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Introduction

MOST COUPLES WHO GET MARRIED have dreams of what 
life will be like after the wedding. �ose dreams are accompanied 
by warm, excited, positive emotions. We intend to love and encour-
age each other. If we have children in the future, we want to model 
for them a loving, supportive, caring marriage that will provide for 
them a secure environment. We want to make each other happy; to 
be there for each other, to share life together. 

For many couples, these dreams will come true. Unfortunately 
for other couples, these dreams will be shattered. What makes the 
di�erence between success and failure in marriage? Obviously, there 
are di�erent factors for each couple, but it all boils down to two 
things: attitude and behavior. Attitude has to do with our patterned 
ways of thinking. We speak of a positive attitude or a negative at-
titude, a sel�sh attitude or a loving attitude. Our attitude greatly 
in
uences our behavior. Behavior is our words and actions toward 
our spouse. Harsh, negative words destroy intimacy. Kind, loving 
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words enhance the relationship. Acts of kindness build trust, while 
sel�sh actions hurt deeply. 

�e good news is that we choose our attitudes and behavior. 
We do not choose our emotions. Emotions are our spontaneous re-
sponses to what we encounter in life. Kind words and actions stimu-
late positive, warm emotions. Harsh words and actions stimulate 
hurtful, negative emotions. If we allow our negative emotions to 
control our behavior, we will likely retaliate with unkind words and 
behavior, which in turn stimulates negative emotions in the spouse. 
We are now in a downward spiral, which will ultimately destroy our 
dreams of intimacy and unity. 

�is book is designed to help you achieve your dreams of a lov-
ing, caring relationship. In short to help your dreams come true. 
Couples who reach this goal are those who are constantly learning 
how to understand and relate to each other in a loving manner. In 
this book, you will �nd practical tools to help you solve con
icts 
without arguing, how to listen to each other with empathy, how to 
express love e�ectively, how to make decisions without destroying 
your unity, how to make sex a mutual joy, and how to process nega-
tive emotions in a positive manner. 

Marital success is not automatic. It is reserved for those who 
are willing to learn. Fortunately, God has not left us without help. 
�e Scriptures are �lled with wisdom on how to have the marriage 
you’ve always wanted. Whether you are newlyweds or marital vet-
erans, you can learn and grow from this wisdom. Of course, mere 
intellectual exposure to the truth bears little fruit. It is the practical 
application of that truth that produces meaningful change. I would 
urge both of you, husband and wife, to complete the suggested 
“Your Turn” re
ections at the end of each chapter. As you read, 
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re
ect on and discuss the ideas presented here, asking God to give 
you understanding and the ability to establish healthy patterns, 
which will lead you to the marriage you’ve always wanted. 

     Gary Chapman, PhD
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C H A P T E R  O N E

Why Do 
People Marry?

BEFORE WE LAUNCH into a discussion of how to make a mar-
riage work, perhaps we ought to pause long enough to ask, “What 
is the purpose of marriage?” What are we trying to accomplish in 
marriage?

If you asked a dozen friends and family members those two 
questions and instructed them to write their answers privately, how 
many di�erent answers do you think you would receive? Here are 
some of the responses I’ve received from both singles and marrieds:

•  Sex
•  Companionship
•  Love
•  To provide a home for children
•  Social acceptance
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•  Economic advantage
•  Security

All of these are important, but in a time when a substantial seg-
ment of the population is single, simply being married no longer 
guarantees social acceptance. Not everyone chooses to (or is able to) 
have children. Premarital sex is common. Love and companionship, 
yes—but family and friends can help provide those things.

�en why marriage?
To fully respond to these questions, we need to look through the 

eyes of faith, seeking God’s wisdom. And in the Bible, we see a much 
di�erent picture. Beginning with Genesis, the �rst book of the Bible 
where we read the creation story, we �nd that God’s idea of marriage 
is the blending of a husband and wife in the deepest possible way 
into a new unit that will both satisfy the individuals involved and 
serve the purposes of God in the highest possible manner.

COMPANIONSHIP AND COMMITMENT

�e heart of humankind cries out for companionship. We are social 
creatures. God Himself said of Adam, “It is not good for the man 
to be alone” (Gen. 2:18). I would remind you that this analysis was 
before the fall of humanity, and that this man already had the warm, 
personal fellowship of God. Yet God said, “�at is not enough!”

God’s answer to man’s need was to create woman (Gen. 2:18, 24). 
�e Hebrew word used here is one that literally means “face-to-face.” 
�at is, God created one with whom the man could have a face-to-
face relationship. It speaks of that kind of in-depth personal relation-
ship whereby the two are united in an unbreakable union that satis�es 
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the deepest longings of the human heart. Marriage was God’s answer 
for humankind’s deepest human need—union of life with another.

�is unity is to encompass all of life. It is not simply a physical 
relationship. Nor is it simply the giving and receiving of emotional 
support. It is rather the total union of husband and wife on the in-
tellectual, social, spiritual, emotional, 
and physical levels.

�is kind of union cannot come 
without the deep and enduring com-
mitment that God intends to accom-
pany marriage. Marriage is not a 
contract to make sexual relationships 
acceptable. It is not merely a social 
institution to provide for the care of 
children. It is more than a psychologi-
cal clinic where we gain the emotional 
support we need. It is more than a 
means for gaining social status or economic security. �e ultimate 
purpose of marriage is not even achieved when it is a vehicle for love 
and companionship, as valuable as these are.

�e supreme purpose of marriage is the union of a husband 
and wife at the deepest possible level and in all areas, which in turn 
brings the greatest possible sense of ful�llment to the couple and at 
the same time serves best the purposes of God for their lives.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE “ONE”?

Obviously, simply getting married does not guarantee unity. �ere 
is a di�erence between “being united” and “unity.” As the old coun-

THE SUPREME 

PURPOSE OF 

MARRIAGE IS THE 

UNION OF TWO 

INDIVIDUALS AT 

THE DEEPEST 

POSSIBLE LEVEL 

AND IN ALL AREAS.
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try preacher used to say, “When you tie the tails of two cats together 
and hang them across the fence, you have united them, but then 
unity is a di� erent matter.”

Perhaps the best biblical example that we have of this kind of 
unity is God Himself. It is interesting that the word used for “one” 
in Genesis 2:24, where God says, “� is explains why a man leaves 
his father and mother and is joined to his wife, and the two are 
united into one” (italics added), is the same Hebrew word used of 
God Himself in Deuteronomy 6:4 where we read, “Hear, O Israel: 
� e Lord our God, the Lord is one” (niv, italics added).

� e word “one” speaks of composite unity as opposed to abso-
lute unity. � e Scriptures reveal God to be Father, Son, and Spirit, 
yet one. We do not have three Gods but one God, triune in nature. 
Illustrations of the Trinity are many, and all break down at some 
point, but let me use a very common one to illustrate some of the 
implications of this unity.

� e triangle may be placed on any side, and the Father, Son, and 
Spirit labels may be moved to any position. It makes no di� erence, 
for God is one. What we cannot do is erase one side or remove one 
title. It must all stand together. God is triune, and God is one. We 
cannot fully understand this statement, yet we must speak of God 
in this manner, because this is the manner in which He has revealed 

FATHER

SON HOLY SPIRIT

TMYAW-2021.indd   16 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



W H Y  D O  P E O P L E  M A R R Y ?

17

Himself. We would not know that God is triune unless God had 
revealed Himself as triune. We would not know that the Trinity is a 
unity except that God has revealed it as such.

God is unity. On the other hand, God is diversity. We cannot 
rightly say that there are no distinctions among the Trinity. Strictly 
speaking, the Holy Spirit did not die for us upon the cross. � at 
was the work of the Son. As believers, we are not indwelt by the 
Father but by the Spirit. � e members of the Trinity do have vary-
ing roles, yet unity. It is unthinkable that members of the Trinity 
would ever operate as separate entities. From Genesis 1:26 where 
God said, “Let us make human beings in our image” (italics added) 
to Revelation 22:16–21, we � nd the Trinity working together as a 
composite unity.

What implications does this divine unity have for marriage? 
Here is a second triangle:

� is time the triangle may not be tilted to rest on another side. 
God must remain at the apex of a Christian marriage. We can, how-
ever, exchange the labels husband and wife, for they are to be one.

