Always Wanted, Gary 
Chapman (Moody Publishers, 2005; ISBN 0802487866) 

&  Each for the Other: Marriage as Itôs Meant to Be, Bryan Chapell (Baker, 
2006; ISBN 0801066018) 

&  Growing the Marriage of Your Dreams, Max Lucado (Thomas Nelson, 
2007; ISBN 1404104917) 

&  Making a Marriage: Seven Essentials for a Strong Relationship, Larry R. 
Morris (Beacon Hill Press, 2007; ISBN 0834123010) 

&  Surviving a Spiritual Mismatch in Marriage, Lee Strobel, Leslie Strobel 
(Zondervan, 2002; ISBN 0310220149) 

&  When the Slipper Doesnôt Fit, Claire Cloninger, Karla Worley (New Hope 
Publishers, 2000; ISBN 1563094371) 
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ARTICLE 

Feeling Let Down? 
What to do with an imperfect spouse.  

By Gary Thomas, for the study ñGodôs Workshopñ 

My wife and I have tried, throughout our 22 years of 

married life, to find a happy compromise between what the 

two of us consider ñfood.ò I grew up a junk-food junkie; my 

wife grew up eating 100 percent whole wheat bread and, 

well, things that grow. She washes her food; I open mine. 

(Yeah, sheôs better than me.) Our familyôs eating habits are 

best summed up by a question my then five-year-old son 

asked his mom: ñMommy, how come Daddyôs cereals have 

toys and ours donôt?ò 

So you can imagine the potential for conflict, especially the day I came 

home from a Costco trip carrying a dozen chocolate chip muffinsða special 

treat that rarely crosses our thresholdðjust as Lisa walked into the kitchen. 

She took one look at what the kids and I were carrying and said, ñI canôt take 

seeing all this food come in. I have to go upstairs.ò 

I thought she was criticizing me for buying muffins, so I not-so-politely told 

her to lay off: ñI was trying to do you a favor  by taking off time from work to go 

shopping, and this  is how you treat me?ò  

And then the bomb fell. I remembered she was fasting that day and 

discovered she was salivating over the oranges Iôd also purchased, not the 

muffins. And I was a jerk for taking offense at what I assumed was another 

(justifiable) attack on my buying habits. 

Given what I do for a living as a speaker and writer on marriage, I probably 

think about my marriage more than most men. I try to be the best husband 

possible. I pray for Lisa; I listen to her; I make sacrifices on her behalf. And 

sometimes, Iôm still an insensitive jerk. 

This isnôt just my wifeôs realityðitôs yours as well. Even if Iôve never met 

you, I know one thing is true about you: youôre married to an imperfect mate. 

And hereôs the spiritual reality that flows from this difficult truth: even though 

our mate disappoints us and hurts us, the Bible still calls us to respect and 
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appreciate our imperfect spouse. This is true whether youôre a husband (1 

Peter 3:7) or a wife (Ephesians 5:33). 

How do we do this, in a practical sense? How can we honestly and sincerely 

respect and appreciate someone who is so imperfect? 

1. Accept the reality of human relationships 

The apostle James lays out the human condition as clearly and as succinctly 

as anyone can: ñWe all stumble in many waysò (James 3:2). James is saying 

that if you were to divorce your spouse, interview 200 ñreplacementò 

candidates, put them through a battery of psychological tests, have follow-up 

interviews conducted by your closest friends, spend three years dating the 

most compatible ones, and then another 40 days praying and fasting about 

which one to choose, youôd still  end up with a spouse who disappoints you, 

hurts you, frustrates you, and stumbles in many  ways. 

Lisa and I listened once to a coupleôs testimony about the difficulties of 

making their second marriage (for each of them) work. Although divorce had 

released them from previous problems, it also created entirely new ones: ñJimò 

no longer had a wife who ran up credit card debt, but now he was married to 

one who was unorganized, chronically late, and messy. ñJillò had escaped a 

husband who was frustratingly passive, but now she was married to a man 

whose anger sometimes got the best of him.  

A new spouse might stumble in different ways, but he or she will still 

stumble. This is the reality of human relationships. Our spouse is human; 

therefore, they stumbleðand not just once or twice, but in many ways. 

Once I accept that my spouse will regularly make mistakes, my point of 

evaluation changes dramatically. When I embrace the biblical truth that every 

spouse stumbles in many ways, if my spouse has a bad day, I realize sheôs 

acting normally . This means that, instead of focusing on the occasional 

disappointment, I can be grateful for the positive acts of love: every spouse 

stumbles, but not every spouse acts so kindly toward the spouse who stumbles. 

Every spouse disappoints, but not every spouse would put up with me for 22 

years! By accepting the negative as inevitable, Iôm able to appreciate and 

showcase the positive evidences of Godôs grace. 

