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EPHESIANS 5:21-33  

Out of respect for Christ, be courteously reverent to one another.  

Wives, understand and support your husbands in ways that show your support 
for Christ. The husband provides leadership to his wife the way Christ does to his 
church, not by domineering but by cherishing. So just as the church submits to 
Christ as he exercises such leadership, wives should likewise submit to their 
husbands.  

Husbands, go all out in your love for your wives, exactly as Christ did for the 
church—a love marked by giving, not getting. Christ’s love makes the church 
whole. His words evoke her beauty. Everything he does and says is designed to 
bring the best out of her, dressing her in dazzling white silk, radiant with 
holiness. And that is how husbands ought to love their wives. They’re really 
doing themselves a favor—since they’re already “one” in marriage.  

No one abuses his own body, does he? No, he feeds and pampers it. That’s how 
Christ treats us, the church, since we are part of his body. And this is why a man 
leaves father and mother and cherishes his wife. No longer two, they become 
“one flesh.” This is a huge mystery, and I don’t pretend to understand it all. What 
is clearest to me is the way Christ treats the church. And this provides a good 
picture of how each husband is to treat his wife, loving himself in loving her, and 
how each wife is to honor her husband.  

The Message, Eugene Peterson  
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I. THE BIBLICAL INSTITUTION OF MARRIAGE  

A. The Essence of Marriage: Marriage is a covenant.  

A covenant is a promise.  

It is a binding, legal contract between two parties. Therefore, marriage is primarily an 
institution of law. That goes against the common concept of marriage in our culture.  

1. It means that marriage is not so much a declaration of present love, but a promise of future 
love. It is a promise to be tender, faithful, caring, etc. The promise at the heart of marriage is 
this, “No matter what else takes place in our lives, I WILL BE THERE AND I WILL BE “ 

2. ‘FOR’ YOU.” When you say this, mean it and do your best to live it out a creates a place of 
safety, protection, refuge and joy to which nothing can compare.  

3. It means that marriage vows are unconditional, holding in any situation (“plenty and want, 
joy and sorrow...”) and at any time (“till death...”). This is because the vows are based on 
law, not emotional states.  

4. There are differences between a covenant and a contract. In a contract violation of certain 
demands is at once a cause for invalidating the agreement. Failure to comply cancels the 
contract. But in a covenant this is not so clear cut—for it is not conformity to a code but 
loyalty to a person that is basic. Therefore recognize that it is a contract like no other. 
There really are no clear cut conditional clauses that render it void. There is no contract 
more risky than this. You have the opportunity to lose it all. Happiness is no guarantee and 
a lack of happiness is not an acceptable reason for divorce. Therefore, you can’t afford to 
take this lightly!  

“To keep a vow, however, does not mean to keep from breaking it. If that were the case, 
marriage vows would be broken the very day they were made. This is where a vow 
differs from a mere promise or resolution. A resolution, once broken, must either be 
forgotten or made again. But a vow retains its power and validity irrespective of 
conduct. It is not like the signing of a legal contract and not like any other form of 
human promise. A person cannot promise to love another person: he can only vow to 
do so. A vow is, per se, a confession of inadequacy and an automatic calling upon the 
only adequacy there is, which is the mercy and power of God.  

To keep a vow, therefore, means not to keep from breaking it, but rather to devote the 
rest of one’s life to discovering what the vow means, and to be willing to change and 
grow accordingly. It might also be said that the sign that a vow is being kept is the 
realization of how far one is from keeping it. In a very real way it is the vow which 
keeps the man rather than vice versa. A vow may keep a man honest, for example, by 
facing him day in and day out with the depth of his insincerity, and he may be kept 
loving through a continual confrontation with his own unloveliness. The vow is a 
mystery, an insoluble riddle, which somehow corrects and shames him at the same 
time as it picks him and spurs him on to higher things.”  
Mike Mason, The Mystery of Marriage  

5. It means the promise stands even in the midst of difficulties. The very act of making 
promises assumes that you may face obstacles that would make you want to jettison the 



6 
 

project to which you have promised yourself. You don’t feel the need to make promises 
regarding things that are easy to fulfill. A promise is meant to be a help when troubles arise.  

6. It means that we cannot run our marriages the way we want to. A covenant is a public (not 
a private) contract. The couple is accountable to God, the church, and the state for their 
marriage. Put another way, the couple makes a covenant with God at the same time they 
make a covenant with one another. Regarding God, the couple is promising to love as God 
defines love in his Word. For example, the Bible forbids bitterness, so a man at his wedding 
is promising not to hold a grudge against his wife.  

 

The elements of the marriage covenant:  

1. There are two sets of oaths. First the questions (“Will you take...?”) which is a vow to God. 
Secondly, the vows to one another. The first set gives the second set its binding nature and 
creates an accountability to God which strengthens and grounds your accountability to 
your spouse.  

 

2. The oaths are public (acknowledging witnesses to whom they are responsible), 
unconditional (holding in any circumstances), and accepting of God’s regulations for the 
marriage.  

Why is marriage a covenant?  

1. When you make a promise you are making an appointment with yourself in the future. You 
are saying, “I don’t know what our lives will be like or what tragedies and joys will have 
taken place 5, 10, 15 or 50 years from now, but this I promise: “I will be there and I will be 
‘for’ you. I will still be on your side.” What this does is to create “an oasis of predictability in 
a completely unpredictable world.” It brings with it a security that is necessary for a 
relationship to truly flourish.  

2. Many people live together without the benefit of a marriage covenant. “We love each 
other—that’s what marriage is! Who needs a piece of paper to say `I love you’? How 
plastic!” That completely misses the Biblical concept of marriage. The piece of paper 
objectifies and gives substance to the promise.  

3. People who do not get married usually will admit that they avoid it because they do not 
want the “messiness” of divorce if they decide to leave. In other words, they are unwilling 
to commit (entrust, lean on) completely. They are hedging their bet. They simply have not 
opened themselves completely to the other. The fact is covenantal love is far more solid 
and costly than sentimental love. The marriage relationship can be the most intimate, if 
both persons are vulnerable to each other. Only a covenant can create the security to open 
up completely and commit oneself totally to another. And only a covenant can give your 
emotions and desires the “backbone” and solidity for a lasting relationship.  

4. The promise is not only to the form of the covenant but the content as well. A marriage that 
simply consists of peaceful co-existence under the same roof without genuine engagement 
with one another falls far short. While there are no perfect relationships we should not 
“settle” for shallow relationships or lose hope too easily when things aren’t going well. 
Hard work is the common denominator in all good marriages.  
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5. The ability to make promises is a uniquely human activity. Many people view the marriage 
covenant as constricting. But the knot which you tie in marriage is not a noose. Actually, 
when you make a promise you are in a state where you are your most free and your most 
human. How so? Well, animals can’t make promises. Everything they do occurs by instinct. 
If their hormones tell them to mate, they mate. If their hormones tell them to migrate, they 
migrate. Humans, however, are moral agents. We do not have to follow our feelings and 
emotions. We have the ability to stand against them. The person who always runs away 
from pain and follows their feelings is no different from the rest of the animal kingdom. 
They are enslaved to their emotions. The person who sticks by a promise, even when it 
hurts, demonstrates that they have the capacity for faithfulness. It is an act of moral 
courage. Such a person is truly free.  

6. Living the vow well is the means by which we stay “in love.” “Couple after couple explained 
to me that they didn’t marry because they were communicating clearly or resolving their 
conflicts more effectively or were not fighting with each other. They married because they 
found each other irresistible – they were in love.” It is when you sense that the other person 
is passionately on your side through their actions toward you that your own sense of being 
in love is regularly renewed.  

7. Owning our vows and marriages and working hard at them is essential for a thriving 
marriage. Taking marriage for granted or assuming that marriages ought to be automatic is 
a grave mistake. The single greatest threat to marriage is sloth!  

 

B. The Purpose of Marriage  

All of us live our lives on the basis of what some philosophers call “meta-narratives.” A meta-
narrative is an account which explains to us the overall purpose of this life. The meta-narrative we 
seek to live by is what we believe to be the story of the universe. This story helps us to make sense 
of everything in this world - including our marriages. The Christian meta-narrative is the belief 
that this is God’s world and that in it he is seeking to create a people through Christ which belong 
to him and who love him and enjoy him and the entire creation. Christians are meant to 
understand their marriages in this context. Our marriages rarely rises above the purposes which 
we have for them.  

1. Marriage is created for “the welfare and happiness of mankind.”  
It is to bring joy through intimacy.  

Marriage is an intimate union.  

“In the past marriage has been considered the accepted thing, the socially prudent 
thing, and a valid means for improving status, comfort, economic security, power and 
social connectedness. Never before has marriage been expected to produce such a high 
quality of interpersonal relationship. Never before have marriages been evaluated so 
single-mindedly by the sole criterion of love (which may be understood as the 
expressed desire for and promise of deep intimacy). In most circles today, marriage for 
any other reason than for love would be unthinkable, and by the same token being ‘out 
of love’ is thought more widely than ever to be ample reason for divorce. Marriage 
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without intimacy has come today to be almost a synonym for hell.”  
—Mike Mason, The Mystery of Marriage  

A married couple must be socially, economically, legally, psychologically, spiritually, 
physically ONE. Notice how Adam—who had a perfect relationship with God and no 
sin—was incomplete. “It is not good for man to be alone.” When he first sees Eve, 
Adam breaks into the first recorded poetry. “This at last is bone of my bones and 
flesh of my flesh.” Let me translate: “Love you? I am you! I finally feel like myself! 
You complete me. You bring out in me and make up the lacks in me. Now I can serve 
God as a whole person.” That is what marriage is about.  

Gen. 2:24 says a husband and wife are to be “one flesh”. That refers to sex, of course, 
but also to much more. “Flesh” is often used to refer to persons (“I will pour out my 
Spirit on all flesh”). So to become one flesh is to become one person—complete 
unity. United in goals, faith, vision, knowledge, hopes, hurts. In I Cor. 6:16, Paul’s 
objection to prostitution is that it creates a monstrosity—physical oneness without 
all the rest. Though this intimate union includes our role relationships and sex, 
companionship is at the heart of intimacy.  

One of the simplest ways to define intimacy is as “the experience of closeness.” 
Intimacy is a radical closeness which potentially involves our whole being - body 
and soul. Intimacy is the experience of knowing and being known in an environment 
of security. It is the experience of enjoying another and being enjoyed by him or her. 
It comes as a result of giving oneself to another and having another give 
himself/herself to you.  

Intimacy both has a subjective side and an objective side. The subjective part is 
fleeting and not under you control. The objective aspect has to do with knowing and 
being known. It can and should be pursued through a commitment to “time and 
talk.”  

Intimate relationships are not something you are obligated to have with everyone 
around you. By intimacy’s very nature, each person can have only a limited number 
of intimate relationships. You choose with whom you will have intimacy, if you have 
intimacy with anyone at all. And yet, apparently it is something we are built for and 
which we crave. One of the more interesting things about the Genesis account is that 
it rather strongly suggests that God created us in such a way that he, in and of 
himself, is not enough for us. Though Adam had God, it was not good that he was 
alone with just God. Though God may satisfy our deepest longings, he does not 
satisfy all of our longings. “God does not exclusively fill the human heart. He made 
humankind to need more than himself. The staggering humility of God to make 
something that was not to be fully satisfied with the Creator and the creation is 
incomprehensible.” But it is true. What we desire is to both know and be known in all 
of our depth and complexity. We were built to be naked and unashamed before one 
another– exposed and vulnerable. For human life to be lived at its peak requires that 
we love and be loved. We want to belong to another and want another to belong to 
us in some very significant way. We were built for companionship with a peer and 
equal. Someone who is with us in life, emotionally experientially and alongside us in 
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our purposes and who knows what makes us uniquely us in all of our complexity. 
Without this experience, we know a certain emptiness and loneliness in our life. The 
experience of loneliness is not countered merely by having someone in proximity to 
you or occupying the same space as you. Instead, it is countered by living the 
common life and journeying with another.  

“Intimacy is the sharing of closeness, of bonding, of reciprocation. It is the 
engulfing of warmth and care. It is the experiencing of Another. We are taken 
out of our own self-centeredness, into the life and orbit of human beings whom 
we recognize to be at least as significant as we are.”  
—Elaine Storkey, The Search for Intimacy  

C.S. Lewis said that lovers look at each other, while friends stand beside each other 
looking at common visions. Marriage partners must do both. Proverbs tells a 
husband that his wife is to be his “best friend.” There should be no one easier to 
open up to. There should be no one you enjoy doing things with more. Friends have 
common hopes, goals, and interests. That takes cultivation. This companionship 
when it is flourishing brings a sense of security and significance to our lives.  

One of the indicators that we are engaged in a relationship of intimacy is when we 
shift to “We” from “I.”. This change is brought about is created as we commit 
ourselves to making shared stories of our lives in which you are fundamentally “us” 
and not “me” – sharing in those stories emotions and feelings and insights which are 
experienced together. In fact, you find that you cannot tell the story except in the 
first person plural. It is in the building of a lifetime of those moments that we find 
the counter to the life of aloneness, which God proclaimed to be “not good.”  

Indeed, in her book “The Good Marriage,” Judith Wallerstein states that all healthy 
couples create essentially a third entity – “the relationship.” It is neither “me” or 
“you”, but is “we.” It is similar to when a couple has a baby – a third, new life in their 
midst. You are called to cultivate, nurture and develop this new life – the 
relationship – that you have been given. Thus, in conflict your concern should not 
about you getting your way or preventing your spouse from getting her way, but 
instead a concern for what is best for “the relationship.” This mentality enables you 
to fight for the relationship rather than for your “rights.”  

Two core realities are found when intimacy is flourishing in a relationship:  

A Sense of Security: Marriage is meant to be a relationship of radical acceptance. 
Providing a safe environment is one of the greatest gifts you can offer to another 
person. We long to know that another accepts us at our worst. When we are 
convinced of this, the fear that we will be rejected is banished. We don not have to 
hide our unattractive sides. We are free to work on areas of our lives which need to 
be changed and receive help from another. Rather than being condemned for our 
failures, we are looked at through hopeful eyes of what we can become through 
Christ. In this gracious atmosphere, we can blossom.  