In our individualistic age, “unity” is not a prized concept. Yet 
marital unity is not the kind of unity that blots out personality. 
Rather, it is the kind of unity that frees you to express your own 
diversity, yet experience complete oneness with your mate. You are 

GOD

HUSBAND WIFE
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free to be all that God intends you to be, while experiencing all that 
God intended when He united us in marriage. No truth could be 
more liberating and satisfying.

Whether you are just beginning 
your new life as husband and wife, or 
are marital veterans working your way 
through some challenges, I hope that 
you have clearly in mind the goal of 
marriage—unity on the deepest pos-
sible level in all areas of life. Maybe 
that is only a dream for you, but if 
you are willing to work at it, it can be-
come reality. Can you imagine what 
it would be like to have a degree of 
intellectual oneness? Social oneness? 
Spiritual oneness? Physical oneness? 

Do not give up. You may be on the brink of a new discovery.
“But my spouse is not interested in working with me,” you say. “I 

can’t do it all by myself.” True, but you can do something by yourself. 
And that something just may be used of God to stimulate change 
in your mate. I believe that the principle discussed in the following 
chapter is the number one principle for marital happiness and good 
health. Read carefully, think clearly, and do not forget the assign-
ment at the end of each chapter.

 YOU ARE FREE 

TO BE ALL THAT 

GOD INTENDS YOU 

TO BE, WHILE 

EXPERIENCING 

ALL THAT GOD 

INTENDED WHEN 

HE UNITED US 

IN MARRIAGE.
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W H Y  D O  P E O P L E  M A R R Y ?

YOUR TURN

1.  What would be your answer to the question, “What is the 
purpose of marriage?”

2.  Do you feel that striving toward unity in your relationship has 
taken away your individuality? If so, would you be willing to 
discuss this with your spouse?

3.  What do you think “union at the deepest possible level” in a 
marriage looks like in practice? Can you think of examples in 
your marriage?
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C H A P T E R  T W O

“Why Won’t 
They Change?”

HEATHER WAS SMILING when she came into my o�ce. But 
as we were settling in and I asked her, “And what is on your mind 
today?” the smile departed and she started crying.

“I don’t know,” she said. “�ere are so many things. Sometimes I 
feel overwhelmed. It’s my marriage. Tyler and I can’t seem to under-
stand each other. We spend a lot of time arguing. Some days I feel 
like giving up.”

“What are the issues over which you argue?” I asked.
“Lots of things,” she said. “I just don’t feel that Tyler is willing 

to meet me halfway. He doesn’t help with the baby much and does 
almost nothing around the house. He says that his new job takes 
all of his energy, but I’m tired too. On Saturday, he says he needs 
to recuperate from the week. Well, maybe I’d like to relax too, but 
I can’t. Somebody has to take care of things. If he would help me, 
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then maybe we both could have some free time.”
Two weeks later I was able to talk with Tyler. I asked the ques-

tion, “How would you describe the problems in your relationship 
with Heather?”

“She’s so demanding,” he said. “I can’t ever do enough for her. If 
I go buy groceries, she complains because I forgot the baby sham-
poo. All she does is complain, so I’ve almost quit trying.

“Besides all of that,” he said, “we have almost no intimacy.”
“You mean sex?” I inquired.
“Yes,” he said. “Since Emma was born it’s gone way down. I don’t 

think that’s what marriage ought to be, but I can’t seem to get her to 
understand that.”

Heather and Tyler have serious problems in their relationship. 
But each describes the problem in terms of their mate’s behavior. 
�ey each believe that if the other would change, they could have a 
good marriage.

�e two are essentially saying the same thing. “My problem is 
my husband/wife. I am basically a nice person, but my partner has 
made me miserable.”

�e pattern is always the same. We pour out our feelings against 
our mates, describing our problems in terms of our mate’s failures.

When I counsel couples, I often give them paper and pencil and 
ask them to write for me the things they dislike about their part-
ner. You should see the lists. Some have to request additional paper. 
�ey write furiously and freely. �en, a bit later, I ask that they list 
for me what they feel to be their own weaknesses. �eir response is 
amusing. Usually they can think of one weakness right away, so they 
write that one down. �en they have to really think to come up with 
that second one. Some never �nd it. Is that not amazing? Only one 
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little thing wrong with me (or at most three or four), but my mate 
has dozens of failures.

FINDING FAULT—IN YOURSELF

If my spouse would just get straightened out, we could have a happy 
marriage, we reason. So we nag, we fuss, we demand, we cry, we 
withdraw, we despair—all to no avail.

My spouse does not change, and therefore I am destined to mis-
ery. Do not believe it! Your marriage can improve and improvement 
can begin today, regardless of your partner’s attitude.

�ere is a strategy for improvement, spoken by Jesus and record-
ed in Matthew 7:1–5. In the following quotation, I am substituting 
“partner” for the word “friend” so that we may see the principle at 
work in marriage.

Do not judge others, and you will not be judged. For you will 
be treated as you treat others. �e standard you use in judging is 
the standard by which you will be judged. And why worry about 
a speck in your partner’s eye when you have a log in your own? 
How can you think of saying to your partner, “Let me help you 
get rid of that speck in your eye,” when you can’t see past the log 
in your own eye? Hypocrite! First get rid of the log in your own 
eye; then you will see well enough to deal with the speck in your 
partner’s eye.

Now, please do not misunderstand. I am not calling anyone a 
hypocrite. I am simply quoting a principle taught by Jesus. Jesus 
is saying that if one tries to improve her marriage by getting her 
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husband to change (working hard to get the speck out of his eye), 
energies are being expended in the wrong direction. �e place to be-
gin is with one’s own failures (the plank or beam in one’s own eye).

I am not suggesting that the partner does not have weaknesses 
or faults. What I am saying is that trying to deal with the faults of 
the partner is not the place to begin. �e �rst question for any of us 
when we are in a marital storm is, “What’s wrong with me? What 
are my faults?”

�is approach may seem strange to you, for after all, your part-
ner is 95 percent of the problem. Right? You are not perfect, but 
your failure is only minimal. Certainly not more than 5 percent. Let 
us assume that this is true, though the percentages may change as 
you begin re
ection. Even if you are only 5 percent of the problem, 
the key to improvement lies with you. Jesus said, “First get rid of the 
log in your own eye.”

What are the mechanics for doing 
this? How do you go about extracting 
a “log” from your eye? I suggest that 
you get alone with God, preferably in 
a place where you can talk aloud. (If 
you really feel strong hostility toward 
your mate, you may want to make a 
written list of his or her faults before-
hand. �is may help free the mind 
psychologically, so that you can deal 
with your own failures.)

 EVEN IF YOU ARE 

ONLY 5 PERCENT 

OF THE PROBLEM, 

THE KEY TO 

IMPROVEMENT 

LIES WITH YOU.
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MAKING A LIST

Now, alone with God, simply ask, “Lord, what’s wrong with me? 
What are my faults? What are my sins? I know that my mate has 
many, and I have already written those down, but right now what 
I want to know is: What are my sins?” Get your pencil and paper 
(or tablet) ready, for that is a prayer God will answer. Make a list of 
your sins.

You may �nd the sin of bitterness, which is condemned in Ephe-
sians 4:31: “Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, harsh words, and 
slander, as well as all types of evil behavior.” Certainly your partner 
may have triggered your negative attitude, but you are the one who 
allowed bitterness to develop. It is always wrong to be bitter toward 
one of God’s creatures.

You may �nd the sin of unkindness, which is in violation of 
the command of Ephesians 4:32: “Be kind to each another, ten-
derhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has 
forgiven you.” 

“But my mate has not done anything to deserve my kindness!” 
you protest. True, but you are the one who decides to be kind or un-
kind. Absence of kindness is always wrong for the Christian.

You may discover lack of love toward your mate. We will discuss 
this further in chapter 3, but let me say here that love as described in 
1 Corinthians 13 is an act or attitude more than an emotion. “Love 
is patient and kind . . . not jealous or boastful or proud or rude. It 
does not demand its own way. It is not irritable, and it keeps no re-
cord of being wronged” (vv. 4–5). When you fail to express love to 
your partner, you have sinned.