2. Accept the reality of human marriage 

During a Sacred Marriage  conference, a woman approached me and said, 

ñI have a very difficult marriage é.ò 
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ñYou donôt have to tell me you have a difficult  marriage,ò I answered. 

ñThatôs redundant!ò 

It took a while for my meaning to sink in, but eventually it did, and the 

woman smiled. 

Because of the reality of sin, every marriage has difficult moments. Weôre 

not marrying gods and goddesses! Weôre marrying people that the Bible 

promises will mess up in many ways. How can such a marriage possibly be 

easy? 

My wife and I are in a difficult season at the moment.  

I travel about 100 days a year, so I come home tired, wanting someone to 

take care of me and allow me to relax. My wife is a single mom about 100 days 

a year, so she hangs on until her husband comes home, wanting someone to 

take care of her and allow her to relax. 

Life isnôt always easy. 

Once I accept that marriage is inherently difficult, Iôll no longer resent it 

when my marriage is difficult.  

Disappointment and a lack of respect are often birthed out of unrealistic 

expectations. Itôs not fair to compare your marriage to something youôve seen 

in a movie or read about in a novelðthat marriage isnôt real. And even if you 

see a seemingly ideal marriage at church, you donôt know whatôs really going 

on during less public moments. 

Because of my occupation, I regularly speak to thousands of married 

couples, and I havenôt found a single one who has told me their marriage has 

been ñeasy.ò  

Rewarding?  

Yes.  

Soul-forming?  

Absolutely.  

But easy?  

Never. 

This understanding gives me great appreciation for my spouse, whoôs 

willing to engage in a difficult task with me. Even though it can be difficult, my 

wife has hung in there with me; we confess to each other, we forgive each 

other, and sometimes we have to learn to forget what each other did. What an 
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amazing thing that another human being would do this with me instead of 

running away. 

3. Accept the reality of your own sin 

ñGary,ò the email read, ñwhat does a wife do when her husband doesnôt love 

her like Christ loves the church?ò 

The woman then shocked me by giving the rest of her story: ñBefore I got 

married, I read many romance novels and thought marriage would be like that. 

For a while it was, but then things cooled off. A couple years later, I found that 

exciting love once again by having an affair; but after a number of months, that 

too cooled off.ò 

At this point, she threw herself into the church, but after a while even God 

became boring. Thatôs when she ñfellò into yet another affair thatðno surprise, 

hereðalso eventually cooled off. In the aftermath of those two affairs, which 

wounded and humiliated her husband about as deeply as a wife can, she wrote 

to me, upset that her husband wasnôt loving her like Christ loves the church. 

Admittedly, this is an extreme example, but all of us have hearts that tend 

toward dismissing our own faults while magnifying the flaws of our spouse. 

Sometimes we need an extreme example to show us how dark our own hearts 

really are. 

Jesus could not have been clearer: ñWhy do you look at the speck of 

sawdust in your brotherôs eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own 

eye? How can you say to your brother, óBrother, let me take the speck out of 

your eye,ô when you yourself fail to see the plank in your own eye? You 

hypocrite, first take the plank out of your eye, and then you will see clearly to 

remove the speck from your brotherôs eyeò (Luke 6:41-42). 

If youôre thinking, But in my case, my spouse really is the worst sinner , 

then know this: Jesus is talking specifically about you. This is precisely the 

attitude he finds so offensive. 

Although we tend to rank certain sins, in the glory of Godôs goodness every 

mark of sinðwhether an errant attitude, a prideful spirit, or a lust of the 

fleshðis vile and offensive in his sight. Iôve seen wives who have abused food 

disdain husbands who struggle with pornography. Iôve seen controlling and 

arrogant husbands disdain wives who watch too much television. Both seem 

completely blind to their own shortcomings. 

Weôre not called to judge our spousesðever. We are called to love them. We 

are not called to recount their failures in a Pharisaic game of ñIôm holier than 

youòðweôre called to encourage them. We are not called to build a case against 
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them regarding how far they fall short of the glory of Godðwe are called to 

honor and respect them. 

We learn to appreciate our imperfect spouse by getting in touch with the 

reality of our own sin, humbly asking God for forgiveness and honestly 

realizing that weôll never be asked to forgive anyone as much as God has 

forgiven us. 

4. Accept the call to praiseworthy thinking 

Iôve found Philippians 4:8 as relevant for marriage as it is for life: 

ñWhatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, 

whatever is lovely, whatever is admirableðif anything is excellent or 

praiseworthyðthink about such things.ò 

Obsessing over our spouseôs weaknesses wonôt make them go away. In fact, 

it makes things worse. Christian counselor Leslie Vernick warns, ñRegularly 

thinking negatively about your husband increases your dissatisfaction with 

him and your marriage.ò You will have to fight the natural human tendency to 

obsess over your mateôs weaknesses. When I urge you to affirm your spouseôs 

strengths, Iôm not minimizing their many weaknesses. Iôm just encouraging 

you to make the daily  spiritual choice of focusing on qualities for which you 

feel thankful.  