A Sense of Significance: Marriage is meant to be a relationship where we truly 
make a difference in a person’s life. Look at the power of married love. Nothing can 
redeem the past like a healthy marriage. The failures of our past, the uneven 
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treatment we’ve gotten from others, the accusations, all these things have up to the 
time of our marriage created the view we have of ourselves. Now you have a spouse, 
and you will soon see that his or her view of you is the controlling one! One positive 
word from her outweighs all the negative ones. She has the power to challenge the 
accumulated authority of all the verdicts which your past has passed against you. 
Everyone may have told you, “You are ugly”, but if your spouse says, “You are 
beautiful”, then you feel beautiful. On the other hand, the whole world may have told 
you that you are beautiful, but if your spouse calls you ugly, you will have trouble 
not believing that. Your spouse is entrusted by God with massive creative 
prerogatives—being the primary programmer of your self-appreciation. And you 
have the same power. Marriage has re-creational powers. You give the other person 
a power over you that can be used either beneficially or destructively.  

A Great Danger. Often people make the mistake of idolizing marriage. Rather than 
seeing their marriage as a secondary source of joy, security and significance, they 
treat it as the primary source of these things. This is disastrous. Marriage and your 
marriage partner were never meant to bear that much weight. It cannot meet those 
expectations. It cannot deliver. If you bring those kinds of expectations to marriage 
not only will you be frustrated, but you will also crush your partner. They are not up 
to the task. Nor were they ever meant to be. God must be your primary source of joy.  

All marriages will fall short in various ways. There is something wrong in the heart 
of every marriage. It is important to remember this lest we expect them to deliver 
what they cannot. On the other hand, our relationships can grow. They need not be 
filled with boredom or emptiness. Entered into wisely with our full energy, they can 
be something life-giving to us and beautiful to God.  

2. Marriage is to cause us to grow in Christlikeness.  

a. Husbands are to promote their wives’ sanctification through being Christ like 
(Eph.5:25-27). Similarly, wives are to promote their husband’s sanctification 
through being Christ like (1 Peter 3:1-2; 2:21-25).  

b. Much of this change takes place through confrontation. Marriage is confrontational 
by nature.  

You cannot escape confrontation in marriage. It is built into the institution when 
it is functioning as it ought to be. If there is no conflict it means one of two 
things: either the individuals are not interacting with one another in a significant 
way or else they are dead! Marriage is a gem tumbler, in which two rocks knock 
the rough edges off one another until they are lovely jewels. Eph. 5:26 tells us 
that in marriage we are to “wash” each other, to cleanse each other. Marriage 
shows us the worst in each other, and the inescapability of marriage forces us to 
come to grips with our faults. Therefore, the confrontation is primarily with 
yourself and secondarily with your spouse. Marriage is meant to be redemptive 
confrontation.  

 

c. Marriage is intended to be a permanent relationship. —If you seek to escape from 
this relationship because of its inevitable pain, then you prevent its sanctifying 
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purpose from being realized. You may rid yourself of temporary pain, but the 
disease of your own self-centeredness will remain rampant in your body.  

 

3. Marriage is to reflect the relationship of Christ and the Church to the watching world.  

a. Marriage is meant to reflect the “contra-conditional” love of Christ for the church.  

Christ initiated his relationship with his people when they were enemies and 
deserved his wrath. In Romans 5:8 Paul writes, “But God demonstrates his love 
for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” He continues to 
loves his people in spite of their flaws. We have the responsibility and privilege 
of demonstrating this kind of love in the marriage relationship.  

b. The permanence of the marriage relationship is required to accurately reflect 
Christ’s love.  

We depend on God’s love being steadfast and not changing. He loves us with 
every fiber of his being and that love is unwavering and unfaltering. He loves us 
even when we are sinning. We would have no hope if He did not. Breaking the 
marriage covenant badly reflects upon and radically dishonors the love of God in 
Christ.  

c. Your relationship is meant to serve a greater purpose than the happiness of one 
another.  

Just as Christ and the Church are meant to work together to see God’s cause of 
redemption furthered in the world, so a husband and wife are to be agents of 
God’s redemption in the world. If you just focus on one another you will become 
bored and you will suffocate the relationship. When you serve a purpose larger 
than the marriage it invests the marriage with meaning. You won’t become 
bored in a marriage which has taken up the cause of God’s kingdom as its 
primary concern.  

Marriage is not so much a vehicle through which God serves us, but is a vehicle 
through which we serve God.  
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Exercise 1: Marriageable Character Inventory  

 

PART 1:  Evaluate yourself and your partner on the following traits.  
For each trait grade “1” for very strong, “2” for rather good, “3” for rather weak, and 
“4” for very weak.  
Do this separately and then share your results with each other.  

Yourself Your partner 

__________ __________ Adaptability and willingness to change.  

__________ __________ Ability to notice and spot needs and desires.  

__________ __________ Ability to solve problems - not deny them, ignore them, avoid them.  

__________ __________ Ability to give and receive affection.  

__________ __________ Emotional maturity-not prone to anger, worry, depression, fear.  

__________ __________ Communication. The ability to make him/herself understood and to make 
the other person feel understood.  

 

PART 2: List 10 traits about your partner which draw you to him/her, attract you, and lead you 
to want to marry him/her. Share these with one another.  

____________________________________________  ______________________________________________ 

____________________________________________  ______________________________________________ 

____________________________________________  ______________________________________________ 

____________________________________________  ______________________________________________ 

____________________________________________  ______________________________________________ 

 

PART 3: Each partner should do the following:  

1. List three positive behaviors that your partner should do or is currently already doing 
that will give you a deep sense that he or she is on your side?  

 

 

2. List three negative behaviors that your partner should avoid doing that will give you a 
deep sense that he or she is on your side?  
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II. QUALITIES NECESSARY FOR A FLOURISHING MARRIAGE  

The question we normally ask about person we have grown into a serious relationship with is 
this: “Should I marry this person?” There are a number of qualities that are necessary to have a 
flourishing marriage. If they are not present in the person and the relationship, one should 
probably not enter into a marriage relationship. If they are present, one can enter into the 
relationship with significant confidence. While the flaws we find in our spouse after we have 
been married, don’t invalidate the vows, we would be deeply unwise to not seek to know our 
potential spouse as well as possible prior to engagement.  

A. Leaving Qualities  

1. Parental Issues  

When God demands that you leave your parents, he doesn’t mean you forsake them, or 
move away geographically (Matt.15:1-6). Rather, he means that the couple must become a 
new decision-making unit. The ideas, opinions, affection and approval of your spouse must 
be more important to you than those of your parents. No one’s needs or desires are to have 
greater significance than your spouse’s. While we are never to cease honoring our parents, 
they call to obey them ceases when we move into independence. (See the order of 
relationships in Eph. 5 and Col. 3. The parent-child comes after the husband-wife. God did 
not put a parent and child in the Garden, but a husband and wife.)  

Some types of “leaving problems”—A person may continue to let parents unduly influence 
their decisions. Some others tend to insist on operating their home or their family practices 
as their parents’ home operated, instead of analyzing their present situation and choosing 
new patterns. Still others are resentful toward their parents and they refuse to consider 
some practices because their parents followed them. Their decisions may still be controlled 
by their parents.  

2. Financial Issues  

You ought to be able to sustain and provide for yourselves. If you are dependent upon your 
parents or others for your daily needs this creates significant problems. It often creates 
great tension in the marriage relationship. It also allows your parents to exert undue 
influence on your life together. It is difficult to truly leave your parents if you are financially 
dependent upon them.  

You ought to know the financial status of one another. What are your salaries? How much 
debt are you carrying into the relationship? Neither a low salary or a great amount of debt 
should prevent you from getting married. However, because money issues often put great 
amounts of stress on a marriage you should at least be aware of the status of these things 
so that you are prepared to handle them.  

Both people ought to be prepared to see all of the money the couples earns as co-owned. To 
see your resources as “my” money and “your” money breeds disunity rather than oneness. 
It builds mistrust in the relationship.  

3. Maturity Issues  

The individuals ought to understand that marriage is not a 50-50 proposition but requires 
100% effort from both parties. The relationship should not be one-sided so that one person 
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is putting in all the effort to making the relationship work and doing all the giving while the 
other person is mostly on the receiving end. Both people should have an established track 
record of striving to be “givers” in the relationship even when they are not especially being 
given to.  

The person must be able to leave the mentality of the single life. He/She must be ready to 
give up calling the shots and making decisions solely on the basis of his/her own desires. 
Your life becomes tethered to that of another person and you must consider them in all that 
you do. 

The individuals ought to have demonstrated the ability to be “for” the other person. Each 
should be on the other person’s side and should have the ability to communicate that in 
such a way that the message is received.  

The person ought to have control of anger. If anger is wielded in such a way that make you 
feel unsafe or manipulated this is problematic.  

The person ought to have a plan to deal with temptations regarding pornography or 
fantasies about marriage.  

B. Cleaving Qualities  

1. Godliness Issues  

Both people ought to be serving as an encouragement to other in their Christian life. 
This refers less to mechanics of a devotional life together and focuses more on the big 
picture: Does this person cause me to grow in my passion for God? Do they increase my 
desire to want to obey God and live a God-pleasing life? Do they spur me on to seek first 
the kingdom of God? Are we equally concerned with honoring God? Are they able to 
help lift me out of the invariable troughs in the Christian life? Do they drag me down? 
When we are talking about decisions we must make and various other important issues 
does our Christian faith play a major role in determining the outcome of the discussion? 
Does this person help me to become everything God intends for me to be and do I help 
them become everything God intends for them to be? Does this person challenge the 
vices I have come to love and affirm the gifts I am afraid to claim? Are they bringing out 
the best in me?  

2. Issues Concerning Values, Goals and Purposes  

The parties ought to share similar values, goals and purposes. This does not have to do 
with common interests. Couples can have widely divergent interests in a number of 
areas and still have a thriving marriage. This category of compatibility concerns far 
deeper issues.  

o What is most important to each of us?  

o Do we value our Christian faith in similar ways?  

o Are our theological views compatible?  

o Are there any areas pertaining to moral behavior where we have divergent beliefs?  
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o Do we share common or compatible missions in life?  

o Do we both want to have children? Do have similar ideas about the importance of 
children and child-rearing practices?  

o Do we have compatible vocational interests? Does one person want to serve in 
overseas missions and the other person have no desire to do so?  

o Do we have similar lifestyle desires? Do we want to live urban or suburban? Do we 
want to live simply, moderately, extravagantly? In what setting do we see ourselves 
living in ten years from now and what do we see ourselves owning?  

o Do we have similar attitudes about money and its importance? Do we have similar 
ideas about our practical use of money - savings, giving to God’s work, etc.?  

 

3. Communication and Conflict Resolution Issues  

Do both people have basic communication skills? Are you able to connect when you 
communicate? Are you able to share your feelings as well as ideas and facts? Are you often 
defensive with one another in your communication? Are you able to draw each other out?  

Do you have basic conflict resolution skills? Do you avoid conflict or do you deal with it? Do 
you have a track record for resolving conflicts in such a way that you end up with a 
mutually satisfying solution and reconciled to one another? Do you remain angry and bitter 
at one another after you have worked through a conflict? 

4. Companionship Issues 

A number of questions help determine whether you are able to be genuine companions: 

o Do I want to marry this person? 
o Do we enjoy one another’s company? 
o Are we able to laugh together? 
o Do we play well together? 
o Do we energize one another or do we drain one another? 
o Do we feel radically accepted by one another? 
o Are we attracted to one another? 
o Are we able to serve as chief counselors to one another? 
o Do we view the world and the way it works in similar ways? 

C. A Christian is Only at Liberty to Marry a Fellow Christian 

A number of these categories highlight the wisdom of God’s injunction that a Christian may only 
marry another Christian. God forbids a Christian to marry a non-believer. 

Why? 
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Many people suppose this is because the Christian believes that he/she is somehow superior to 
the non-Christian. Such a view is not supported by the Scriptures. In many areas a non-Christian 
may be the moral superior to Christians. Nor is it because the two people cannot love one another. 
It is quite possible for two such people to not only fall in love with one another but to continue to 
love one another. 

The reason the injunction is given lies at the differences of the core values and motivations 
between the person who has embraced the Christian faith and the person who has rejected it. You 
have competing purposes in life. The Christians primary goal is to “seek first the kingdom of God” 
and all other goals are to be a distant second to it. If your purpose in life is a consuming passion to 
serve God why would you marry a person who has a different purpose? The thing which makes 
the Christian tick is gratitude to God for the grace he has showered upon him/her in Christ Jesus 
and their chief desire is to please God. How can a spouse, who is to be your chief counselor 
through the difficulties and discouragements of life, possibly play that role effectively if they do 
not understand and feel the urgency of these things? The Christian and non-Christian necessarily 
operate under a different value system no matter how many values they have in common. While a 
kind of companionship can exist between the Christian and the non-Christian, it is impossible to 
have the deepest kind of companionship. You are bound to be working at cross purposes on many 
occasions. These realities cannot help but create significant unhappiness and frustration for a 
couple in which one partner takes their Christian faith seriously. This command then is not 
arbitrary. When God issues commands he does so both for your good and happiness, and also for 
the good of his Kingdom. 

Assignment: Discuss each of the qualities necessary to a flourishing marriage. How well do each 
of you measure up in each category? If there is a problem area, what can be done to resolve it? 
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III. LOVE: ITS NATURE AND FORMS.  

A. Definition.  

Love is commitment to minister to the needs and best interests of another person over 
your own. Love, then, is expressed through actions. M. Scot Peck writes that “love is not 
primarily a feeling by which we are overwhelmed. The desire to love is not love itself. 
Love is as love does. Love is an act of the will - namely both an intention and an action.” 
Another way to put is this: “Love is the desire and consequent actions necessary to 
make a person truly great and truly happy.” These definitions point to the fallacy 
inherent in the claim couples often make: “We just don’t love each other anymore.” That 
is to see love as sentiment. But love is not sentiment, even though strong feelings may 
often accompany it. Love is a choice. And we can choose to love a person or choose not 
to love in spite of what we may feel toward them.  

Love is commitment, not feelings. Thus we can love our enemies when we serve them 
(Luke 6:32-36). Love is to put the needs and good of the other person ahead of your 
own (Gal. 2:20). To love is to put the best interest of the other first. In the Bible, love is 
not primarily a feeling, though it contains feelings. Love is a habitual way of thinking 
and acting toward someone else. When we do the activity of love, the feelings of love 
follow. When our feelings of love “dry up,” it is usually because we have stopped the 
activity. Parents learn to meet the needs of babies, thought they get nothing in return. 
As a result, a deep, unconditional love grows for the child. But when our spouse acts like 
a baby, we tend to withdraw the activity of love. Then, our feelings begin to dry up.  