�e Holy Spirit may bring many sins to your mind. Write them 
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down one by one until you can think of no other, then open your 
Bible and read 1 John 1:9 (niv): “If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrigh-
teousness.” In making your list you have really confessed your sin, for 
you have agreed with God that these things are wrong in your life.

ACCEPTING GOD’S FORGIVENESS

I suggest, however, that you go back over the list and agree again 
with God that these are wrong and, at the same time, thank Him 
for Christ’s death on the cross and therefore for forgiveness. In 
your own words you are saying, “Father, this is wrong—so wrong. 
How could I be so foolish? But I want to thank You for the cross—
that Christ has paid for this sin, and I can be forgiven. �ank You, 
Father, for forgiveness.”

Work through your list and accept God’s forgiveness for every 
past failure. God does not intend us to live under the emotional 
load of past failures. We can be forgiven.

A CLEAR CONSCIENCE

After the acceptance of God’s forgiveness, there is a second step to-
ward a growing, God-honoring marriage. �e apostle Paul states 
it in Acts 24:16 as a basic principle in his own life: “I always try to 
maintain a clear conscience before God and all people.”

I believe that in this statement we have the most important prin-
ciple of mental health and, consequently, of marital health. Paul is 
not saying that he never did anything wrong, but rather that, having 
done wrong, he has also cleared his conscience, �rst toward God and 
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then toward people. We empty our conscience toward God when we 
confess our sins. We empty our conscience toward a spouse when we 
go to him or her and confess our failures.

“But what if my spouse isn’t willing to forgive me?” �at is their 
problem and not yours. Your responsibility is to admit the wrong 
you carry and ask forgiveness. Your mate’s response is not your re-
sponsibility. You have done what you can do by dealing with your 
wrong. You have not done what you can do until you have dealt 
with your own o�enses. You see, you cannot confess your partner’s 
sin, but you can deal with your 5 percent.

You can say to him or her in your own words, after a good meal, 
“Honey (or whatever title you prefer), God has dealt with me today, 
and I now realize that I have been wrong in so many things. I have 
confessed them to God and want to ask your forgiveness. I have 
been very sel�sh in demanding that you ____. I have not been very 
kind in ____. I have failed in meeting your needs for ____. And I 
want to ask, will you forgive me?” Be as speci�c with your mate as 
you have been with God. Give him or her a chance to respond.

What will happen when you do this? It may be the dawning of 
a new day. On the other hand, your spouse may say, “Oh yeah, I’ve 
heard that before, and I don’t believe it.” What you do at this point 
will determine whether you must have another confession session 
with God, or whether you will go on to improve your marriage. If 
you explode with tears, words, or 
ying saucers, you will need to 
retreat to ask God’s forgiveness for another failure.

Why not respond by saying, “I can understand your feelings. 
I know that I have confessed before, and I know that I have failed 
many times to be what I want to be. So I understand that you �nd it 
hard to believe that things will be any di�erent this time.”
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Do not make rash promises about the future. Right now, you are 
dealing with the past. Seal your confession with an embrace and a 
kiss if your spouse is willing. Smile even if you are pushed away.

TEAR DOWN THIS WALL!

Do not worry about your spouse’s response to your confession. Do 
not think he/she should fall on their knees and confess their own 
wrong. �ey may, and if so, great! You will have a tender evening. 
But negative feelings may not capitulate that easily. Personal pride 
stands as a hurdle for all of us. Allow time for God’s work in your 
mate. When you have confessed your wrong and emptied your con-
science toward God and your partner, you have done the greatest 
thing you can do for your mate. �ey may not respond in like man-
ner, but you have made it easier for them to admit wrong.

We cannot manipulate people. Every person has a free will. We 
can choose to be hateful, cutting, and mean, even in the face of 
confession. But your marriage will be better even if your mate doesn’t 
confess their wrong, because now you are free to move out to be a 
positive stimulus for good in the relationship. You are now free to be 
a part of the solution instead of a part of the problem.

Many couples are at a stalemate because they have allowed a wall 
to develop between them. Walls are always erected a block at a time. 
One partner fails in a particular matter. It may be as small a matter 
as failing to carry out the garbage or as large as failing to meet sexual 
needs. Instead of dealing with that failure, we ignore it. We excuse 
ourselves, thinking, “After all, what does she expect? I’m doing my 
part! Why doesn’t she think of my needs?”

For whatever reason, one failure after another is ignored until 
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a long, high, thick wall develops between two people who started 
out “in love.” Communication grinds to a halt, and only resent-
ment remains.

How is such a wall to be destroyed? By tearing down those blocks 
of failure, one by one. As we admit our failure as speci�cally as pos-
sible, we destroy the barrier to growth. Granted, the walls must be 
torn down from both sides if the relationship is to be ideal, but if 
you will tear down your side, you make it easier for your spouse to 
begin demolition. If both are willing to tear down the wall of separa-
tion, you can build on the rubble a beautiful relationship.

Once the wall is destroyed by confession and forgiveness, we 
must practice immediate confession of subsequent failures. We 
must never allow the wall to be erected again. Confession must be-
come a way of life.

A SMALL WALL GOES UP .  .  .

Mornings are a frenzied time in a lot of households—a time when 
tempers can 
are. My wife, Karolyn, and I had such a morning 
once. We were trying to get the kids o� to school and me to work, 
and I said to my wife, “Karolyn, where is my briefcase?”

To which she replied, “I don’t know.”
I repeated with greater volume, “Come on, Karolyn, I’m in a 

hurry. Where is my briefcase? I put it right in there by the dresser 
last night, and it’s gone. Where did you put it?”

“Gary, I don’t know where your briefcase is!”
We went about two more rounds of this—same message, higher 

volume. By this time, I was really upset. Obviously she had moved 
my briefcase, but she was not concerned enough to even think 

TMYAW-2021.indd   29 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

30

about where she had put it. In anger, I rushed the children out the 
door and sped them o� to school. I talked to them kindly about 
their schoolwork, but after I let them out, I returned to the business 
of being furious with Karolyn for misplacing my briefcase.

I went the entire nine miles from my children’s school to my 
o�ce fuming, “How could I have married such a scatterbrain? My 
briefcase is important. In fact, I can’t operate without it. What am I 
going to do today?” 

�at question was answered the moment I walked into my of-
�ce. �ere sat my briefcase, right where I had left it the day before.

At that point, I had several choices. I could dismiss the matter, 
promise myself that I would never let Karolyn know where I had 
found my briefcase, and hope that she would never ask. I could ra-
tionalize that my response to her was because of fatigue, distraction, 
lack of exercise—any excuse would do. Or I could practice what I 
preach, that is, behold the plank, confess my sin, and ask forgiveness.

A WALL COMES DOWN

So I turned to God and said, “O God, how could I be so foolish? 
Forgive me for the horrible way in which I treated Karolyn—for the 
lack of love, the unkind, critical, accusing words, the bitter spirit. 
�ank You, Father, for the cross. �ank You that the penalty has 
been paid. �ank You for forgiveness.” My conscience was emptied 
toward God.

Next was the phone call. “Karolyn, I . . . uh . . . I . . . uh . . . found 
my briefcase.”

“Yes,” she said.
“It was here at the o�ce,” I haltingly continued. “I’m really sorry 
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about the way I talked to you. It was horrible, and it was wrong, and 
I want to ask, Will you forgive me?”

Do you know what she said? “I thought you’d call!”
She knew I would call because we have committed ourselves 

to keeping the wall from growing thick and high. She knew that I 
would not go long with that failure unresolved. Life is too short to 
let high, heavy walls develop. Why waste life? A wall will never stand 
if you deal with each failure as it occurs.

Perhaps you are thinking, “Raising one’s voice over a briefcase 
is a little failure. My failures are in a whole di�erent category.” I 
remember the husband who said to me after hearing my lecture, 
“Getting the Beam Out of Your Own Eye,” “I never thought this 
could happen to me. My wife and I have a fairly good marriage. 
We’ve always prided ourselves on being committed to each other. 
But six months ago, a lady started working for our company who 
triggered something inside of me I had not felt for a long time. To be 
honest with you, it was exciting.”