To make this realistic, you have to keep in mind that no man or woman is 

ever ñonò all the time. This explains why your husband can be so thoughtful, 

caring, and attentive one day, and so aloof, harsh, and critical the next. You 

have to give your spouse room to be a less-than-perfect human, to have bad 

days, ñoffò days, and ñaverageò days. The spiritual challenge is that youôre more 

apt to define your mate by the bad days while taking the good days for granted. 

Hold on to the good; begin to define him by the good; thank him (and God) for 

the good; and thereby reinforce the good. 

5. Accept the biblical call to respect 

If youôre a believer, the Bible calls you to respect your husband (Ephesians 

5:33) or your wife (1 Peter 3:7). It doesnôt say wives should respect perfect 

husbands, or even godly  husbands. It doesnôt say husbands should respect 

agreeable or loving  wives.  

There are no qualifiers, because biblical respect, in one sense, comes with 

the position, not with the person. The apostle Paul insulted a man with bold 

language (ñYou whitewashed wall!ò) but then apologized after he learned he 

had been speaking to a high priest: ñBrothers, I did not realize that he was the 
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high priest; for it is written: óDo not speak evil about the ruler of your peopleôñ 

(Acts 23:3-5). 

Imagine if your son or daughter looked at you one afternoon and said, 

ñMom, youôve had a bad attitude all day. I donôt think youôre worthy of my 

respect at this moment, so Iôm not going to listen to you.ò Even if you knew 

you had been misbehaving, you wouldnôt put up with this, would you? In the 

same way, our spouses, because they are our spouses, still deserve our respect. 

You may disagree with your husbandôs judgment; you may object to the way 

your wife handles thingsðbut according to the Bible, their position alone calls 

you to give them proper respect.  

6. Form your heart through prayer 

Itôs one thing to know Iôm supposed to respect my spouse, but itôs another 

thing entirely to do it. Can I retrain my heart? Can I spiritually form my mind 

to accept them as they are? 

Yes, I can. Prayer is a practical tool in this regard. Practice praying positive 

prayers for your spouse. Find the five or six things he or she does really wellð

or even just one or two!ðand try to tire God out by thanking him for giving 

you a mate with those qualities. Follow up your prayers with comments or 

even cards that thank your spouse personally for who he or she is. 

Iôve practiced this with my wife. One morning I awoke early and 

immediately sensed my frustration from the previous evening. We have an 

issue in our relationship that weôd talked to death over the previous two 

decades. Lisa acknowledged her need to grow in this area, but events of the 

previous weeks had convinced me that nothing had changed. 

I felt resentful, and in my resentful mood, I can start mentally building my 

case. Like a lawyer, I recall every slight, every conversation, and prove to my 

imaginary jury how wrong my wife is and how right I am. 

To break out of this, I started thanking God for a quality in Lisaôs 

personality for which I feel thankful. That reminded me of something else, 

which reminded me of something else, which reminded me of yet another 

quality. After about 15 minutes, I started laughing. I saw so much to be 

thankful for that it seemed preposterous that I should waste time fretting over 

this single issue. 

Prayers of thankfulness literally form our soul. They effectively groom our 

affections. Make liberal use of this powerful tool. We have to give it timeðone 

session of thankfulness will not fully soften a rock-hard heart. But over time, 

thankfulness makes a steady and persistent friend of affection. 
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7. Ask God to change you 

During the prayer time I just mentioned, I kept hearing the enemyôs 

whispers: ñBut remember the time Lisa did such and such? And donôt forget 

how she always  does x, y, and z!ò 

As soon as you begin offering prayers of thankfulness for your spouse, be 

sure of this: the enemy of your soul and the would-be destroyer of your 

marriage will remind you where your mate falls short. You can count on it. 

Youôll find yourself growing resentful: ñWhy should I thank God that my 

husband works hard when he wonôt even talk to me at night?ò ñWhy should I 

thank God that my wife has always been faithful to me when sheôs so critical?ò 

You need to respond to this temptation with a healthy spiritual exercise: as 

soon as you recall your spouseôs weaknessesðthe very second those poor 

qualities come to mindðstart asking God to help you with specific weaknesses 

of your own. Thatôs rightðas backward as this may sound, respond to 

temptations to judge your mate by praying for God to change you. Go into 

prayer armed with two lists: your spouseôs strengths, and your weaknesses. 

This exercise will help maintain a positive spiritual balance of remaining 

aware of your own shortcomings and of staying sensitive to your spouseôs 

strengths. 

ðGary Thomas, a regular contributor to Marriage 
Partnership, is author of numerous books, including 

Sacred Marriage and Sacred Influence: What a Man Needs 
from His Wife to Be the Husband She Wants (both 

Zondervan).  
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