Love is also communication. Even sex is called “knowing” in the Old Testament. 
Communication is the “air” of love; without it, it smothers. When conflicts are being 
avoided and resentment is growing, there can be no love. People tend to fall into one of 
two extremes. Some are inclined to speak truth but unlovingly; others are inclined to be 
loving by avoiding the truth. Neither extreme is biblical (Eph. 4:15).  

B. Two Kinds of Love  

1. LOVE AS A BARGAIN  

a. Ancient cultures tended to base marriage on bargaining. In Genesis 24 you see 
how Rebekah gets married to Isaac. Abraham sends money to Rebekah’s father. 
If you felt that the woman was worth what you paid for her, you bought her. If 
later, you felt that a woman was more trouble than she was worth, you divorced 
her, simply by saying “I divorce you” three times before a witness.  

b. Does that sound barbaric? Think we are beyond this today? Not so. Modern man 
still looks at marriage that way. When we first meet a person of the opposite sex, 
we size up where the person is on the marketability scale. Most of us have an 
idea where we are on the scale. Our goal is to get someone at least as attractive, 
desirable, socially elite as we are. Then once we enter into a relationship, we size 
up whether the other person is gratifying our emotional needs. “Does he (or she) 
make me comfortable? Build up my ego?” When another person builds up our 
ego, it creates a warm feeling, and modern man calls that feeling “love.”  
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But at some point in any marriage, one partner will fail to meet the needs of the 
other. When that happens, the other person who is still meeting needs will begin 
to feel “used.” The good feeling they called “love” disappears quickly. The other 
person stops meeting needs, too, because he (or she) begins to say, “It’s not 
worth it. Why should I keep on giving when I’m getting nothing?” Soon there is 
coldness, then bitterness. And next the language becomes, “We’re not in love 
anymore. The marriage is dead. We grew apart. Let’s get a divorce.” What the 
couple is saying is: We stopped being a bargain for each other. Marriage is a 
bargain.  

When two people come into a relationship without a commitment to minister, 
the relationship becomes one of manipulation. The wife, for example, is quite 
afraid and/or angry whenever her husband stops meeting her needs. She begins 
to ask “how can I get him to fulfill me? How can I keep him from hurting me?” 
She no longer focuses on his needs at all. She can’t. Her “love account” is going 
bankrupt and she can’t operate.  

c. In Luke 6:32-35, Jesus says that a primary way to tell a Christian from a non-
believer, is that non-believers are able to only love those who love them back 
(v.32). They can only give where they get. It is a strictly business deal—their love 
economics are strictly capitalistic. “If I can meet your need profitably (i.e. if you 
give me at least as much as I give you) then I can love you. I will invest in you if 
you turn me a profit.” Then, to the person of the world, the good feeling of “love” 
is the feeling of a selfish person getting his or her way. This love is fleeting and 
always temporary. It cannot last. When there is an imbalance, and you begin to 
run a “deficit” in the relationship, you must shut down the account. You must 
give up. 
 

d. This is not to say that there is not something appropriate about the sentiment, 
“I’ll scratch your back. You scratch mine.” Healthy marriages are marked by 
mutual self-giving. Hopefully, you married a person who both demonstrated a 
capacity for self-giving and who thinks reciprocity in giving is important. The 
real problem is when you say, “If you don’t scratch my back, I won’t scratch 
yours.” This attitude will kill a marriage quickly. 
 

2. LOVE AS A COMMITMENT: COSTLY LOVE 
a. A Christian is to love those who even misuse them, to those who are being selfish 

and wicked (v.35). Now if Jesus commands Christians to love even their neighbor 
like that, how much more are we responsible to love our spouse when he or she 
is acting selfish and wicked! Many of us do not even treat our spouse the way 
Jesus tells us to treat our enemy! We are to meet his needs. 

b. The foundation of the world’s love is “I want what you can do for me.” The 
foundation of a Christian’s love is “I want you, and what’s best for you.” A 
Christian’s love, in other words, is a solid, unchanging commitment to give, to 
minister to the needs of your mate, regardless of how that person is 
reciprocating. Marriage vows make no sense in bargaining love. 
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C.S. Lewis put it another way. He said that what most people call “love” is really a 
feeling of hunger to receive affection and service. In other words, most people love, 
not another person. When the love is not coming, and the person is still there, we 
want out! Christian love, on the other hand, is an impulse and a resolve to give to 
someone else. Ironically, the impulse to “get” never satisfies; it grows into self-pity 
and frustration. The impulse to “give” may hurt at first, but finally it is the only road 
to fulfillment. 

c. Why can a Christian love those who may not be reciprocating with love? Luke 6:35 
tells us. We can be merciful because our heavenly father shows mercy to the wicked 
and the ungrateful. If we have experienced the free grace of God, we will no longer 
be completely dependent on others for love. We have, then, a measure of freedom. 
We are not forced to “close the account” on a relationship in which the other person 
is not returning love. We have an infinite source of love in the Father. (Matthew 18: 
21-35 is another example of this dynamic.) 

Let’s see how this actually works. Look at Jesus dying on the cross. See the people he 
is dying for—they are mocking, jeering, spitting on him. If his love for us was a 
bargain, he would have left. But his love was covenantal, a commitment. He did not 
die because we were lovely; he died to make us lovely. So in the greatest act of love 
in history, Jesus looked down at those people—and he stayed. Does the sight of him 
doing that move you and melt you? If it does, you can love others like that. If it does 
not, your love will have to be a bargain, not a commitment. To the degree your heat 
is melted in gratitude to God, to that degree you can give yourself and experience 
the joy of Christian love. This is the pleasure of giving pleasure. 

d. Love has therefore, at its core a commitment to giving. It can feel painful and scary 
to give. But ultimately, it can only make you more of who you are intended to be. It 
cannot crush you or ruin you, even though sometimes it can feel like that. As long as 
you are giving wisely and appropriately, you need not fear becoming a doormat to 
someone else. In fact, if you find yourself becoming a doormat, then you aren’t really 
giving since the other person’s best interest aren’t in mind.  

“Giving is what we do best. It is the air into which we were born. It is the action 
that was designed into us before our birth. Giving is the way the world is. God gives 
himself. He also gives away everything that is. He makes no exceptions for any of 
us. We are given away to our families, to our neighbors, to our friends, to our 
enemies – to the nations. Our life is for others. That is the way creation works. 
Some of us try desperately to hold on to ourselves, to live for ourselves. We look so 
bedraggled and pathetic doing it, hanging on to the dead branch of a bank account 
for dear life, afraid to risk ourselves on the untried wings of giving. We don’t think 
we can live generously because we have never tried. But the sooner we start the 
better, for we are going to have to give up our lives finally, and the longer we wait 
the less time we have for the soaring and swooping life of grace.”  
—Eugene Peterson, Run with the Horses  
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C. Love Expressed.  

We have said that love is a commitment to minister to your spouse’s needs. Commitment 
leads to a conscious goal-setting of ministry in every situation (Eph. 4:29). To set goals for 
ministry takes: 1) an awareness of the specific needs of your spouse and then 2) the giving 
of love through the appropriate channel, matched to your spouse’s needs. You must study 
to discover your spouse’s love language.  

1. The concept of love language.  

a. There are many different ways to express love. You can buy a present, say “I love 
you” out loud, be romantic and tender physically, abide by your loved one’s 
wishes, and so on. For centuries, thinkers have discerned forms of love: affection 
(storge), friendship (phileo), erotic love (eros), and service (agape).  

b. All of these forms of love are necessary, and none are to be ignored, but all of us 
find some forms of love to be more “emotionally valuable” to us. In other words, 
some types of love are more thrilling and fulfilling to us when we receive them.  

c. Because of this, love is often “sent” in a marriage, but it is not “received.” In the 
same way, a radio signal may be sent out on one frequency, but the receiver does 
not respond if it is tuned to another.  

d. God is concerned to send messages in modes which the receiver can understand. 
In Deuteronomy 18:16-18, God changes his channel of communication so the 
Israelites can understand. Jesus himself is a message “in our own language.” 
(John 1:14)  

2. The communication of love languages.  

All of us need all of these forms of love. However, each person has a greater need for 
some of these forms than others. We must communicate love in the way our spouse 
needs it. Here are some principles.  

 

a. Realize you have a “filter” on. You tend to only “hear” certain kinds of love 
language. For example, your spouse may be working hard to provide you with 
material things, but you wish he were more verbal. There is a tendency to say 
“He doesn’t love me!” because he is not communicating love in your most 
valuable language. Take off your filter and recognize the love your spouse is 
giving you.  

 

b. Learn the primary languages of your spouse and send love in those channels, not 
in your favorite channels. We tend to give love in the channels that we like to 
receive it. A husband may enjoy sexual channels as his primary love language, 
but his wife may desire spending time together. He continues to be “romantic” 
and wonders why she claims he doesn’t love her.  

c. Remember that improper love languages can be heard in reverse. If you deny 
your spouse love in his or her desired language and, instead, send it through a 
channel he or she does not value, then your spouse may “hear you in reverse.” 
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For example, giving material things to a person who wants some other form will 
say, “You are trying to buy my love!”  

d. Never abuse the primary love language. Never use it to hurt the other, for the 
hurt will go deep. A man who greatly values the respect of his wife in public 
cannot take her cutting remarks. A woman who is a verbal-language person 
cannot take, “I don’t love you anymore!”  

3. The kinds of love languages.  

(The category of “Affection” or “Romance”.)  

a. Touching.  

Love can be expressed through physical contact. Eye contact, caresses, sitting 
closely together, holding hands. This must not be done simply as preparation for 
sex or it loses its integrity as a way of showing affection. See Wheat, pp. 184-187, 
“Twenty-Five Suggestions for Touching.” See Swihart, pp. 55-58.  

b. Creating loving climates.  

Love can be expressed through creatively finding situations which make focused 
attention easier. Walks, fireplaces, drives, picnics—making efforts to arrange 
these are important. Also, we can work on our own personal appearance as a gift 
to our spouse. Playfulness and fun are part creating romantic climates as well. 
See Wheat, pp. 84-95, “Romantic Love—The Thrill Factor.”  

c. Edifying and Blessing.  

Love can be expressed verbally by expressing our love in strong, personal, 
accurate, and fresh ways. We must also find the strengths and gifts of our 
partner and communicate honest praise, appreciation, and thankfulness for 
him/her. This means refraining from harsh, critical words. We do all of this 
through words, notes, cards, thoughtful expressions on anniversaries, etc. See 
Wheat, pp. 190-191, “Nine Ways to Edify.” See Swihart, pp. 49-54.  

d. Giving gifts.  

Love can be expressed through (often surprise) thoughtful, personal, useful gifts. 
Personal growth gifts (books, tape, records) personal comfort gifts (tools, 
appliances, etc.) See Swihart, pp. 19-26.  

(The category of “Friendship.”)  

e. Spending time together.  

Love can be expressed by spending “quality” time together. That means 1) doing 
something you both enjoy doing and 2) doing something that enables you to 
communicate while doing it. Doing (especially) relaxing activity together is quite 
important. Doing common work tasks bonds you together, but provides less 
communication. Above all, show your spouse that time with him or her has 
priority in your life. See Swihart, pp. 35-40.  
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f. Sharing worlds and responsibilities.  

Love can be expressed through showing supportive loyalty for, as well as 
interest and pride in, the work worlds of your spouse. The man must show the 
same support and help for the woman in her responsibilities as she must in his. 
It may entail the man changing diapers or helping with the sweeping without 
being asked. See Wheat, pp. 187-190, “A Creative View of Sharing.” See Swihart, 
pp. 27-34.  

g. Becoming of one mind.  

Love can be expressed by sharing each others’ mental world. Reading books 
together (even aloud), discussing changes in one’s thinking, studying a subject 
together—all these are included. The couple must develop a “practical oneness” 
about their lifestyle and philosophy of childrearing, and so on.  

h. Creating a climate of trust.  

Love can be expressed through both listening and opening up to the other. 
Friendship is above all a relationship in which it is safe to share fears, hurts, and 
weaknesses—an emotional refuge. Listening takes concentration. Some people 
are good at listening but not at opening up themselves, and vice a versa. Trust is 
also built by following through on commitments, being reliable. See Wheat, pp. 
96-117, “The Gift of Belonging.” See Swihart, pp. 41-48.  

 

(The category of “Service.”)  

i. Being on the same side.  

Love can be expressed by conveying to the other that we are for him or her. You 
must show loyalty and appreciation for your spouse before family and friends by 
treating him/her with respect, by standing up for him or her, and so on. See 
Swihart, pp. 59-64.  

j. Bringing out the best.  

Love can be expressed by seeking to develop the gifts and potential of the other 
person. We must, without any kind of competition, seek to recognize and use 
your spouse’s abilities. See Swihart, pp. 65-70.  

k. Growing together spiritually.  

Love can be expressed by studying the Bible and praying together, by ‘stirring 
each other up to love and good works.” See Wheat, pp. 148-150, “Touching—
Spiritually.”  

l. Changing.  

Love can be expressed through a willingness to change attitudes and behavior 
that annoys or weakens your spouse. There must be an ability to take correction 
and to be accountable for real concrete changes.  
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m. Allowing “space.” Love can be expressed by allowing your spouse privacy, either 
for brief or longer periods, depending on emotional needs. There can be no 
excuses for shutting one’s spouse out of one’s life, but different people have 
different capacities and needs for time alone or outside interests.  

 

(The category of “Erotic” love.)  

n. Loving sexually.  

Love can be expressed by finding out what pleases your partner sexually. It 
might involve taking plenty of time to enjoy foreplay and creating an appropriate 
climate. It might involve initiating love-making. It might involve finding ways of 
keeping the passion in your love-making and preventing it from becoming 
boring or predictable. 
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Exercise 2: “Ways to Show Love”  

Listed below are ten ways that we can show love to one another.  

Rank from 1-10 which of the ways of receiving love are most important to you.  

Rate the most important “1” down to “10” as the least important. Use each of the numbers 1 
through 10 only once.  

Next, rate from 1-10 what you believe your partners love languages are.  

Then get together with your partner and record their actual ratings in the third column. 
Discuss your results.  

 You  Partner  Partner  
(actual)  

1. By giving me things (thoughtful gifts, providing   ______  ______   ______  
decent material needs—nice home, clothing, etc.)  
 

2. By helping me with chores, with children, with work.   ______  ______   ______  
Giving priority to helping me accomplish my responsibilities.  
 

3. By listening to me when I wish to talk. Being   ______  ______   ______   
understanding. Concentrating on me. Providing sympathy.  
 