“I  KNEW IT HAD GONE TOO FAR”

Jared continued, “We started having lunches together and found 
it so easy to talk to each other. It was almost like we had known 
each other for a lifetime. I knew that I should not be feeding this 
relationship, but I found it so satisfying. She was also married, and 
one day I got a phone call from her husband, who said that he knew 
about my relationship with his wife and that if I did not break it o� 
immediately, he would call my wife and expose the whole thing. 
I was terri�ed. I spent the afternoon thinking about what would 
happen to my marriage and my children. Even though we were not 
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sexually involved with each other, I knew that our relationship had 
gone too far.”

Jared was equally concerned about the wall that was building be-
tween his wife and himself. She did not know about the relationship, 
but after tension developed, Jared recognized that “my ‘secret’ had 
de�nitely become an emotional barrier between me and my wife.” 
He had been more aware of the things she did that annoyed him. 
Later he admitted to me that for several months “I had courted the 
idea that perhaps life would be better with someone else. I knew that 
Satan had been leading me down a road that would dishonor Christ.

“On the way home that afternoon, I stopped by a local park and 
poured out my heart to God in confession for my wrongdoing. I 
don’t remember when I have ever cried so much. I knew that God 
was willing to forgive me, but I found it so hard to believe that I had 
allowed Satan to take me this far down the wrong road.”

�ere was more Jared needed to do, of course. �at night at 
home he confessed everything to his wife. He told her he indeed 
loved her and how sorry he was for permitting himself to become 
emotionally involved with another woman. He intended to break 
o� the relationship the next day “no matter what,” he said.

“I hoped that she would be able to forgive me and that we could 
continue to rebuild our marriage. She cried and I cried. I guess it 
had been a long time since either of us had felt so much pain. She 
said that she wanted to forgive me but she needed some time to sort 
out her emotions.”

�e next day he asked the other woman to come to his o�ce, 
where he admitted that his responses to her were wrong. He took 
full responsibility “for allowing myself to do something that I knew 
was moving in the wrong direction. I asked her to forgive me for 
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my inappropriate actions and I told her that I hoped she and her 
husband could work out their marriage.”

Jared told her that he wanted to call her husband and apologize 
to him. “She gave me his phone number and as soon as she left my 
o�ce, I called him and apologized for being out of line. I assured 
him that there had been no sexual involvement but I did know that 
our spending so much time together was wrong. I told him that I had 
confessed to my wife what had gone on and had asked her to forgive 
me and that I hoped that she was going to give me a chance to work 
on our marriage and that I wished the same for him and his wife.”

�e next night Jared and his wife talked again. �ey cried once 
more, and she told him that she was willing to forgive him and that 
she wanted to work on their marriage. “She asked me if I would be 
willing to go for counseling, and I willingly agreed. Over the next 
three months we saw a counselor once a week and worked through 
not only the pain of my present failure but some of the things we 
had failed to deal with in the past. All of this happened �ve years 
ago, and today we have a wonderful marriage. I am grateful to God 
that He used an angry husband to wake me up, and I am grateful to 
my wife for forgiving me.”

Jared’s story demonstrates three realities: (1) sin is deceiving; (2) 
God cares for His erring children; and (3) repentance is always the 
better choice. Repentance makes possible the reality of forgiveness.

NOT BY OURSELVES

Of course, we cannot do this on our own. Humanly, this is beyond 
any of us. A third step must accompany the �rst two: yielding to the 
ministry of the Holy Spirit.
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�is isn’t always an easy concept for us to understand. But Jesus 
left us with a promise and a description. In John 14, speaking to His 
twelve disciples during the Last Supper—and knowing their fear 
and impending feelings of aloneness when their Master’s earthly 
ministry was ended—Jesus promised to send a “Comforter” who 
would lead them into all truth. Paul tells us that the Spirit indwells 
every believer (Romans 8:9). It is the Holy Spirit who rebukes us 
when we are wrong (Hebrews 12:5) and motivates confession; it is 
the Holy Spirit whose task it is to produce in us the qualities and 
characteristics seen in the life of Jesus and called the “fruit of the 
Spirit”—love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, and self-control (Galatians 5:22–23 niv).

Notice that these characteristics are called the “fruit of the Spirit” 
rather than the fruit of our own e�ort. �e Christian life is not a com-
mitment to try to be like Jesus. Rather, it is yielding our lives to the 
Holy Spirit so that He can express the qualities of Jesus through us.

We cannot work hard enough to produce peace. Peace comes as 
a by-product of yielding our lives fully to the Holy Spirit. �e same 
is true of joy, patience, gentleness, goodness, and all the other quali-
ties listed above. �e key to the Christian’s victory is recognizing 
and accepting the control of the Holy Spirit.

How then are we �lled with the Holy Spirit, or controlled by the 
Holy Spirit? Having confessed our sins and accepted God’s forgive-
ness, we then ask Him to �ll us, or control us, totally by His Spirit. 
�at is, we ask the Holy Spirit to ascend the throne of our lives. �at 
is a prayer God will answer, because John says, “We are con�dent 
that he hears us whenever we ask for anything that pleases him” (1 
John 5:14). We know it “pleases him” to �ll us with His Spirit be-
cause of the command in Ephesians 5:18: “Be �lled with the Holy 

TMYAW-2021.indd   34 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



" W H Y  W O N ' T  T H E Y  C H A N G E ? "

35

Spirit.” �erefore, when we ask Him to �ll us, or control us, we 
know that He will.

We accept the Spirit’s control over 
our lives by faith. We do not wait nor 
plead for some great emotional ex-
perience. Having confessed our sins 
and asked for His control, we simply 
believe that He is working within us, 
and we journey along through life, 
trusting that through God’s Spirit we 
can nurture our marriages through 
candor, confession, and forgiveness.

Brie
y, here’s how we can yield to 
the Holy Spirit and enhance our marriages.

1.  I realize that my marriage is not what it should be.
2.  I stop blaming my mate and ask God to show me where I am 

at fault.
3.  I confess my sin and accept God’s forgiveness, according to 1 

John 1:9.
4.  I ask Him to �ll me with His Spirit and give me the power to 

make constructive changes in my life.
5.  In His power, I go to my mate, confess my failures, and ask 

forgiveness.
6.  In His power, I go on to change my behavior, words, and atti-

tudes, according to the principles that I discover in Scripture.

If you do this, be assured that you and your spouse will be closer 
to building the marriage you’ve always wanted.

 HAVING 

CONFESSED OUR 

SINS AND ASKED 

FOR HIS CONTROL, 

WE SIMPLY 

BELIEVE THAT 

HE IS WORKING 

WITHIN US.
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BUT WHAT ABOUT HIM?

I do not wish to communicate the idea that you are not to discuss 
the faults of your mate. Let me give a personal illustration that indi-
cates the role of confession as it relates to discussion of faults.

One summer Saturday years ago, my wife and I were having 
lunch with our two children, enjoying the beauty of the view out-
side our window. Birds were singing, 
owers blooming, and our 
hearts were glad—glad until Karolyn made the announcement that 
she was going to take our son to the shopping mall and get him 
some shoes. Rather soon after the announcement, she left. Dirty 
dishes were still on the table.

Being a mature person, of course I did not say anything, but as 
she drove o� down the street, I retreated to the back porch, made 
myself comfortable in my rocker, and proceeded to get angry with 
her. With the aid of my melancholic personality, I thought all kinds 
of morose thoughts.

“After all, this is my only day o�. I always try to be at home on 
Saturdays. She doesn’t work outside the home. She had every day of 
the week to go shopping. Why wait until Saturday? Obviously, she 
doesn’t love me or she would not leave me alone. Well, she didn’t re-
ally leave me alone. �ere are all those dirty dishes on the table. �e 
least she could have done was to have cleaned up the table. I guess 
she expects me to do that. Well, I’ll show her. I am not her servant.”

�e thoughts went from bad to worse, and I succeeded in making 
myself miserable in the presence of singing birds and blooming 
ow-
ers. �en there came to my mind very quietly—almost as though 
God hesitated to disturb my misery—the title of my lecture “Behold 
the Beam” and Jesus’ words “First get rid of the log in your own eye.”
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Turning to God, I said, “O Lord, how foolish! How stupid! 
What’s wrong with me that I can get so upset over my wife going to 
the shopping center?” �e answer came quickly. First, I was judg-
ing my wife’s motives for her decision, saying that she left because 
she did not love me or think of me. Such judging is condemned by 
Jesus in Matthew 7:1. (Incidentally, such judging is also foolish, for 
no one can know the motives of another unless that person chooses 
to reveal them.) Second, my attitude was very sel�sh. Having con-
fessed these and accepted God’s forgiveness, I yielded the throne of 
my life to the Holy Spirit and was able to wash the dishes with an 
optimistic spirit and a positive attitude toward my wife.

�at evening, after the children were in bed, I had a chance to 
relate to my wife my afternoon problem. “You know, Babe,” I said, 
“I had a real struggle this afternoon. So much of a struggle, in fact, 
that I sinned and God had to deal with me about it. Now, I’ve con-
fessed it, and God has forgiven me, but I thought you might like to 
know about it.”

How could she resist? I proceeded 
to tell her about my attitudes and 
thoughts, and that I had seen how 
wrong they were. I did not need to 
confess to her, because she had not 
even seen me at my point of failure. 
My confession had been to God, but 
I told her because our goal is one-
ness—as we saw in the previous chap-
ter. Oneness is attained only as we are 
willing to con�de failures as well as successes. When I disclosed my 
problem and my confession to God, my wife was very open to dis-

 NO ONE CAN KNOW 

THE MOTIVES OF 

ANOTHER UNLESS 

THAT PERSON 

CHOOSES TO 

REVEAL THEM.

TMYAW-2021.indd   37 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

38

cussing the episode, and we agreed upon some guidelines for the 
future that were mutually acceptable. You see, my confession had 
paved the way for a constructive conversation about her action.

It should be noted here that Karolyn had done nothing morally 
wrong. Shopping on Saturday is not a sin. I was the one who had 
sinned. When I acknowledged my problem, rather than pointing an 
accusing �nger at her, she was free emotionally to discuss her action 
and ask, “What can I do to help with this problem?”

How di�erent the results would have been had I decided to con-
tinue in my misery and allowed bitterness to grow! When she came 
home, I could have laid into her with condemnation or sulked in 
silence and let her beg me to reveal the reason for my animosity. I 
could have buried my feelings, not dealing with them, letting them 
smolder underneath the surface. None of those responses would 
have been helpful to our marriage.

Whenever a relationship breaks down, both people are a part of 
the breakdown. One may bear more of the responsibility than the 
other, but either can move to restore it. �ey must each deal with 
the wrong they personally bear, and, indeed, that is all either party 
can do. Confession is a personal act. We must allow each other the 
freedom to decide whether or not to confess. In the meantime, we 
can confess our failure, and this may be the stimulus that triggers 
confession on the part of our mate.

In this chapter, we have discussed a way to turn your marriage 
around and put it on the road toward health. After the �rst major 
confession, you will not need to make a list of your faults, but you 
should deal with them one by one as they occur. On any given day 
when you become aware of friction, ill feelings, and lack of one-
ness in your relationship, the �rst question should be “Lord, what’s 
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wrong with me? Why should I be so upset over that? What did I do 
or fail to do that may have stimulated that action from my mate? 
Even if she is totally wrong in her action, what about my attitude? Is 
my response to that action right or wrong?”

As you see where you are wrong, confess it, accept God’s forgive-
ness, and ask His Spirit to control you. People do not “make us mis-
erable.” We choose to be miserable. �e immediate emotion that 
arises after the action of your partner may be automatic and beyond 
your control, but what you do with that emotion is your decision.

If you are willing to search your own heart and confess any 
wrong discovered, then you can feel at peace, even though you are 
not particularly happy with the situation at hand. You then can be 
a positive force for change, rather than compounding the problem 
with your attitude.

IN CLOSING

It’s important to remember that your marriage can be improved 
even if your partner never changes. One partner can change a mar-
riage for the better even when the other has no desire for improve-
ment. I am not saying that you can have an ideal marriage, fully sat-
isfying in every area. �at, indeed, takes the work of two individuals 
under God. But you can see substantial growth in your marriage, if 
only you are willing to change.

If you will take the kind of action suggested in this chapter, you 
will be taking the �rst and most strategic steps toward a healthy, 
growing marriage. Who knows what God will do with your mate if 
you serve as a helper instead of a hinderer?
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YOUR TURN

1.  What do you think about the idea that rather than waiting 
for your partner to change, you are the one who should take 
the first step by admitting your own failures?—even if you’re 
only a small percent of the problem?

2.  Can you and your spouse point to a problem you used to have 
in your marriage—but don’t anymore? What happened?

3.  It is easy to feel like you are the “good guy” in a relationship. 
Why is that unhealthy and what can you do about it? 

4.  Do you agree with the statement, “People do not make us 
miserable. We choose to be miserable”?
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

What Love 
Really Means

LOVE IS THE MOST IMPORTANT WORD in the English lan-
guage, and the most confusing. I say it is the most important be-
cause Jesus once said, “By this all men will know that you are my 
disciples, if you love one another” (John 13:35). I say it is the most 
confusing because we use the word love in in a thousand ways. You 
will hear people say, “I love hot dogs. I love the mountains. I love the 
beach. I love my dog. I love my new car.” �en two romantic lovers 
will say, “I love you.” What is that supposed to mean?

�rough the years, I have asked many couples to give me their 
de�nition of love. De�nitions have varied greatly. Some have placed 
a strong emphasis upon the emotional and physical aspects of love. 
Others have emphasized the self-giving nature of love. �e most 
unique de�nition I ever received is: “Love is a four-letter word com-
posed of two consonants, L and V; two vowels, O and E; and two 
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fools, you and me.” I suppose there is some truth to that. 
When we look at what the scriptures say about love between 

a husband and wife, we may be shocked to discover that the hus-
band is commanded to love his wife and older women are told that 
they are to teach young women to love their husbands (Ephesians 
5:25, Titus 2:3–4). In our culture, we don’t think of marital love as 
something that can be commanded or learned. Many couples have 
sat in my o�ce and said, things like: “I wish I could love her, but 
I just don’t have it.” �e implication is that love is something you 
feel and “I just don’t have love feelings.” I am empathetic with that. 
I understand what they are saying and why they are saying it. �ey 
do not feel the euphoric feelings they felt before they got married. 
What many fail to understand is that what we commonly call “fall-
ing in love or being in love” is temporary. Studies reveal that it has 
an average lifespan of two years. �e movies and songs have led us 
to believe that if you have the “real thing,” those feelings will last 
forever. �at is simply not true. 

�at is why husbands are commanded to love their wives and 
older women are told to teach younger wives to love their husbands. 
�e kind of love that leads to long-term, satisfying marriages is not 
a feeling. It is an attitude with appropriate behavior. Now don’t 
misunderstand me, emotions are important and one of our deepest 
emotional needs is the need to feel loved. �at is why the euphoric 
feelings during the “in love” stage of a relationship are so satisfy-
ing. But when these feelings subside, as they always do, we must 
then choose to love and learn how to love. If we do this e�ectively, 
it will stimulate warm emotional feelings in the one who is loved. 
�e emotions are my response to the words and actions of the one 
who chooses to love me. I will share more about how to meet this 
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emotional need for love later in the chapter, but �rst let’s focus on 
understanding what marital love is all about. 

When the scriptures command husbands to love their wives, 
it is not a command to have warm positive emotions toward her. 
Emotions cannot be commanded. We do not choose our emotions. 
What we do choose is our attitude and our behavior. �at is what is 
commanded of husbands. We are told to love our wives as “Christ 
loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Eph. 5:25). �is 
kind of love is self-sacri�cing for the bene�t of the one loved. Ro-
mans 5:8 states that God showed His love toward us in that while 
we were �lthy, sel�sh, and hateful, Christ died for us. As husbands, 
we do not wait for our wives to be loving toward us. With the help 
of God, we take the initiative to love her even if she is not lovely. 

In the same way, what older women are to teach young wives is 
not how to have positive emotions toward her husband, but how to 
choose a loving attitude which will express itself in words and deeds. 
Again let me say, we do not choose our emotions, but we do choose 
our attitude and our behavior. So what does this kind of love look 
like in real life?