4. By talking to me and letting me know what you are   ______  ______   ______ 
really thinking and feeling; your joys, hopes, worries, fears.  
 

5. By being physically warm, tender, affectionate and even   ______  ______   ______ 
playful. And not just interested in sex. Romantic.  
 

6. By telling me what you like about me. Affirming   ______  ______   ______ 
my strengths; helping me find my gifts.  
 

7. By standing up for me in front of others. Not joking at   ______  ______   ______ 
my expense. Showing real respect, especially in front of others.  
 

8. By changing habits, attitudes and other things that   ______  ______   ______ 
bother me or make you unattractive. Being open to my criticism.  
 

9. By spending time with me doing and sharing activities   ______  ______   ______ 
I like. Sharing each others worlds.  
 

10. By giving me freedom and “space” or privacy to   ______  ______   ______   
pursue outside interests. Not possessive. 
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EVALUATION:  

1. Are there any great divergences (1 to 10, 2 to 8) on any item between columns A and C? 
This indicates a significant difference in “love language.”  

2. Are there any great divergences on any item between columns A and B? This means you 
seriously misguessed your partner’s love language. Talk about this.  
 

APPLICATION: Choose your partner’s 3 best “languages” and make a list of several concrete 
ways to show him or her love in those favored channels. Check the list with him or her.  

 

Love Contract  

 

I will ______________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

at (place)___________________________________________________ on or by (date)____________________________.  

 

 

 

Love Contract  

 

I will ______________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

at (place)___________________________________________________ on or by (date)____________________________.  

 

 

 



26 
 

IV. COMMUNICATION: GENERAL PRINCIPLES  

A. The Purpose of Communication.  

Human beings are created with the capacity to know and be known and with the need to 
know and be known. It is in communication with one another that this need is fulfilled.  

1. The goal of our communication must be to minister to the other person - to seek their 
well being in our speech to them - to make the person everything God intends them to 
be - to enable them to grow in their humanity. In marriage, to communicate is a way of 
loving a person. Love is communication. Techniques are not at the heart of 
communication. They give structure and form to the loving that is done in 
communication. They can make our loving effective. But, what we do is not as important 
as why we do it. People know whether you love them or not and whether you are “for” 
them. Beneath all the techniques of communication must be the conscious goal to 
minister to the needs of your spouse in all situations. Secular books list the 
communication methods, but miss the crucial fact that communication troubles usually 
come from wrong goals.  

2. If you communicate 1) to punish, 2) to get even, 3) to embarrass, or 4) to win the 
argument, then all the teaching techniques and coaching in the world will be 
unsuccessful. On the other hand, if you have the right goal, techniques come naturally.  

3. When a person is convinced that you are “for” them, criticism can be offered without 
them being defensive and you yourself become less defensive in the face of harsh 
language if you have a ministry goal for your mindset is other-oriented (“How can I care 
for this person?”).  

4. A person never knows who he is until he has an opportunity to express his real feelings 
to another or others. In giving forth our deepest thoughts and feelings we discover who 
we are. Communication in a marriage or friendship must therefore involve sharing 
feelings as well as ideas and facts. To listen to another’s soul into a condition of 
disclosure and discovery may be the greatest service that any human being performs 
for another.  

5. Communication is an art form. It is relationship specific. It includes all behaviors that 
transmit information.  

Communication as bowling.  

Communication as Ping-Pong.  

Communication as charades.  

6. Bottom-Line: Set times for talking. Don’t let your schedule get away from you. Your 
highest purpose as husbands or wives is to be an instrument for promoting your 
partners spiritual and personal welfare. “Your spouse is your own body”, says Paul. You 
don’t keep yourself in the dark, and neither should you keep your spouse in the dark.  
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B. The Methods of Communication  

1. SENDING RULES  

a. Take time to clarify and be specific. (Prov. 24:26)  

1. Don’t hint. Say. Don’t say, “I like that,” when you mean, “I want us to buy 
it.” Avoid “backdoor messages.”  

2. Don’t guess. Ask.  

3. Don’t generalize. Be pointed. If you feel your wife is not having sex with 
you frequently enough, don’t start growling that she isn’t keeping the 
house neat. Don’t focus on peripheral issues. Ask: “if this issue went 
away, would you be happy with the other?”  

4. Don’t send double-bind messages. This is the saying of two conflicting 
things at once. Usually, it is saying words that mean one thing with non-
verbal cues that say another, so that the sender cannot be pinned down 
as to real meaning.  

5. Never refuse to talk about an issue, though you can ask for a 
postponement for a definite period.  

b. Share feelings as well as ideas. (Eph. 4:26-27) In other words, integrate yourself 
with your message. Be self-revealing. Let tones of voice and facial expressions 
reveal real meanings.  

1. Real meaning is not conveyed unless you transmit both ideas and the 
effect they are having on your heart. For example, you hear someone 
say, “I wish you wouldn’t call me that.” But does the person mean that 
he will divorce you if you do it again, or that he will just be mildly 
annoyed? Sharing feelings is threatening, especially for men, but it is 
necessary if communication is to get beyond the cliché level.  

2. One of the main ways to do this is to provide direct information about 
your feelings by using “I” statements—sentences that begin with “I” and 
describe the impact of the other person on the speaker. Example: Not 
“You always notice the work Bill does instead of mine” but rather, “I feel 
that none of my good work gets appreciated.”  

c. Avoid questions that are not really questions. Real questions seek information. 
Phony questions seek to control.  

1. The leading question. An attempt to limit or restrict the possible responses 
of a person. “Isn’t it really true that...?”  

2. The punishing question. A question that can’t be answered without 
humiliation. “Why did you forget that again?” “How could you have done 
this?”  
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3. The screened question. Fearing to show his real desire, the questioner 
hopes the other will suggest what he really wants.  

4. The Command question. Demanding something in the form of a question. 
“When are you finally going to...?”  

d. Speak with respect for the listener. Avoid the following attacking or scorning 
techniques.  

1. Dragging in the past.  

2. Making criticisms without any proposals of alternatives.  

3. Exaggerating the other’s position and responding to that. “So, you are 
saying I’m a bad housekeeper?”  

4. Counter accusations. ‘Well, you aren’t much at maintaining the house 
yourself.”  

5. Attacking the person, not the problem. Not, “You’re so thoughtless!” but 
“How can we help you remember the kids’ birthdays?”  

6. Getting harsh, loud, sarcastic, dramatic (as opposed to warm, respectful, 
courteous, reserved).  

7. Using “gunpowder” words (those phrases or subjects which, over the 
years, you learned displease the other person).  

8. Saying “you always” or “you never.”  

e. Check your message with the listener routinely. “Did you understand what I 
meant?” “What does it sound like to you that I am saying? Repeat it back to me, 
please.”  

2. RECEIVING RULES  

a. Concentrate on the present conversation. Do not muse on what you will say next. 
Do not interrupt: 1) to correct details, 2) to finish sentences or thoughts, 3) to 
cross-examine.  

b. Give eye contact and attention. Look at non-verbal communication in order to 
get the meaning.  

c. Register acceptance and understanding, to encourage the person to get out the 
whole of his message. (Silence is not listening. It unnerves the speaker and does 
not encourage more communication! Active listening means not speaking too 
much or too little.)  

 

1. The concept of “acceptance”—it is different than approval. Approval says, 
“I think you are right.” Acceptance says, “I’m glad we can talk about this, 
and I care about you even if we don’t agree about this.”  

2. The concept of “understanding”—it is different from “analysis.” Analysis 
says, “I see your trouble; now sit down and let me tell you.” 
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Understanding says, “I see what you are going through. Are you feeling 
like this?”  

d. Slow your evaluation and conclusions.  

 

Do not:  

Apologize quickly (“You’re right. It was all my fault...”)  

Advise quickly (“Maybe you should just...”)  

Explain quickly (“Well, the whole reason I said that was...”)  

Analyze quickly (“What you really mean is…”)  

Scorn (“You are silly to feel like that!”)  

Attack (“That’s just not true! You don’t...”)  

In each of these cases, the listener’s response is rejecting the feelings of the 
speaker. By moving to respond too quickly, you are communicating that the 
person’s feeling is not crucial. Beware of answering a feeling with a fact.  

 

Instead:  

Respond with exploring questions or responses (“I guess you felt like this when 
I...”), with understanding questions and responses (“I guess if I were in your 
shoes I would...”). For example, if someone is saying that she is scared of failing a 
test, don’t say, “Don’t be silly! You’ll do fine!” Instead, “Sounds like you are pretty 
worried about it.” If she is unusually scared, she will open up. If she is not, she’ll 
laugh and dismiss it.  

e. Avoid mind-reading  

1. We can never really know the state of mind - attitudes, thoughts, feelings - 
of other people.  

2. We depend on signals, frequently ambiguous, to inform us about the 
attitudes and wishes of others.  

3. We use our own decoding system, which may be defective, to decipher 
these signals.  

4. Depending on our own state of mind at a particular time, we may be biased 
in our method of interpreting other peoples behavior, that is, how we 
decode.  

5. The degree to which we believe we are correct in discerning another’s 
motives is not related to the actual accuracy of our belief.  

 

f. Check your evaluation with the speaker. After you have drawn the speaker out 
and communicated acceptance of his or her feelings, draw some conclusions and 
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check. Not, “Why are you so angry with me?” but “I think you mean you are 
pretty angry with me. Is that right?” If you are right, then it may be appropriate 
to apologize, explain, or advise.  

 

SUMMARY  

 

SENDING RULES  

o Express displeasure with a ministry goal.  

o Take time to clarify and be specific.  

o Share feelings as well as ideas.  

o Ask questions that seek information, not control.  

o Speak with respect to the listener.  

o Check your message with the listener.  
 

RECEIVING RULES  

o Concentrate on the present conversations.  

o Register acceptance and understanding.  

o Slow your evaluation and conclusions.  

o Check your evaluation with the speaker.  
 

SIMPLIFIED RULES (for posting and following at a conference table):  

o Each person allows the other to talk without interruptions.  

o Each person restates the feelings and message of the other before responding.  

o Each person stays on the subject and moves off only with the permission of the 
other.  

o No one can attack the other person, only the problem. When it happens, say,  
“I feel attacked.” The speaker must change behavior without an argument.  
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Exercise 3: Communication Jammers Inventory and Conflict Analysis  

Communication Jammers Inventory. Rank the jammers that you and your partner use the most. Put 
a “1” in the slot of the barrier he or she uses often, “2” for those used sometimes, “3” for those used 
seldom and “4” for those used never. . On the basis of what you have read and experienced, name 
what you think is your partner’s worst communication problem. Give one example. (Do not 
discuss with him or her before you answer). Now isolate your own worst communication problem. 
Give one example. Share these answers with each other.  

You  Partner  

A. Claming up; not talking or denying that there is a problem     ________  ________  

B. Hinting instead of forthrightness; “backdoor” messages      ________  ________  

C. Being very slow to admit when wrong           ________  ________  

D. Problem-centered, not solution-centered          ________  ________ 
(refusing to be consoled or try solutions)  

E. Exaggeration                  ________  ________ 
(“You always’, “you never”, “so you think I’m a failure?”)  

F. Defensive                   ________  ________ 
(being very quick to make excuses, reject criticism)  

G. Hitting below the belt (using statements designed to hurt the other)  ________  ________  

H. A know-it-all air (being quick to analyze, to say “I told you so”)    ________  ________  

I. Jumping to conclusions               ________  ________ 
(without checking for the real meaning of the sender)  

J. Interrupting (cross-examining, not letting the other finish)     ________  ________  

K. Double bind (“Yes, I said you could go bowling,        ________  ________ 
but you knew I wanted us to go to a movie!”)  

L. Aborting with an early apology. Asking quickly for forgiveness    ________  ________ 
without working through the problem. 

M. Bringing up the past; changing the subject         ________  ________  

N. Cold shoulder; withholding affection           ________  ________  

O. Belittling feelings                ________  ________ 
(“Cheer up” “Simmer down” “Let’s stop the hysterics, shall we?”)  

P. Using scare tactics (“If I broke up with you, where would you be?”)  ________  _________ 
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Conflict Analysis. In what areas do most disagreements or tensions between you occur?  
1-Always agree. 2-Almost always agree 3-Occasionally disagree 4-Frequently disagree  
5-Almost always disagree 6-Always disagree  

1. Handling finances _______  

2. Forms of recreation_______  

3. Practice of Christianity_______  

4. Doctrines of Christianity _______  

5. Demonstration of affection_______  

6. Friends_______  

7. Physical/sexual relationship_______  

8. Social behavior_______  

9. Ways of dealing with families, in-laws_______  

10. Amount and use of time spent together_______  

11. Career decisions_______  

12. Aims, goals, and things believed important _______  

13. Child-rearing practices_______  

14. Location of home and living conditions_______  

15. Household tasks _______  

If there are any areas not listed where you have disagreements, please list them below and give 
each a number value.  

On a scale from 1 (most satisfied) to 10 (least satisfied), rate how effectively you feel you solve 
disagreements as a couple. 
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V. CONFLICT AND PROBLEM SOLVING  

A. Conflict Principles.  

1. Marriage is the union of two sinners. Therefore, you must expect to have problems 
and conflicts. Each of you must expect to find immaturity, self-centeredness, 
annoying habits, insensitivity, etc. in the other. And you must expect (and ask!) the 
other person to find the same in you. Marriage is like a mirror in which you will be 
forced to see many of your bad traits that you were able to “get away with” before. 
Now they will create problems in your marriage relationship.  

2. How then does a Christian marriage differ from a non-Christian one?  

a. They can admit (not avoid, hide, or blame others for) their sins.  

b. They can make progress out of their sins, because they rely on the resources 
God provides them in His Word, Spirit, and church.  

3. Therefore, the mark of a healthy marriage is not a marriage without problems and 
conflicts (there is no such thing), but a marriage in which problems are being solved 
and settled one at a time. A good illustration is a gem tumbler. Two rough stones, 
along with grinding compound (to prevent cracking) are put into a tumbler and they 
knock the rough edges off of each other. So with the Holy Spirit (the compound) 
marriage is a tumbler, bringing two sinners together to sanctify each other, “as iron 
sharpens iron.”  

4. What is a “conflict”? It is any disagreement that creates emotional tension and pain in 
one or more parties. Some symptoms of a conflict are when there is an issue you 
cannot discuss without an argument, or that you can discuss but never make any 
progress with.  