THE BEST DESCRIPTION OF LOVE EVER

Let’s look at I Corinthians 13:4–8 for the best description (not de�-
nition) of love I have ever found. Read it slowly, with thought as to 
what implications it would have in marriage. �e words are often 
read at weddings as a model of true love. 

“Love is patient and kind. Love is not jealous or boastful or 
proud or rude. It does not demand its own way. It is not irritable, 
and it keeps no record of being wronged. It does not rejoice about 
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injustice but rejoices whenever the truth wins out. Love never gives 
up, never loses faith, is always hopeful, and endures through every 
circumstance.” 

�is description of love is too much to digest at one sitting, so 
let’s just look at a few of the key ideas. Love is patient and kind, never 
demanding its own way; not a “know-it-all” but understanding, 
slow to take o�ense; courteous; it exhibits a positive attitude toward 
problems. All these characteristics of love are directed toward the 
well-being of the one loved.

Do these qualities of love require a warm “feeling” toward the 
one loved? Do not answer too hurriedly. How warm do you have to 
feel to be kind—to be patient? You see, the kind of love described 
in 1 Corinthians 13 does not emphasize emotions, but attitude and 
action—which are not beyond our control.

It would be unfair if I did not express clearly my deep doubts 
that you will be able to demonstrate such self-giving love without 
the aid of the Holy Spirit. We are not by nature lovers. By nature, 
we focus on our own well-being, not that of others. As Christians 
we have “outside help.” “For we know how dearly God loves us, be-
cause he has given us the Holy Spirit to �ll our hearts with his love” 
(Rom. 5:5). God’s love is poured into our hearts and we become His 
agents of expressing love to our spouses. No one in all the universe 
is in a better position to love my wife than I. I must not forfeit this 
opportunity. If I am willing to turn to God and ask Him to love my 
wife through me, I can become a lover par excellence. 

What happens often is that I let my negative emotions block the 

ow of love. My wife does something that upsets me. I experience 
the emotion of anger or hurt. If I follow my emotions I will lash 
out in harsh critical words. My words stimulate negative emotions 
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in her and she reciprocates with harsh words. But if I acknowledge 
my emotions, but choose an attitude of love I will be patient; giv-
ing myself time to cool down, and then lovingly share with her my 
hurt. If done in a kind way, she will likely have a positive response. 
Uncontrolled negative emotions destroy marriages. 

Let me illustrate. I met Jason in Tucson, Arizona. Two years ear-
lier, his marriage had ended in divorce. I’ve never forgotten Jason’s 
description of his uncontrolled expression of emotions. “I realize 
now that I destroyed my own marriage. I allowed my emotions to 
control my life. Because we were so di�erent, Susan did a lot of 
things that irritated me. It seemed that almost every day I was tell-
ing her that I was hurt, disappointed, frustrated, and angry. It all 
came across as condemnation to her. I was trying to be open, but I 
realize now that you can’t let ‘raw sewage’ run through a marriage 
and expect to grow a garden.” Jason was right. We cannot let our 
emotions control our behavior and expect it to have a positive e�ect 
on our spouse. 

I am not suggesting that negative emotions are sinful. �ey are 
simply our natural response to our environment. Certainly when 
we are anxious and feeling stressed, or are stuck at home together 
for days on end for whatever reason, our emotions fray and we tend 
to lash out unthinkingly. Our partner’s quirks are no longer so en-
dearing—in fact, they can seem like personal o�enses. But because 
we are human, we all have a combination of negative and positive 
emotions. What I am saying is that we are not to allow negative 
emotions to dictate our behavior. 

Some will say, “All right. You are telling me to love my mate re-
gardless of how I feel toward him. Isn’t that hypocritical?” No, it is a 
choice to choose love in spite of my feelings. Kindness is not a feel-
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ing. It is a word or deed designed to enhance the life of my spouse. 
It is in the act of expressing love that you are most likely to receive 
love from your mate, which in turn a�ects your emotions in a posi-
tive manner. �ousands of marriages could have been redeemed if 

one partner had discovered the power 
of love. Should you forget everything 
taught in this book, remember to love 
“1 Corinthians 13 style.” Love is the 
greatest of all virtues and is available 
to all.

�e Scriptures say, “Love edi�es” 
(1 Cor. 8:1). �e word edify means 
“to build up.” So look for words that 
build up your spouse. Find some-
thing small or great that you like 

about your spouse and express appreciation. �ere is an ancient He-
brew proverb that says, “�e tongue has the power of life and death” 
(Prov. 18:21). �e story is told of a woman who went to a marriage 
counselor for advice. “I want to divorce my husband,” she con�ded, 
“and I want to hurt him all I can. He has made my life so miserable.” 

“In that case,” the counselor advised, “start showering him with 
compliments. When you have become indispensable to him—when 
he thinks you love him devotedly—then start the divorce action. 
�at’s the way to hurt him most.” 

Some months later, the wife returned to report that she had fol-
lowed the suggested course. “Good, now’s the time to �le for di-
vorce,” said the counselor. “Divorce!” said the woman indignantly. 
“Never! I’ve fallen in love with him.” My guess is that this husband’s 
love language was words of a�rmation. Likely, for years, he had 

KINDNESS IS NOT 

A FEELING. IT IS 

A WORD OR DEED 

DESIGNED TO 

ENHANCE THE LIFE 

OF MY SPOUSE.
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received words of condemnation from his wife. When she chose 
to give a�rming words, his attitude toward her changed and he 
started loving her. �e scriptures say, “We love God because he �rst 
loved us” (1 John 4:19). Love stimulates love. I remind you that 
God loved us when we were unlovely. 

�e challenge for us is to love our spouse when we do not feel 
loved by them. Our emotions push us to condemn or to run away. 
But, did not Jesus say, “Love your enemies” (Matt. 5:44)? Do you 
have a husband or wife who quali�es as an “enemy” in your mind? If 
we could learn the tremendous power of the compliment, we would 
seldom again revert to complaint.

Another characteristic of love is patience. So, what would pa-
tience look like in a marriage? I think it would eliminate pacing the 

oor while your wife gets ready to go. Why not sit down and relax? 
Your impatient behavior does not increase her speed. It simply agi-
tates your own spirit and may even be physically harmful. You do 
not have to be impatient. You have the choice. Why not love? I must 
admit, it took me a while to learn this one. It helps to read a book or 
magazine while waiting. 

Love makes requests not demands. Love does not demand its 
own way. “Honey, would it be possible for you to mow the grass on 
�ursday afternoon this week? My ladies group is coming over for 
lunch on Friday and I would like for the yard to look nice.” �at is 
a request, which will likely �nd a positive response. “I hope you will 
get o� your computer long enough to mow the grass before Friday,” 
is a demand, which if ful�lled will likely be done with resentment. 

Love is unsel�sh. Love looks out for the best interest of the per-
son loved. If a husband lived with a view to helping his wife reach 
her potential, and the wife lived with a view to helping her husband 
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reach his potential, we would be following the biblical ideal, and 
would both become “winners.”

Let me now share how an attitude of love with appropriate be-
havior can stimulate positive emotions in a marriage. As noted ear-
lier, our deepest emotional need is the need to feel loved by the 
signi�cant people in our lives. If you are married the person you 
would most like to love you is your spouse. If you feel loved, life is 
beautiful. If you don’t feel loved, life can begin to look rather dark. 
During the “in love” stage of a romantic relationship, this need is 
met. �at is why we are so drawn to each other. But what many do 
not realize is that there are two stages of romantic love. When we 
come down o� the euphoria of stage one, the second stage requires 
insight into what actually makes your spouse feel loved. We often 
assume that what makes me feel loved will also make my spouse feel 
loved. �at is a false assumption. 

FIVE FUNDAMENTAL WAYS TO EXPRESS LOVE

What I discovered in counseling hundreds of couples is that there 
are �ve fundamental ways of expressing love. I call them the �ve love 
languages. Each person has a primary “love language.” If you don’t 
speak their love language, your mate will not feel loved, even if you 
are loving them in other ways. Typically, a husband and wife will 
have a di�erent primary love language. �us, to successfully meet 
the emotional need for love we must discover and choose to speak 
each other’s primary love language. Let me brie
y share the �ve love 
languages in the next few pages. (For a more in-depth description 
of the love languages see my bestselling book, �e 5 Love Languages: 
�e Secret to Love �at Lasts.)
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WORDS OF AFFIRMATION

We have discussed the power of a�rming words already, but for 
some people this is their primary love language. �ey thrive on 
comments like: “You look nice in that out�t.” “I really appreciate 
what you did for me.” “One of the things I appreciate about you is . . 
. ” �e words can focus on your mate’s personality, intellect, beauty, 
attitude, or any number of things. �e important thing is that we 
are expressing that we value them as a person. �ese words are es-
pecially powerful when spoken with kindness. Kindness has to do 
with the manner in which we speak. �e tone of voice and the vol-
ume of our speech needs to express kindness. For the person whose 
primary love language is words of a�rmation, to hear critical, harsh 
words is like a dagger in the heart. To hear kind, appreciative words 
is like rain falling on desert sand. 

ACTS OF SERVICE

�e scriptures challenge us to love not only with words but “by 
our actions” (1 John 3:19). Acts of service include such things as 
cooking meals, washing dishes, vacuuming 
oors, walking the dog, 
washing the car, mowing the grass and changing the baby’s diaper. 
Remember the old saying: “Actions speak louder than words.” �is 
is true for the person whose primary love language is acts of service. 
In the early days of our marriage, I gave my wife words of a�rma-
tion because that was my love language. I assumed that what made 
me feel loved would do the same for her. I was wrong. Eventually 
she said to me, “You keep saying, ‘I love you.’ If you really love me, 
why don’t you help me with all the work that needs to be done?” 
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I knew nothing about love languages in those days, but I got the 
message that my words of a�rmation were not connecting with her. 

QUALITY TIME

�is involves giving your spouse your undivided attention. It 
may be sitting on the couch with the television o� and the device 
down. We are not answering our phones but giving our full atten-
tion to each other. Or it can be taking a walk together and talking 
as we walk. It can also include going to a restaurant, assuming 
that we talk with each other rather than gluing our eyes to our 
smartphones. Quality time does not always mean that we are talk-
ing. We may be planting a 
ower garden together. �e important 
thing emotionally is not the 
ower garden, but that we are doing 
something—together. 

RECEIVING GIFTS

It is universal to give gifts as an expression of love. �e gift says, “He/
she was thinking of me. Look what they got for me.” �e gift does 
not need to be expensive. Haven’t we always said, “It’s the thought 
that counts”? But let me remind you, it is not the thought left in 
your head that counts, but the gift that came out of the thought in 
your head. I say to husbands, if money is tight, follow the example 
of your children. �ey pick dandelions and give them to their moth-
ers. So, look for a 
ower in your yard that you can give to your wife. 
If you don’t have 
owers in your yard, check your neighbor’s yard. 
Ask permission; don’t steal them. If you are not good at selecting 
gifts, let your spouse make a list of things they would like. If receiv-

TMYAW-2021.indd   50 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



W H A T  L O V E  R E A L L Y  M E A N S

51

ing gifts is the primary love language of your spouse, don’t limit 
your gifts to holidays and birthdays, but give them on “normal” 
days as well. 

PHYSICAL TOUCH

In a marriage this involves such things as holding hands, kissing, 
hugging, back rubs, snuggling, and sexual intimacy. A�rming 
touches speak deeply to this person. Many husbands will auto-
matically conclude that their primary love language is physical 
touch. �ey are thinking of sexual intercourse. So, I ask the ques-
tion: “Do non-sexual touches make you feel loved?” �ey look at 
me as if to ask: “Are there non-sexual touches?” “What if you are 
walking into a shopping mall and your wife reaches out and holds 
your hand. Does that make you feel loved?” I ask. If he says, “No, 
that actually annoys me,” I continue, “If she is pouring you a cup 
of co�ee and puts her hand on your shoulder, does that make you 
feel loved?” If he says, “No, not really,” then I say, “Physical touch 
is not your love language.” 

None of the love languages are gender-speci�c. A man or a wom-
an can have any one of the �ve as a primary love language. How do 
you discover your love language? �ree simple questions will help: 
(1) How do I typically respond to other people? If I give words of 
a�rmation freely, that is likely my language. We tend to speak our 
own love language. (2) What do I complain about most often? �e 
complaint reveals the love language. “I just feel like we don’t ever 
have time together anymore,” reveals the language of quality time. 
(3) What do I request most often? “Will you give me a back rub?” is 
a request for physical touch. Answer these three questions and you 
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will likely discover your primary love language. You may also want 
to take the free quiz at 5lovelanguages.com. Once you discover each 
other’s love languages, the challenge is to speak it often. �en, you 
can sprinkle in the other four for extra credit. 

IRRITATIONS AND IMPERFECTIONS

Even when you are speaking each other’s love language, there will 
still be things about your spouse that will irritate you. How do we 
process these irritations? As we have noted earlier, the �rst step is to 
request change. If we can change, why not change? Let’s try to make 
life as pleasant as we can for each other. However, there will be some 
things that your mate either cannot change or, for whatever reason, 
choose not to change. �en what shall we do? �e scriptures say, 
“Love covers a multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8).

Now, the things that irritate us are not always sinful. So, if I 
could paraphrase I would say, “Love accepts many imperfections, 
or irritations.” Love does not demand perfection from one’s mate. 
�ey cannot and will not do everything the way we want it done, 
simply because they are human. Love accepts those things they can-
not or will not change. Let me illustrate from my own marriage.

We had been married several years before I realized that my wife 
was a “drawer opener,” but not a “drawer closer.” I do not know if I 
had been blinded to this fact the �rst three or four years or if it was 
a new behavior pattern for her, but at any rate it irritated me greatly.

I did what I thought was the “adult” thing to do. I confronted her 
with my displeasure in the matter and asked for change. �e next 
week, I observed carefully each time I entered our apartment, but to 
my dismay there was no change. After a few weeks, I decided to use 
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my educational expertise. I would give her a visual demonstration 
along with my lecture. I took everything out of the top bathroom 
drawer, removed the drawer, and showed her the little wheel on the 
bottom and how it �t into the track, and explained what a marvel-
ous invention that was. �is time, I knew she understood how the 
drawer worked and how serious I was about the matter.

�e next week, I eagerly anticipated change—but nothing hap-
pened! �en one day, I came home to discover that our eighteen-
month-old daughter had fallen and cut the corner of her eye on the 
edge of an open drawer. Karolyn had taken her to the hospital where 
the doctor stitched up the wound. She told me the whole story, and 
I contained my emotions while I listened. I was so proud of myself. 
I did not even mention the open drawer, but in my mind, I was 
thinking, “I bet she will close drawers now!” I knew this would be 
the clincher. She had to change now! But she did not. 

After another week or two, the thought crossed my mind, “I 
don’t think she will ever close drawers.” I am a slow learner, but I 
�nally got the message. So, I sat down to analyze my alternatives. 
I wrote them down (1) I could leave her. (2) I could be miserable 
every time I look at an open drawer from now until the time I die, 
or she dies. (3) I could accept her as a “drawer opener” and take on 
myself the task of closing drawers.

As I analyzed these alternatives, I ruled out number one right 
away. I looked at number two, and realized that if I were going to 
be miserable every time I saw an open drawer, I would spend a great 
deal of my life in misery. I reasoned that the best of my alternative 
was number three: I would accept this as one of her imperfections.

I made my decision and went home to announce it. “Karolyn,” 
I said, “you know the thing about the drawers?” “Gary, please don’t 
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bring that up again,” she replied. “No, I have an answer. From now 
on, you don’t have to worry about closing the drawers. I am going 
to accept that as one of my jobs. You can open them anytime you 
like. When I walk by, I will close them. If you want to open them 
again, that is �ne. Our drawer problem is over!” Do you know what 
she said? “Fine.” No problem with her. It was my problem all along. 

From that day to this, open drawers have never bothered me. I 
feel no emotion, no hostility. I simply close them. �at is my job. 
When I get home tonight, I can guarantee the open drawers will be 
waiting for me. I shall close them, and all will be well.

What am I suggesting by this il-
lustration? �at in marriage you will 
discover things that you do not like 
about your mate. It may be the way he 
hangs towels (or doesn’t hang towels). 
It may be the “classic rock” station he 
plays on the car radio . . . the way she 
tends to interrupt when you are trying 
to �nish a work report . . . the annoy-
ing way he has of forgetting people’s 
names . . . the way she leaves her shoes 
all over for you to trip on. 