5. What causes conflicts? Anyone or a combination of these three factors:  

a. A genuine disagreement based on differences in perspective, taste, value, 
goals, temperament, philosophy.  

b. A misunderstanding. Lack of clear communication.  

c. Selfishness and pride. (James 4:1-3)  

Actually, any conflict can be placed along a continuum. On one end are simple 
differences of opinion in decision making. But at the other end are personal 
antagonisms and arguments. These are clashes which may have started either as 
differences of opinion or because of the sin of one or both parties. But as sin 
(selfishness and pride) become involved, there is anger, resentment, coldness.  

6. Five conflict styles:  

a. Withdraw  

This can mean physically withdrawing, cutting off the conversation or 
simply denying that the problem exists. This creates a conflict over how 
you are handling the conflict!  
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b. Win  

This means giving no ground, offering no confessions or concessions, 
pressing your opinion or position until the other yields. This is only OK 
when the other side has no deep feelings about his or her position.  

 

c. Yield  

This means giving in for the sake of the relationship. Usually, yielding is OK 
if your side is not important to you. But yielding often leaves the yielder 
angry but hiding the anger.  

d. Compromise  

This means giving up some of your desires and pressing the other to give 
up some of his, but without complete honesty. Usually neither side is 
sharing how deeply they feel about the issue, and thus both leave hurt and 
angry.  

e. Resolve  

This involves honesty (like the win person, not the yield person) and love 
(like the yield person, not the win person). The “resolve” program entails 
getting the whole truth, facts and feelings, from both parties and then an 
analysis of alternatives with a real seeking to meet the needs of both.  

7. There are four tactics in communication which are especially destructive to 
relationships and which one ought to make a conscious effort to avoid. They are 
listed here in ascending order with regards to the damage they inflict.  

a. Criticism. Criticisms attack the character of the person rather than attacking 
the problem. Complaints focus on the particular behavior in question 
rather than the person’s character and therefore are more effectively used 
in conflict communication.  

b. Contempt. This is where one moves to actually scorning another person and 
psychologically abusing them. It may involve name calling, hostile humor, 
mockery or body language. In all cases it is an expression of a decrease in 
admiration for the person. (Ex. “You stupid jerk, I should have known you’d 
pull something like that!”)  

c. Defensiveness. We engage in defensiveness when we blame shift, deny 
responsibility and make excuses in order to protect ourselves and ward off 
an attack. Defensiveness prevents genuine engagement with one another 
from occurring.  

d. Stonewalling. Turning into a stone wall before the other person. Shutting 
down and clamming up. Refusing to deal with the other person. Contrary to 
what most stonewallers think, this action is not perceived as neutral. 
Instead, it is perceived as hostile and punishing. It makes relating 
impossible.  
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8. There are two kinds of conflicts: conflicts over issues and conflicts over personal 
offenses  

 

B. The Rules of War  

 

Communication Guidelines For Solving Conflicts Over Issues  

1. Separate problem discussion from problem solving. If you do not do this, you will end up 
trying to solve problems prematurely. Neither party may feel understood and thus, not 
having taken into account all the facts, the solution may be inadequate.  

2. Discuss one issue at a time. If a second issue gets brought up, label it as such. You can 
then agree together that the second issue underlies the first or has priority over it and 
discuss it instead. Discussion of the first issue then gets postponed until later. Both 
parties should agree to changing the issue or else you should remain on the initial issue.  

3. One person has the floor at a time. This person should take time to be clear and specific.  

Each person might define the problem like this:  

When you did (or didn’t do) ____________ in situation __________, I felt __________.  

When you didn’t call to tell me - you were going to be late for the dinner appointment - I 
felt frustrated.  

4. The second party should not rebut or answer the person with the floor. However, they 
may ask the person with the floor to clarify their point if they think they may not 
understand it. It is appropriate, especially in heated debate, for the person without the 
floor to parrot back the words of the person with the floor to demonstrate that he/she 
has really heard him/her. The person with the floor should then indicate whether or 
not the hearer accurately communicated back the gist of the message.  

5. After communicating a basic idea or two the floor should be handed over to the second 
party and steps 3 & 4 should be repeated.  

6. Attack the problem, not the person.  

7. Avoid mind-reading. Don’t assume you know the other person’s motivations. Use “I” 
language instead of “you” language. (Example: Don’t say, “You were trying to hurt me 
when you put down my idea.” Instead say, “I felt that you were trying to hurt me when 
you put down my idea” or just “I felt hurt when you put down my idea.”)  

8. Avoid catastrophic language. (“You ALWAYS do that” or “You NEVER listen to me”)  

9. Avoid language and gestures that escalates the intensity of the discussion. (i.e. name 
calling, exaggeration, inflammatory language, eye-rolling, loud sighs, turning away, etc.)  

10. Use repair mechanisms to soothe your partner and break the tension (humor, affection, 
sympathy, getting back on track, calling each other back to the rules, affirming good 
ideas, softening persuasion)  
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11. Allow for time-outs. Either party should have the prerogative to call a time-out if things 
get so tense that they feel further conducive discussion cannot be had at the moment. 
However, a specific time ought to be set then and there for when you will resume 
discussion.  

12. Problem solve through brainstorming a wide range of possible solutions.  

13. Boil these wide range of possible solutions down to a mutually satisfying solution. Ask 
yourselves, “What will be the effect on each of us? Will this solution trample on the need 
of either?”  

14. Put the force of a plan behind promises that are made so that you are not left with mere 
good intentions.  

15. Set regular times for problem discussion so that things do not build up.  

Remember that an intention to do something is not a solution to a problem. A solution has a 
concrete, specific plan. The force of a promise, however earnest it may be, is weakened 
without a plan. Indeed, conflict is most significantly dealt with not only when you have a 
plan for a particular situation but for similar situations so that such conflicts are prevented 
from occurring.  

 

Communication Guidelines for Solving Conflicts Over Personal Offenses  

Often a conflict over issues leads to anger and bitterness or there are personal offenses which 
take place apart from any issues. In these situations the relationship itself must be healed as 
well. There is a four-fold stage or sequence to these offenses and their healing.  

1. The first stage is when the perceived offense takes place. If you are going to be able to deal 
with it effectively you must be able to identify it and label it specifically. If there is a pattern 
of behavior which is offensive, you must be able to give specific, concrete examples.  

2. The second stage is marked by anger. This anger is not necessarily wrong. Anger, like a 
smoke alarm, is a warning signal. It tells you that something is wrong which must be 
addressed. The question you must ask is, “What is wrong? Is it something inside me or 
something outside me?” Anger serves the purpose of enabling you to put things back in 
order again.  

a. Determine if something is wrong with you? Is it selfishness, pride, inconvenience, a 
violation of your “rights”?  

1) First, think “what goal of mine is being blocked?”  

2) Second, if the goal is something you can’t get through your efforts alone, 
then recognize it as a desire, not a legitimate goal. Those things not in your 
control are in God’s hands. Anger and frustration with God are wrong. Do 
you think you are smarter than he?  

3) Choose a new goal—a ministry goal. (e.g. to try to understand, to show 
appreciation, to express respect and commitment, to help her understand 
how her behavior affects you, or to remove the distance you put there by 
being cold, etc.)  
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4) Now, only express negative feelings if it reaches a ministry goal. Anger that 
is inappropriately expressed adds to the chaos rather than putting things 
back into order again. Be conscious as to why you are expressing negative 
feelings. Are you trying to get her to back down, or to punish by making her 
feel bad?  

b. “Change yourself” principle  

If your anger is not justified, you are certainly called to change yourself. However, 
even if you are justified in your anger, Matthew 7:3-5 says that we must remove the 
log from our own eye before we can remove the speck in our brother’s. Thus we 
learn that the best way to change your spouse is to change yourself. Don’t expect 
communication to solve all your troubles! We are supposed to start with ourselves. 
When clothes are too tight, should you alter them or lose weight? When your 
spouse’s differences cramp you, start by trying to “lose weight”—change yourself. 

3. The third stage is granting forgiveness. Forgiveness is a conscious choice to let go of the 
offense and your consequent anger. It does not involve saying the offense “didn’t really 
matter.” Instead, it involves looking at the offense with your eyes open and seeing all of its 
ugliness and still choosing not to hold it against the person. 

a. Forgiveness is often granted before it is felt (Luke 17:3-6) 

b. It involves making a threefold promise. (1) You will not bring it up to the person 
again. (2) You will not bring it up to others. (3) You will not bring it up to yourself. It 
is this third promise which is involved when we talk about “forgetting” a person’s 
sin against. This does not mean that the offense truly leaves your consciousness or 
that you are able to prevent it from coming to mind. Instead, it means that you will 
not dwell on the thoughts or “play the tapes” of the offense over and over again in 
your mind. 

c. The power for forgiveness comes by looking at God in Christ’s forgiveness of us. It 
is the fact of the cross that enable us our hearts to be melted to the point that we too 
hold our forgiveness. You speak to yourself like this, “However great my spouse’s 
offenses against me might be (and they could be very great indeed) when I compare 
them to my offenses against God they look like a molehill next to a mountain. If he 
has forgiven me, how can I possibly withhold forgiveness from them.” 

4. The fourth stage is reconciliation. 

a. God holds both parties responsible to initiate forgiveness and reconciliation, no 
matter who started things (Matthew 5:21-26; 18:15ff.) 

b. There are two sides to reconciliation 

1) Repentance. It consists of confession to God (not just sorrow over the 
consequences of sin, but over the sin itself), confession to the person 
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wronged without blame shifting, and a concrete plan of change to avoid the 
sin in the future (Luke 3:7-14). 

2) Forgiveness. It is a promise not to bring the sin up again to the person who 
sinned, to others, nor to dwell on it yourself. Forgiveness is granted first, then 
felt later (Luke 17:3-10). 

c. Following forgiveness and repentance on both parts, a new relationship must be 
actively sought. True reconciliation has not taken place until the relationship is at 
least as strong as it was before. 

d. Matthew 5:24 track (you have offended): 

1) Pray and practice in private how you will begin. 

2) Although there is likely sin on the part of the other, go to speak only of 
your own faults. Make no excuses; don’t accuse. Admit your part (even if it is 
only 10%) of the problem. 

3) Begin “It looks to me that I’ve offended or displeased you some how. Am I 
right?” or “I know I have wronged you in this way....Are there any others?” 

 

When listening to the other’s answer: Let him finish; ask gently for 
evidence or examples of any criticism; look for any underlying problems 
the critic may be missing; assume God is speaking to you in the criticism.  

4) When you have gotten her list, there are only two ways to respond. You 
may need both, in two different areas:  

o “Forgive me” Don’t just apologize. Ask for forgiveness. Press for it. Be 
honest. If the charge is exaggerated and mixed with distortions, 
extract the valid criticism, the truth, and confess it. Tell him of plans 
that will prevent this from happening in the future.  

o “Let me explain” If after humble self-examination you do not see that 
you are in the wrong, demonstrate that humbly and finish by asking, 
“Can you accept my point of view?” Press for agreement.  

5) If you have been hurt or wronged, only now can you bring up the speck in 
the other party’s eye (see Matthew 18 track below).  

6) Lastly show your intention to improve the relationship. Offer a plan to do 
something together—even just a walk.  

e. Matthew 18:15 track (You have been wronged):  

1) Determine when and whether to express anger/hurt/upset. (Prov. 29:11) 
The Scriptures encourages us to try to cover over offenses with love. If 
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you try this and find that the offense keeps nagging at you then you 
should bring it up. Still, you must express your anger appropriately. You 
can express anger with a ministry goal. Rather than using your anger to 
lash out or to tear the other person down, you can express it in such a 
way that benefits the offender and builds them up.  

2) Pray and practice what you will say.  

3) Begin with a positive question. “Listen, it looks to me like you’ve wronged 
me in this way and I feel like...... But I really want you to correct me if I am 
wrong. Could you explain what happened?” Be honest and very specific 
(document any complaint!) about your grievance, but then be open to his 
or her correction.  

4) Be loving and humble. Ordinarily, you should confess any resentment. 
“This has been bothering me and I haven’t dealt with my anger too well. 
Please forgive me.”  

5) If there is acknowledgment, offer alternatives or solutions which you have 
thought of in preparation for this. “I would really like it if instead you 
did....”  

6) Offer forgiveness, but be careful to do so in a non-condescending way. Say, 
“I want you to know that I want to forget this and put it behind me. I 
won’t dwell on it or treat you differently.”  

7) As above, press for a renewed relationship.  

f. Romans 12:14 track (If the person will not reconcile):  

1) Make a list of possible situation that may arise; plan kind things to say in a 
conflict situation.  

2) Make a list of the other’s needs and a list of concrete ways to fill them.  

3) Pray often for him or her.  

4) Forgive the person despite his or her lack of repentance (Mark 11:25).  
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C. Gender and Conflict  

The Differences  

1. Though it would be quite wrong to say that men are incapable of intimacy, it is probably 
fair to say that women are more comfortable in intimate relationships. They have had 
far more socialization when it comes to developing intimacy. Whereas “women can 
easily swim in an ocean of intense emotions, men are most likely to feel ‘lost at sea’”. 
Men tend to grow up having a harder time recovering from upset, being told to 
suppress their feelings, and learning to avoid them. Women tend to grow up recovering 
more easily, being encouraged to value expressing feelings, and learning to express and 
explore them.  

2. Because of their greater proclivity at intimacy, women tend to be the emotional 
managers. “They are usually better attuned than men to the changing emotional climate 
in their relationships and more willing to confront problems.” This is not said in order 
absolve men of their responsibility to confront problems. However, it does suggest that 
men may be less perceptive about problems and that even once perceived, they will be 
less likely to bring them up.  

3. The physiological responses are significantly different between men and women during 
confrontation. In difficult marital discussions, a man’s blood pressure and heart rate 
will rise much higher and will stay elevated longer than his wife’s. This in turn leads to a 
greater secretion of adrenaline. We a person experiences these changes we can refer to 
the person as “flooded.” These physiological reactions can create a significant degree of 
discomfort. It then becomes much more difficult to listen. The tendency, in the presence 
of these physiological changes is to eventually become very withdrawn and then finally 
to stonewall (84% of stonewallers are men). This stonewalling reaction of men 
understandably makes women upset. A woman’s tendency is to try to get a reaction, 
which in turn further elevates a man’s physiological reactions which leads to greater 
stonewalling and walking at the door. The cycle can be rather vicious.  

This is not to suggest that women are invulnerable to such physiological distress. The 
stonewalling of men often produces such distress. When men stonewall they might say, 
“I’m trying not to react.” However, women perceive stonewalling and withdrawal as an 
act of hostility. It is seen as an inexplicable attack on the relationship. It is taken as an 
expression of rejection and as such can be devastating and infuriating.  

Therefore, though women are not invulnerable to “flooding”, men tend to get “flooded” 
much more quickly. And once flooded, men are more likely to repeat negative thoughts 
that keep them riled up (stress-maintaining thoughts).  

In light of these biological reactions women find it more desirable to get issues aired 
and settled and men tend to avoid them.  

 

Handling the Differences  

1. It should go without saying that if a marriage is to be healthy, enjoyable and fulfilling, 
problems must be dealt with. Though men should in no way consider themselves 
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absolved from bringing up problems, women are more likely to bring them up and 
should avoid being overly frustrated at taking on that role. Indeed a woman might find 
herself saying, “A problem I have with our relationship is that you never bring up the 
problems in our relationship!!” John Gottman puts it like this, “Even in good marriages, 
there’s always a degree of inequity, with the women typically the couple’s emotional 
captain. She’s at the helm of the relation-ship, reading the emotional weather moment 
by moment and deciding whether to head straight into the storm or to reroute the 
boat.”  

Men must realize that as unpleasant as conflicts may be it is unwise to avoid embracing 
your wife’s anger when she bring up a problem. It does neither you or the relationship 
any good. You must recognize that she is working to keep your relationship healthy.  

 

2. Men must be aware of the fact that they tend to get flooded rather easily and maintain 
that state. In light of those facts they must seek to fight against there tendency to 
withdraw and must also seek to avoid distress maintaining thoughts.  

a. When conflicts initially arise it is important to say to yourself something along 
these lines: “It may not be important to me, but obviously, it’s important to her 
so I’ll listen.” Try not to react to her reaction but to what underlies her reaction. 
If you stay with your wife through your discomfort and listen to her criticisms 
rather than insisting that she’s exaggerating or getting hysterical over nothing, 
the whole tenor of the conversation is likely to change.  

b. Once the conflict has begun you must seek to replace distress maintaining 
thoughts with self-soothing thoughts. Gottman suggests that women get over 
their distress much more quickly. After an intense exchange they will soothe 
themselves by saying things such as, “I really do love him.” “I’m sorry he’s really 
upset now.” “I don’t have to take his anger personally.” “This really is a good 
marriage, he’s just in a bad mood because of his job.” or “Just relax, it will get 
better.” Men must discipline themselves to do the same.  

3. Women must realize that, when it comes to emotions, men are from a different planet. 
Though you may often end up bringing up the difficulties, it behooves you to do so in a 
calm and gentle manner. If you do not, your husband is far more likely to withdraw. 
Along these lines, research shows that women are more likely than men to offer a 
criticism rather than a complaint. Rather than attacking a problem, they attack the 
person. This often sets a negative cycle in motion.  
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D. Expectations and Conflict  

Conflict often arises in a marriage because couples have different expectations regarding a 
number of different areas of their life. Our degree of satisfaction or disappointment in our 
relationships is based largely on how what is happening in our relationship matches up with 
our expectations for it. Expectations come in all shapes and sizes and can have both positive 
and negative effects on a relationship. When they are realistic they can help push and guide the 
relationship into very healthy places. When they are not realistic or fair, they can have a 
crippling effect.  

The fact is that we are often not aware or conscious of many of our expectations. Therefore it is 
important that we discern them. Often we can discover them by being aware of our own 
disappointments. In the midst of such feelings expectations we did not know that we had are 
made clear to us. It is very important that people in a relationship share as many of their 
known expectations as possible and talk them through. The clearer and more detailed you can 
be about them, the better it is. As you discover new expectations it is also important to bring 
them up. In doing so, you will understand one another better and much unnecessary conflict 
and frustration can be avoided. 
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Exercise 4: Expectations in Marriage  

I. The following exercise is to help you reflect on your own expectations (both for how you think 
your partner should behave and for the way we want things to be in the relationship) and then 
enable you to discuss them with your spouse with the hopes of then developing some consensus 
on your expectations. Having thought about your expectations in some depth (you will undermine 
the benefit of this exercise if you only think about them in a superficial and quick way), write them 
down. Initially, you ought not give to much thought to how realistic your expectations are. It is 
important that you be honest about your true desires. It will do you no good to hide your true 
desires because you think they are not “correct” or are afraid of what your partner will think of 
them. After you have both written them down you can then take up the task together of discerning 
how realistic they are and of trying to cultivate similar expectations. It is important that you strive 
to get on the same page and develop agreement about your expectations.  

What do you want (what are your expectations) regarding:  

1. The longevity of this relationship? “As long as we both shall live”? What are your beliefs 
about divorce?  

2. Love? Do you expect to love each other always? Do you expect this to change over time?  

3. Your sexual relationship? Frequency? Practices? Taboos?  

4. Romance? What is romantic for you?  

5. Children? How many? What kind of discipline will you practice?  

6. Work, careers, and provision of income? Who will work in the future? Whose 
career/job is more important? If there are children, will either partner reduce work 
time out of the home to take care of the children?  

7. The degree of emotional dependency on the other? Do you want to be taken care of and 
how? How much do you expect to be able to rely on each other to get through tough 
times?  

8. Basic approach to life. As a team? As two independent individuals?  

9. Loyalty? What does it mean to you?  

10. Communication about problems in the relationship? Do you wan to talk these out, and if 
so, how?  

11. Power? Who do you expect will have more power in what kinds of decisions? For 
example, who will control the money or discipline the kids? What happens when you 
disagree in a key area? Who has the power now and how do you feel about that?  

12. Household tasks? Who do you expect will do what? How much household work will 
each of you do in the future? What are your expectations about neatness and cleanliness 
in the house?  

13. Religious beliefs and observances? How, what where and when? If you have kids, what 
then? How do you expect to practice your spiritual beliefs in your relationship? In what 
ways do you expect to financially support the church and other charitable 
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organizations? Do you see potential areas of conflict regarding spiritual beliefs between 
you and your partner? If so, what are they?  

14. Time together? How much time do you want to spend together (versus with friends, at 
work, with family, etc.  

15. Sharing feelings? How much of what you are each feeling do you expect should be 
shared?  

16. Friendship with your partner? What is a friend? What would it mean to maintain or 
have a friendship with your partner?  

17. Extended family? How involved do you plan to be with your families?  

18. Vacations? Where do you like to go and what do you like to do on your vacations?  

19. Lifestyle? Where and in what conditions do you hope to see yourself living 5, 10 and 20 
years from now? What material things do you hope to own?  

20. Money? Savings, credit cards, debt?  

21. The little things in life? Where you squeeze the toothpaste? Is the toilet seat left up or 
down? Who sends greeting cards, if either? Really think about the little things that could 
or have irritated you. What do you want or expect in each area?  

22. How will you handle times when you hurt one another in the relationship?  

23. Forgiveness? How important is forgiveness in your relationship? How should 
forgiveness effect your relationship?  

24. List all other expectations for how you want things to be that you are aware of and are 
important to you which have not come out in the above areas.  

II.  

1. What is your conflict style? Without conferring, take a moment to write down what you 
think your style is by rating, from “1” (main style) to “5” (least used) the 5 styles 
presented. Then do the same for your partner. Compare and discuss.  

2. Identify a disagreement or conflict you are having or tend to have (Pick an area in which 
you have a moderate amount of conflict. Do not pick your hottest topic.) Deal with it 
according to the “Communication Guidelines For Solving Conflicts Over Issues.”  

3. Each make a list of five positive and specific changes in the behavior of your partner 
that would help you enjoy your relationship more. (For example, write: “Ask me how I 
spent my day”, rather than “Don’t ignore me so much.”)  

 

Discuss the list with each other and come up with some concrete steps for making changes in 
these areas. Bring the list to the next session. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________. 

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________. 
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Exercise 5: Role Relationships  

1. What kind of roles did your parents have in their relationship? What, if anything, about 
those roles, attitudes, practices and behaviors would you hope to emulate in your 
marriage and what would you hope to change?  

 

 

 

2. What do you understand to be some of the things which make males and females 
different form one another? How do you think those differences will effect the marriage 
relationship? What kind of impact will those differences have on your relationship?  

 

 

 

3. What do I uniquely as a man/woman most want in this relationship from my partner as 
a man/woman?  

 

 

 

4. What do I uniquely as a man/woman most want to give to and provide for my partner 
as a man/woman?  
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VI. ROLE RELATIONSHIPS IN MARRIAGE.  

1. Our Equality  

a. Man and woman are equal before God in dignity and value (Galatians 3:28). There is no 
hint of superiority or inferiority between them in the Bible’s teaching.  

 

“The woman was made of a rib out of the side of Adam; not made out of his head to 
rule over him, nor out of his feet to be trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be 
equal with him, under his arm to be protected, and near his heart to be beloved.” 
Matthew Henry  

b. The initial job description given to human beings is given to men and women equally: “Be 
fruitful and increase in number. Fill the earth and subdue it.”  

c. The biblical emphasis is not on our differences, but the things we have in common and 
our overall growth as human beings. In particular, we are encouraged to grow in Christ-
likeness and take on Jesus’ character, whether we be a man or a woman. God is at work 
to redeem us as human beings so that his image is restored in us.  

d. The woman being called a “helper suitable for him” is not to be read pejoratively. To be a 
helper to someone is to have strengths that they do not have and to come alongside 
them together in mission. God, for instance, is referred to as “a very present help in 
times of trouble.”  

e. In our equality, the Bible calls us, first and foremost, to mutual submission. Indeed, 
mutuality and togetherness are priority words in a healthy marriage. Before Paul says 
anything about the distinctiveness of the husband and wife’s roles, he calls them to 
mutuality. In Eph. 5:21 he tells Christians to “submit to one another out of reverence for 
Christ.”  

What is submission?  

The word means to “place under.” The picture which this conjures up is that of legs 
being placed under one’s body as a means to supporting the body or the supports which 
are underneath a bridge in order to hold it up. One of the myths which this immediately 
dispels is that a person who submits is somehow acting from a position of weakness or 
inferiority. Indeed, it implies that one is acting from a position of strength. The one who 
submits is giving something to another what they do not have and which they need.  

“Submission”, say Allender and Longman, “is the giving up of one’s own will and 
agenda for life for the benefit of another person. It is putting oneself in alignment to 
the greater good of the other. Submission is not obeying another; it is putting oneself 
under the other to serve the good of God for that person’s life.”  

When Paul calls husbands to “love their wives as Christ loved the church” (Eph. 5), it is 
certainly a call to put their wives needs above their own and thus a call to submission.  

Submission is thus motivated by a love which desires to see the other person become 
everything that God intends them to be. Each person is to live for the other more than 
they do for himself or herself.  
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A healthy marriage requires this kind of mutual submission. People who are getting 
married ought to realize that once they have done so, their lives are no longer their 
own. They can no longer do what they want to do, when they want to do it. There is 
another person to be considered. The effect of your actions on them must always taken 
into account. There is no longer room for one person to unilaterally call all the shots. If 
one does that there is no way that the person will consider you to be on his/her side or 
“for” them. Because “mutual submission is the only workable path to a strong marriage” 
one needs to consider the willingness and ability of their potential marriage partner to 
offer this submission. Most importantly, they should ask themselves whether or not 
they are ready and willing to submit themselves to the particular man or woman whom 
they are considering marrying.  

2. Our Diversity: Masculinity and Femininity  

This co-equal partnership does not alter the fact that there is a framework in which it is to 
be carried out - a framework which corresponds to our uniqueness as male and female. 
Man and woman are not equivalent or interchangeable. Each has different and 
complementary functions. (Gen. 2:18-25)  

In the field of gender studies a number of general differences between men and women 
have been noted. The physical differences are obvious. However, there appear to be 
psychical differences which correspond to these physical differences. It should be noted 
from the start that these differences are not hard and fast. While each gender reflects in a 
heightened way certain character traits of God, neither reflects these traits exclusively. 
There is significant overlap.  

We also need to be careful here about generalizations made about men and women in 
many popular books. Describing what often “is” is not the same thing as saying what ought 
to be. Some of the general behaviors attributed to men & men are there because of how sin 
has distorted us rather than just being natural to our gender. These behaviors are to be 
fought against rather than accepted.  

Defining the differences  

Most attempts to define gender try to do so with a precision that is impossible. Still, the 
mystery of masculinity and femininity is foolishly ignored. The fact is that it is not easily 
explained. The differences are evident to any man and women engaged in relationship. 
However, these differences are on a continuum. As soon as you try to put something down, 
along comes a man or woman who contradicts your statement. Still, as long as one 
acknowledges the fluidity of the definitions, some general differences can be noted.  

In Carol Gilligan’s book, In a Different Voice, she notes a number of the differences between 
men and women. Though each reasons, communicates, and chooses, a fundamental 
difference underlies these processes: in men there is a primary orientation to task; in 
women, a primary orientation to relationship. This is not to say that women don’t care 
about task or that men don’t care about relationship. If they did not their femininity or 
masculinity would be perverted. It would make them hollow, lop-sided, and deficient. 
Remember, there is overlap. However, it is to say that one of these orientations is more 
central in each sex.  
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With regard to women, Gilligan states, “Identity is defined in a context of relationship and judged 
by a standard of responsibility and care. Similarly, morality is seen by these women as arising 
from the experience of connection and conceived as a problem of inclusion rather than one of 
balancing claims.” With regard to men: “The tone of identity is different, clearer, more direct, more 
distinct and sharp-edged... The male ‘I’ is defined in separation...Instead of attachment, individual 
achievement rivets the imagination, and great ideas or distinctive activity defines the standard of 
self-assessment and success Power and separation secure the man in an identity achieved through 
work.” “Women see themselves maturing as they attach themselves. Men see themselves maturing 
as they separate themselves.”  

In summarizing Gilligan’s work, Allender and Longman conclude generally, “Men define maturity 
in terms of separating from relationship and accomplishing a great dream; women view maturity 
in light of the qualities of care, connection and interdependence.”  

Allender and Longman’s analysis are helpful: Men tend to reflect more of God’s power, strength 
and holiness. Women reflect more of God’s tenderness and mercy. A man often moves into chaos 
to create order, while a woman tends to shape order into a connected beauty that reflects the 
relational heart of God. Their sexual acts reflect these tendencies. A man is a planter. A woman is a 
receiver. A man tends to see the chaos in the world and enter it in order to create, shape and form. 
He enters the world with strength and courage that form a new being. A woman is created with 
the physical and internal makeup to receive, gestate, and shape relationships out of the beauty of 
form. “A man is to plant his stamp on ideas, objects, and institutions. A woman is to incubate 
relationships. She is to make connections. A man takes chaos and forms it into a distinct, different, 
ordered idea, object, or institution; a woman takes his work and draws it into a context that 
honors the higher principle of love. A man courageously creates, and a woman creatively shapes 
his creation into a lovely, relational enhancing beauty.” Women are warriors of relationship. While 
men certainly desire relationship and are called to cultivate it, women are more likely to cultivate 
relationship both inside the marriage with their spouses and as a couple with other people.  

These gender differences are then played out in marriage in a way which adds fullness, health and 
vitality to the relationship. They also help us to understand what is meant by using the concepts of 
headship and complement with regards to the husband and wife relationship 
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1. Role of the Husband.  

His gift is leadership – he receives power in order to serve another. This 
leadership is manifested in self-sacrificing love.  

1) He gives her first place in his life. She comes before his children, extended 
family, friends, job, church, hobbies and personal interests.  

2) He nourishes her (Eph. 4:29). He discovers what her needs are and finds ways to 
meet them.  

3) He protects her (Eph. 4:28). If she is doing more than she can handle physically, 
if she is being overwhelmed by raising the children, if she is being hurt by the 
criticism and expectations of others, he must protect her.  

4) He helps her overcome her weaknesses (Eph. 5:26). When he sees her faults, 
he won’t grumble. That’s why he’s there! He is not to be condescending or 
patronizing  

5) Above all, he sacrifices his interests for hers. He considers her preferences. He 
must be willing to die first!  

6) He provides spiritual leadership. He has to answer to God for the spiritual 
well-being of the home. This is not to say he always is to be initiator of prayer or 
family devotions. The wife can certainly initiate these things as well. But he does 
mean that final responsibility rests with him.  

 

2. Role of the Wife.  

Her gift is empowerment – she uses power to enable another. This is what 
Genesis 2 has in mind when it refers to the woman as a helper. Of the nineteen times 
the word “help” is used in the Old Testament, it refers to God helping his people. The 
helper must have some strengths not possessed by the help-ee. That is the meaning 
of the word. To “help” someone, therefore, takes great resources, even superiority in 
an area! For example, I may help my children with their homework, because I have 
better resources. On the other hand, I must not usurp my child’s responsibility or 
replace him. So a woman must help her husband, from her resources, without 
usurping him.  

This gift is manifested in submission:  

1) The submission and help which the wife offers is not given so the husband 
can achieve his goals but it is given so that together the family can achieve 
God’s purposes. If authority is used so that the husband can advance his goals at 
the expense of his wife’s goals it is being used wrongly. Our lives are not our 
own. They belong to God. Both husband and wife should be exercising their 
distinctive roles for the purpose of advancing God’s kingdom.  

2) The husband’s authority (like the Father’s in the Trinity) is freely received, 
never taken. Since the giver is equal to the receiver; the receiver has a real and 
final authority, but it is gladly given by the one following. Therefore, a man may 
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never force submission from his wife. He must receive it because he earned it (I 
Peter 3:1). (The wife, however, must give it for Christ’s sake.)  

3) The husband’s authority (like the Son’s over us) is never used to please 
himself, but only to serve the interest’s of his wife. Headship does not mean a 
husband “makes the decisions” nor does it mean he gets his way in a 
disagreement. Why? Jesus never did anything to please himself (Rom. 15:2-3). A 
head must sacrifice his wants and needs to please and build up his partner. He 
can only demand obedience on an issue for her and the family’s best interest. A 
man may never act independently of his wife. If he is her “head”, then she is his 
“body”, and the two must move together.  

4) A wife is never to be merely compliant, but it to use her resources to 
empower. She is to be his most trusted friend and counselor, as he is hers (Prov. 
2:17). Thus she is to contend with him, correct him, rebuke him to help him 
overcome his faults (Prov. 27:17), but in the most supportive way (1 Pet. 3:3-5).  

5) A man never has a right to demand something of his wife that is unbiblical 
(Acts 4:19). The woman must obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29).  

6) Headship is tie-breaking authority. A head can only over-rule his spouse if he 
is sure that her choice would be destructive to her or the family. In a marriage, 
where there are only two “votes” how can the stalemate be broken? In the vast 
majority of cases the stalemate is broken because each will try to give the other 
his/her pleasure. Over the course of a marriage, both should feel as if the other 
has often bent to them in areas of conflicting preferences and desires. In a 
healthy biblical marriage, over-ruling is extremely rare! Often it will be non-
existent! But what of a case where both parties think the other could be 
seriously mistaken? Someone must have the right to cast the deciding vote and 
(thus) take the greater responsibility for the decision. The Scriptures give this 
responsibility to the husband.  

It is important to note that Bible does not point to a flaw inherent in women 
which makes them less capable of breaking the tie. The “traditionalist” views 
that women are not decisive enough or are not as intelligent must be rejected. 
The fact is many wives are more decisive and intelligent than their husbands. A 
helpful question is “Why did Christ become the one to give up the authority to 
the Father?” We don’t know, but it is a mark of his greatness, not his 
indecisiveness! Women are called to follow him here; that is clearly stated in 1 
Corinthians 11. But remember, at the point where this authority is given, both 
the man and the woman must submit to their roles. Taking authority is just as 
hard as giving it.  

7) The head/complement relationship is often something which is neither 
blatant or overt. Because tie-breaking is a rarity and mutual submission is the 
order of the day, there are often not a lot of outward and obvious signs that the 
husband is the leader. A true leader is not anxious to assert that he is in charge. 
More often than not, his leadership is unobtrusive and gentle. At most times it is 
not exerted in any way that he or his wife is aware of. Except to the closest of 
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observers, it may not be evident at all. Still, it is quietly there. It is reflected in a 
certain indefinable spirit that pervades the home as the couple lives out their 
God-given masculinity and femininity. All this is to say that there is a unique 
dynamic that exists between men and women in the marriage relationship. This is 
ignored or subverted at significant peril to the well being of the couple.  

3. The tasks of the husband and wife  

1) Genesis 1:27-28 gives “subduing of the earth” to BOTH male and female. Since 
such a large part of our calling as male and female is a common one, we would 
not expect all our roles in society to be differentiated roles.  

2) There are however some general guidelines and emphases given to men and 
women which seem to flow out of the strengths which they have due to their 
gender. They reflect the differing balances of paired polarities within us, of 
initiation and receptivity, of changing environments and nurturing 
environments, of independence and dependence, of looking outward and looking 
inwards. Men have a primary center of initiating independence—changing—
outward gifts, and women of the receptivity-nurturing-interdependence—
inward gifts, but both men and women have a secondary center of the opposite 
pole.  

In the world in general, these different ways of being effect the way men and 
women lead and follow and do business. The Bible does not direct us to 
differentiate our roles and functions along gender lines. (i.e. Biblically, we do not 
insist that women can’t be bank presidents, though we expect women in general 
will show different leadership styles and traits than men in general—and 
research shows that to be the case.)  

In the home, however, the Bible directs male and female to reflect these 
differences in their family functions—their job descriptions in the team. Wives 
are more directly and often to be gentle supporters and encouragers (1 Pet. 3:1-
2,4) and more directly and often to be nurturing children and home life (Titus 
2:4-5). Husbands are exhorted more directly and often to lead, provide for and 
protect the family (1 Timothy 3:4, 5:8)  

Why use the term “more directly and often?” Because men AND women are to 
have the spiritual fruit of gentleness and courage/self-control (Gal. 5:22), both 
men AND women are told to develop civilization and both men AND women are 
told to “multiply” and build families. But still, when Peter and Paul give job 
descriptions, they call the husbands to more of the outward looking functions 
and women to more of the inward looking functions. This is a careful balance 
between rigid role differentiation and no role differentiation.  

How is this played out in family functions? Does it mean that wives should never 
work outside the home—never create culture or be scientists, etc.? Does it mean 
that men should never change diapers or do child care or that they should be in 
charge of the money. The Bible gives no such specific directions at all. It is not 
dogmatic. It does not say who should shop, balance the check book, cook, 
discipline the children, earn wages, etc. In these categories, the most logical 
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course to follow is that whoever is most gifted and available for a particular task 
is the one who should perform it. Rigid roles are eliminated.  

 

But most couples raising children discover that it is very hard (sometimes 
impossible) for both parents to major on the outward (advancing career, 
providing financial support) and also major on the inward (family building, child 
nurture) at the same time. At times, to advance a career, the one parent’s 
nurturing role is sacrificed, and at other times in the life-cycle of the family, to 
properly nurture a child (and as a culture we have recently demonstrated an 
odious and destructive tendency to put our fulfillment and satisfaction above our 
children’s), requires that one parent’s career experience some sacrifice.  

Here we think that the Bible’s directions to the husband and wife in general 
indicate that the wife would be the best one to lose some career advance to care 
for the family and the husband would be the best one to lose some 
nurture/relationship to keep their career going. Notice:  

a) Both husband and wife make a sacrifice in this model. It is wrong to see the 
wife making the “big” sacrifice (as many feminists do). That assumes that 
career is “really” more important work than family building! (But Genesis 1, 
God places them together in our calling.) The husband knows and feels that 
he is not having the same kind of detailed relationship with his children that 
his wife is having.  

b) This is a good model in general terms only. There are lots of situations in 
which the wife has significantly better job opportunities, and good 
stewardship for the family would be to have her not sacrifice career at that 
time – the husband could step in. Don’t forget the term “in general”.  

c) Even when family is so devalued that this model is rejected as “unjust” by the 
wife, often she adopts it anyway. Why? She often becomes disheartened by 
how much less gifted her husband is in child care. The innate differences 
intrude themselves. As a general rule, the gift mixes of men and women fit 
this model.  

 

3. Our Model: The Father and the Son.  

If one is tempted to think that submission is incompatible with equality, one needs look no 
further than the Godhead. The Son is completely equal to the Father (Phil. 2:6) but 
nevertheless became subordinate to the Father (Phil. 2:7-9). In order to get a particular job 
done (salvation), the Father and the Son took (a) specific functions (of directing/initiation vs. 
serving/receptivity) and (b) specific role relations (ruling/leading vs. subordination/helping). 
In the marriage relationship we are given the high calling of mirroring the relationships in the 
Trinity.  

Assignment: Discuss the role relationship principles. Which of these duties seem the hardest to 
you—which might you have the most trouble with? Which ones are you already fulfilling? Give 
some examples. 
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VII. SEX IN MARRIAGE: PRINCIPLES.  

A. The Purpose of Sex  

1. Sex was created for procreation. (Genesis 1:28)  

2. Sex was created for recreation. (Prov. 5:18-19)  

3. Sex was created for communication.  
 

The sex act is a drama. It is the physical acting out of our commitment to God and our 
spouse (Eph. 5:22f.). Therefore, sex both embodies and seals our ability to commit 
ourselves to one another. In other words, it both exhibits our love and builds it at the same.  

The Hebrew word for intercourse in marriage was simply the word “to know”. This shows 
us that physical intimacy cannot be separated from personal intimacy (spiritual, 
emotional)—it is all of a piece. Physical nakedness symbolizes the personal “nakedness” or 
openness, the absolute knowledge and intimacy of the marriage relationship. Sex then is 
only as gratifying as communication is deep. The security of the marriage covenant—the 
oath to love no matter what—enables us to commit and expose ourselves totally to our 
spouse. Only in such a relationship of trust will physical nakedness not be embarrassing 
and “without shame” (Genesis 2:25). Only in marriage, with a covenant guaranteeing total 
commitment, is there security for complete intimacy and exposure. Only in a covenant of 
marriage is sexual intimacy not a lie.  

Since sex is the deepest way to entrust one’s self to another, its use will have gigantic 
effects on the user. If it is used in marriage, along the lines mentioned above, it will greatly 
build up your ability to love, entrust, commit, and give. If it is used outside of marriage, it 
will badly damage this “commitment apparatus”, for trust will become a lie. Sex was never 
intended to stand alone. When you separate it from a relationship of complete commitment 
you misuse it, distort it, and do damage to yourself as a human being.  

Sex is God’s ordained way to say to another person: “I belong completely and exclusively to 
you.” It must not be used to say anything else.  

4. Sex was created to point us to the intimacy which we are to have with God. It serves as a 
sign which foreshadows and anticipates the future of our relationship with God.  

 

“Sexuality is an important window into the heart of God. God’s plan is for us to pursue 
and know him in and through the sexual intimacy we have with our spouses. Spiritual 
intimacy and delight are not opposed to sexual intimacy; spiritual intimacy is actually 
found in the midst of the relational, fleshly delight of reunion. A taste of the character of 
God is found in sexual foreplay, heightened arousal, orgasm and quiescence. God is a 
God of passion. He adores joy, and he delights in our delight in glory.”  
Allender and Longman, Intimate Allies  

“...the marriage state is analogous to the divine-human relationship in many ways. Both 
involve covenant structures in which mutual parties are bound to each other by 
commitment sealed with oaths. Both involve a possibility of knowing-in-intimacy. Both 
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involve a ‘place’ where man can be naked and unashamed. In marriage, I enter into the 
most intimate of all human relationships; it involves risk, but if the marriage is to work, 
I must be naked. If I take the risk and expose myself and discover that my wife has seen 
all that I am and understood me completely and still loves me, then I experience at the 
human level something of what it means to be known by God.”  
R.C. Sproul, The Psychology of Atheism 

B. The Ground Rules of Sex.  

1. The goal of sex is neither self-gratification nor performance—it is the satisfaction of your 
spouse. Sexual relations are regulated by the principle that your body and sexuality 
belong to your partner—they exist for his or her pleasure (I Corinthians 7:4). True 
sexual pleasure comes from giving pleasure. Implication: There can be no bargaining 
with sex.  

2. Sexual relations are equal and reciprocal (I Corinthians 7:4). Therefore, neither has more 
right to gratification or frequency in sex. Participation and initiation of relations is the 
mutual responsibility of each.  

3. Sexual relations are to be regular and continuous. (I Corinthians 7:3,5,9)  

4. There must be the proper “context” for sex. The air must be cleared of antagonisms (i.e. 
verbal communication must form the context for physical). Sex must be the culmination 
of a whole series of kindnesses and acts of love (i.e. volitional giving must form the 
context for physical giving).  

 

C. Gender and Sex  

Men and women are aroused by different things. Men are turned on by sight. Women are 
far more turned on by connecting - by emotional and relational bonding. “For many men, 
there are no emotional prerequisites for having sex because closeness is the goal, not the 
cause of the sex act. In contrast, women by and large need to feel physical and emotional 
closeness and tenderness before wanting to have sex. Making love confirms intimacy rather 
than creates it for most women.” As Billy Crystal says in City Slickers, “Women need a 
relationship for sex, all men need is a place.”  

D. Problems Regarding Sex  

1. Sexual compatibility is a myth. It is not something you either have or don’t have. It is 
something you develop. It is cultivated by (1) continually working on the whole of your 
relationship to keep it healthy and vital; (2) Communicating about your sex life.  

Communicating about your sex life can feel awkward and embarrassing. However, it is a 
must. You must tell each other what you enjoy and what you don’t enjoy. If there is an 
atmosphere of acceptance in your marriage, you can do this without a fear of rejection. 
Avoid thinking that for sex to be dynamic, it must flow naturally as if it were on automatic 
pilot. Tell your spouse what you want to do and what you don’t want to do. You should 
talk both before, during and after making love. Say, “Try this. Try that. I do like this. I 
don’t like that. That feels good. That is not doing anything. Try a little lighter. Up a little 
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higher. No more.” It is from conversation like that that true sexual compatibility is 
developed. And, of course, it is quite hard to do this outside of a committed relationship.  

“We believe sex works best in all dimensions when each of you takes responsibility 
for your own needs. But when you have a need that requires action of your spouse 
you should communicate your need. Avoid the game of thinking ‘If he loves me, he’ll 
know what I need. I’ve told him before, so he should remember. If I have to tell him 
it won’t work.’ If you convince yourself it won’t work, it surely won’t. So take 
responsibility to communicate clearly, openly and consistently what is needed to 
activate your sexual urges.”  

2. Some problems stem from ignorance of the facts of anatomy and biology. Books are 
helpful, but partners must be willing to take instruction from the other (and criticism!) 
about how his or her body functions. Early adjustments are normal, and should be 
expected. Some of the adjustments include early bodily discomfort, learning the timing of 
each other’s bodies, and jitters from the unfamiliar. Do not rush into counseling! Be 
patient. It takes time to “mesh.”  

There are a few very helpful books which can be read which will tell you all the important 
things you need to know. I recommend Ed Wheat’s, Intended for Pleasure and also Clifford 
and Joyce Penner’s Restoring the Pleasure. The latter includes a series of very helpful 
exercises to assist you in developing your sex life. 

One helpful insight into the physiology of sex is that the initial arousal phase is under the 
control of the passive aspect of our nervous system (the parasympathetic branch). Initial 
arousal is not under our direct voluntary control. Men and women can sometimes be 
anxious regarding whether they will experience the physiological aspects of arousal. This 
very anxiety inhibits these physiological responses. Therefore rather than concentrating 
on whether you are experiencing arousal, one ought to concentrate on going after and 
experiencing pleasure. When you do this with a lack of concern for whether you ever 
experience arousal or not, the physiological response will often follow. 

3. Some problems stem from the ignorance of the temperamental differences of the 
opposite sex. 

a. A woman may find the man too rough, abrupt, insensitive, and more frequently 
desirous of sex. 

b. A man may find the woman too slowly aroused, too particular about the 
circumstances of sex (the mood, climate, conditions), too easily distracted, too 
complicated in her emotional attitudes toward sex, and so on. 

These problems can only be overcome with 1) humility [is the other person “frigid” 
or “sex-hungry” or just “different”?], 2) and with communication. The ability to 
laugh at oneself is critical, but difficult. There is a dangerous tendency for couples 
not to talk directly about the disappointments and delights of sex. 
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4. Sometimes problems arise due to different expectations for the frequency of sex. 
Generally, if both partners are primarily thinking about the other person first, trying to 
please them and finding out what he or she likes, you will find a frequency of activity that 
will suit both of you. Don’t worry about what the national averages are from surveys. 
Find out what works for the two of you. 

This being said, there are some physiological issues to take into consideration when 
determining the frequency. Penner & Penner write as follows: “If the sexual experience is 
the first one in a long time, a woman will tend to be slower in her response and will 
experience less freedom in her release, while a man will tend to be quicker in his arousal 
and release and experience more buildup and intensity. We believe this tendency to go in 
opposite directions is one more indication of the reality that we were created to be 
together and to experience sexual release on a regular basis.” 

5. Some sexual problems stem from guilt. Some people enjoy sex and think they should not. 
Some people have misused sex before marriage. Pre-marital relations, masturbation, 
homosexual experiences can all create ingrained patterns that are detrimental to 
satisfying married sex. While some of these experiences may need to be dealt with in 
counseling, it is quite important not to put pre-marital sex in a category different from 
other pre-marital sins. Sin is sin. Sexual sin must be dealt with like any other sin. You 
need to understand grace and seek forgiveness through repentance. 

6. Fatigue can also create problems. Sex takes work. If you are tired, it is like saying, “It’s 
midnight. I think I will go outside and run a mile.” It takes energy and thus you need to 
adjust your schedule accordingly. 

7. Not accepting one’s body or one’s self can hurt a couple’s sexual relationship. A woman 
might refuse to have intercourse in the light because she is ashamed of her body. You 
must reeducate yourself. How do you know what your body is supposed to look like? 
Don’t let a fashion model be the standard by which you measure yourself. How many 
people in the world look like them? We take that which is abnormal, freakish and rare 
and hold them up as the example. This is ridiculous. You must realize that you have the 
body God wants you to have. He took delight in making it. Do you believe God is sovereign 
or not? To not trust this is to be engaging in an act of unbelief. 

8. Most sexual problems are not really “sexual”—they are relational problems that show up 
in bed. Look for fear, worry, jealousy, self-pity, guilt, suspicion, fatigue, and anger at the 
bottom of it all. Never try to address sexual issues apart from addressing the whole 
relationship.  

Assignment: Based on the principles we just went over, do you know of any potential problems 
that could spring up? 
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Appendix 
 

Marriage Ceremonies at Redlands 

The following is a list of information that you ought to be aware of if you are desiring to have a 
marriage ceremony performed by one of the ministers at Redlands Community Church. 

1. Every person is asked to attend our pre-marital seminar. This seminar takes place twice a 
year on the second Saturday in April and October. It lasts from 9 AM to 3 PM. It costs 
$75.00 per couple. The seminar is a six hour course which discusses the meaning and 
purpose of marriage, the qualities necessary to have a flourishing marriage, the true nature 
of love and how to effectively express it, communication and conflict resolution, role 
relationships and sexuality in marriage. It involves both lectures and one-on-one 
interactions. 
 

2. You will need to meet with the minister who will be performing your ceremony. You should 
contact the minister who you desire to have perform your marriage and find out if he is 
available for the date you have chosen. What should you expect to take place at this 
meeting? Expect the minister to ask you about your Christian faith: When you became a 
Christian, What you understand it to mean to be a Christian, the place that Christian faith 
has in your life. Also expect to him to ask you about your relationship: What is the history 
of your relationship? How do your friends and family feel about it? What do you perceive to 
be the greatest strengths and greatest weaknesses of the relationship? (See next page for 
more details). Are you striving to keep your relationship sexually pure? If you want 
additional counseling or the minister thinks you need some additional counseling that will 
be discussed at this meeting. Generally, a minister will not be able to confirm with certainty 
that he will perform the wedding until this meeting has taken place. 
 

3. Redlands has set fees for use of the church facilities. There is also a building use policy that 
you will need to read and sign. There are a number of places in our community open to the 
public (e.g., The Secret Garden, Cauley Square, the beach!) that will allow you to rent their 
facility. Call the church office if you need this information. 
 

4. Usually an additional meeting of some form (phone or in person) is needed to discuss the 
actual details of the wedding service. Some flexibility is allowed for with regards to the 
form of the ceremony. 
 

5. Some ministers will perform out-of-town ceremonies and others will not. If you are 
desiring to be married out-of-town, contact the minister you desire to see if he is available 
for such a wedding. If so, you should plan to pay for travel expenses and accommodations if 
necessary. 
 

6. The minister will generally conduct the wedding rehearsal at the agreed upon rehearsal 
time. 
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7. The suggested honorarium for the minister performing your ceremony is between $200 - 
$500 plus expenses if any extensive travel is involved. This is paid to the minister. 
 

8. Regretfully, because of families and the busyness of schedules, ministers are often not able 
to attend rehearsal dinners or receptions. It is their sincere hope that such inability not be 
taken as an offense. 
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A Sample Wedding Service  

Family and Friends, we are gathered together in the presence of God and these witnesses to 
join ____________________ and __________________ together in marriage. Let us therefore remember 
that God has established and sanctified marriage, for the welfare and happiness of mankind. 
Our Savior has declared that a man shall leave his father and mother and cleave unto his wife 
and he himself honored marriage by his presence at the wedding in Cana of Galilee where he 
performed his first miracle. By His apostles, He has instructed those who enter into this 
relation to cherish a mutual esteem and love; to bear with with each others infirmities and 
weaknesses; to comfort each other in sickness, trouble, and sorrow; to provide for one 
another, to pray for and encourage each other; and to live together as heirs of the grace of life.  

Marriage is therefore not to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently, deliberately, 
and in accordance with the purposes for which it was instituted by God.  

Hymn (optional)  

_____ and _____ have come together to take their vows. If any person can show just cause why 
they may not lawfully be wedded, let them now declare it, or else hereafter hold his peace.  

LET US PRAY  

Most holy and most merciful Father, at once the God of nature and of grace, creator, preserver 
and Redlands of mankind, fill these, your servants, with a sense of the solemnity of the vows 
they are about to make. May they look to you for your assistance, and enter into these sacred 
obligations in humble dependence upon your enabling grace. Grant this, O Father, with the 
forgiveness of our sins, through Jesus Christ, your Son. Amen.  

Declaration of Intent  

_________, will you have this women to be your wife, and will you pledge your loyalty to her, in 
all love and honor, in all duty and service, in all faith and tenderness, to live with her, and 
cherish her, according to the commandments of God in the covenant of marriage. If so, answer 
“I will.”  

_________, will you have this man to be your husband, and will you pledge your loyalty to him, in 
all love and honor, in all duty and service, in all faith and tenderness, to live with him, and 
cherish him, according to the commandments of God in the covenant of marriage? If so, 
answer, “I will.”  

OR  

_________, will you have this woman to be your wife; to live together in the covenant of 
marriage? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health; and, 
forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live? If so, answer “I will”.  
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_________, will you have this man to be your husband; to live together in the covenant of 
marriage? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health; and, 
forsaking all others, be faithful to him as long as you both shall live? If so, answer “I will”. 

 

Giving of the Bride  

Minister: Who gives this women to be married to this man?  

Father of the Bride: Her mother and I do.  

OR  

(All parents are called forward to stand behind the Bride & Groom)  

Minister: Well aware of the role that you have played in ___________ and _________  

lives to this point and the support you will continue to provide to them once they have 
married, it seems right, to ask you all, mothers and fathers, to mak a vow, just as __________ and 
_________ will make their to each other in a moment.  

Do you support __________ and __________ in their choice of each other, and will you encourage 
them to build a home marked by openess, understanding and mutual sharing?  

Parents: We do.  

Minister: Mr. and Mrs. ____________ and Mr. and Mrs. _______________; thank you for your good 
influence and steady ways that bring ________ and _______ to this day.  

Friends and family, a life-giving marriage is always the product of more than a couples love. It 
thrives in the context of a supportive community. Will you gathered support and encourage 
______ and _______ in their life together. If so, say “We will.”  

Solo (Optional)  

Scripture Reading: (Traditional passages include: Genesis 2:18-25, Psalm 33, Song of Songs 
8:6,7; John 2:1-12; John 15:9-17; 1 Corinthians 13; Ephesians 5:21-33; Colossians 3:12-17; 1 
John 4:7-21)  

Homily  

Exchange of vows:  

_______, repeat after me:  
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I _________, take you, ________ to be my wedded wife - and I do promise and covenant before God 
and these witnesses - to be your loving and faithful husband - in plenty and in want - in joy and 
in sorrow - in sickness and in health - As long as we both shall live.  

I, ________, take you, _______, to be my wedded husband - and I do promise and covenant before 
God and these witnesses - to be your loving and faithful wife - in plenty and in want - in joy and 
in sorrow - in sickness and in health - As long as we both shall live.  

In the name of God, I ________, take you, _________ to be my husband/wife, to have and to hold 
from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to 
love and to cherish, until we are parted by death. This is my solemn vow. 

Exchange of rings:  

Bless, O Lord, these rings, to be a sign of vows by which this man and this woman have bound 
themselves to each other, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.  

This ring I give you; in token and pledge; of our constant faith and abiding love. In the name of 
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

OR  

_______, I give you this ring as a symbol of my vow, and with all that I am, and all that I have, I 
honor you. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.  

Lighting of Unity Candle (optional)  

Prayer for the couple  

Eternal God, creator and preserver of all life, author of salvation, and giver of all grace: Look 
with favor upon the world you have made, and for which your Son gave his life, and especially 
upon this man and this women whom you make one flesh in marriage.  

Give them wisdom and devotion in the ordering of their common life, that each may be to the 
other a strength in need, a counselor in perplexity, a comfort in sorrow, and a companion in 
joy.  

Grant that their wills may be so knit together in your will, and their spirits in your Spirit, that 
they may grow in love and peace with you and one another all the days of their life.  

Grant them grace, when they hurt each other, to recognize and acknowledge their fault, and to 
seek each other’s forgiveness and yours.  

Make their life together a sign of Christ’s love to this sinful and broken world, that unity may 
overcome estrangement, forgiveness heal guilt, and joy conquer despair.  

Bestow on them, if it is your will, the gift and heritage of children, and the grace to bring them 
up to know you, to love you, and to serve you.  
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Give them such fulfillment of their mutual affection that they may reach out in love and 
concern for others.  

Grant that all married persons who have witnessed these vows may find their lives 
strengthened and their loyalties confirmed.  

Grant that the bonds of our common humanity, by which all your children are united one to 
another, and the living to the dead, may be so transformed by your grace, that your will may be 
done on earth as it is in heaven: Where, O Father, with your Son and the Holy Spirit, you live 
and reign in perfect unity, now and forever. Amen.  

Pronouncement  

By virtue of the authority committed unto me by the church of Christ, I now pronounce you, 
_____ and ________, husband and wife, in the name of the Father and of the Son, and of the Holy 
Spirit. Amen.  

What God has joined together, let no man separate.  

Benediction: The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make his face shine upon you and be 
gracious to you; the Lord turn his face toward you and give you peace. Amen.  

You may kiss the bride  

I now present to you _____________________________.  

Recessional 
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