�e �rst course of action is to re-
quest change. If you can change, why 

not? It is a small price to pay to live with a happy spouse. However, I 
can assure you there are some things your mate either cannot or will 
not change. �at is the point at which “love accepts many imperfec-
tions.” You decide where the point of acceptance will come, but the 
sooner you do, the sooner you both will be happier.

I  CAN ASSURE YOU 

THERE ARE SOME 

THINGS YOUR 

SPOUSE EITHER 

CANNOT OR WILL 

NOT CHANGE. 

THAT IS THE POINT 

AT WHICH “LOVE 

ACCEPTS MANY 

IMPERFECTIONS.”
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Some of you may have had running battles for many years over 
things as simple as open drawers. Could this be the time to call a 
cease-�re and make a list of things you will accept as imperfections? 

I do not want to discourage you, but your mate will never do ev-
erything the way you would like it done. Life is too short to choose 
misery. I much prefer to choose love. 
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YOUR TURN

1.  Ask God to let you be His agent for loving your partner. Ask 
Him to fill you with His Spirit and His love. (God will answer 
this prayer because He has already told us that this is His 
will—see Ephesians 5:18, 25; Titus 2:3-4).

2.  Seek to give your spouse a compliment each day for the next 
week. 

3.  Express love to your mate by word or action once each day 
for the next month. 

4.  Do not allow your mate’s reaction to stifle your love. Nothing 
your mate does can stop your love as long as you choose to 
love. Why stop when love is your greatest positive influence?

5.  Consider accepting in your mate some imperfection that has 
irritated you for years. If you decide to accept it, be sure to 
tell your mate. Such acceptance can be a positive step in your 
own emotional growth. 

6.  Consider taking the free quiz at 5lovelanguages.com to 
discover your primary love language. Request (not demand) 
your spouse to do the same. Learn to speak each other’s love 
language on a regular basis. 
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7.  Few individuals can resist genuine, unconditional love 
for more than a year. Why not start today? Make this the 
greatest year of your marriage. Many have found that in less 
than a month, love has stimulated a change in the emotional 
climate of the marriage. 
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

“Listen to Me!”

WE AS A CULTURE love to “communicate.” From dawn to 
dusk and beyond, we’re texting, scrolling, emailing, listening 
to podcasts on our daily walk, seeing and hearing talking heads 
express opinions on TV, leaving voice messages for our doctor 
or plumber or pastor. Even our cars talk to us, guiding us where 
we need to go. Our nearest and dearest shouts at us from the 
next room: “Are we out of milk?” And the list goes on and on. 
Rare is the place we can �nd silence or peace.

And yet, communicate we must. Sadly, for some this is a real 
struggle.

When we fail to communicate openly and meaningfully—in-
deed, when we fail to share our lives with our mates—we dam up 
the stream of life and tend to create a stagnant pool of self-pity. 
We feel alone because we are alone. We may still live in the same 
house, but we live as two lonely people rather than as a unit. �is is 
precisely the opposite of what God intended. In the beginning He 
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said, “It is not good for the man to be alone [cut o�]” (Gen. 2:18). 
Many individuals have found themselves “cut o�” in the midst of 
marriage. It is never good to be alone.

AN ACT OF THE WILL

Contrary to those lofty ideals that we had before marriage, free-

owing communication does not come naturally. On the other 
hand, neither is it, as some couples have concluded, impossible to 
attain. If we are to become one and enjoy that warm 
ow of life that 
is the deepest of all human satisfactions, we must communicate. We 
cannot know each other unless we con�de in each other. �e apostle 
Paul put his �nger on this truth when he addressed the church at 
Corinth: “No one can know a person’s thoughts except that person’s 
own spirit, and no one can know God’s thoughts except God’s own 
Spirit” (1 Cor. 2:11).

Just as we would never know what 
God is like if He had not chosen to 
communicate Himself through His 
Spirit, so we cannot know each other 
unless we choose to communicate. 
“I can read him like a book” may be 
true after �fty years of free communi-
cation, but it is not true in the early 
years of marriage.

No, your husband cannot read your 
mind, as you very well know. If you want him to be sensitive to your 
feelings, you must tell him how you are feeling! If you want your wife 
to be interested in what is going on in your world, you must let her in. 

WE CANNOT 

KNOW EACH 

OTHER UNLESS 

WE CONFIDE IN 

EACH OTHER.
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Communication is an act of the will. �is is illustrated in 2 Cor-
inthians 6:11, 13, where Paul says to the Corinthians, “Our hearts 
are open to you. . . . Open your hearts to us!” We communicate or 
do not communicate by a deliberate act. We cannot truthfully say, 
“It’s just my personality. I’m just not a great communicator!”

Now, it is true that some of us have what might be called a 
“Dead Sea personality.” We can have many thoughts, feelings, and 
experiences and be perfectly content not to express them to anyone. 
We feel no compulsion to talk. Others have the “babbling brook 
personality”: everything that enters the mind comes out the mouth, 
and usually there is not a sixty-second lapse between the two. �e 
“Dead Sea personality” will have greater di�culty expressing them-
selves than will the “babbling brook.” On the other hand, the “bab-
bling brook” has the equally di�cult problem of learning to listen.

Both talking and listening are required for e�ective communi-
cation. Each of us tends to lean toward one of these two extremes 
in basic personality orientation. �erefore, we each have our own 
di�culty in communication, but we 
can communicate. Communication 
is basically an act of the will, not a 
matter of the personality.

Our personalities may be an asset 
or a liability to communication, but 
they never render us bankrupt. Ei-
ther I choose to share my heart, or I 
choose to keep the door closed. I can-
not blame my personality, my mate’s 
response, or anything else. If I live unto myself, I do so by choice 
and in deliberate disobedience to the command of God for oneness 

EITHER I  CHOOSE 

TO SHARE MY 

HEART, OR I 

CHOOSE TO KEEP 

THE DOOR CLOSED.
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between marriage partners. Marriage cannot reach its ideal unless 
both partners choose to communicate.

BEYOND “FINE”

If we are having trouble communicating deeply with our spouses, 
it is easiest to begin with sharing the day-to-day events of our lives, 
then to move on to the deeper levels of communication. �ose of 
us who are parents have all had the experience of our children com-
ing home from some event—a �eld trip, say, or a church retreat—
and responding with “Fine” to our question, “How did it go?” (Or 
sometimes their answer is, “I don’t know”!)

Often we wait, and in time they choose to tell us “how it 
went.” Or we ask gentle questions designed to elicit more than 
monosyllables. 

How can we do this in marriage if we’re not good at it? My sug-
gestion to young marrieds and to others who have problems with 
this level of communication is to bend over backward for a few 
weeks to communicate the details: “Well, I got some co�ee and then 
went in to work and the internet was slow . . . then I got cold so I put 
a warmer shirt on . . . then I checked the news and . . . “

Of course, I am speaking in hyperbole, but you get the point. 
Relate in great detail what is going on in your life. After a couple of 
days of this, you will be able to mention only the more signi�cant 
events of the day. More importantly, you can begin to express your 
feelings as well as simply talking about “what happened.” �e pro-
cess of such sharing will bring a fresh sense of oneness to your mate. 
He/she will begin to feel a part of what you are doing. 

It is also helpful for each partner to visit the location of the oth-
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er’s employment, if it is outside the house. With a visual image of 
your work setting, your mate will be better able to identify with 
your world. Introduce each other to your close associates at work 
so that, when you come home and say, “Kevin was really in a bad 
mood today,” your mate has a mental image of Kevin and what he 
must look like on a bad day. 

A second level of communication is that of problem solving or 
decision-making. Since an entire chapter is devoted to the decision-
making process, I will not discuss this level of communication ex-
cept to say that this is often the �rst point of con
ict in marriage.

WHEN THE HEAT’S ON

�e third level of communication is communicating when “the 
pressure’s on.” When the emotional temperature rises, reason fades, 
emotion ascends the throne, and chaos results. How do we prevent 
chaos and bring unity out of those pressure moments?

One warm August day many years ago, my wife-to-be and I 
made a visit to the minister who was to perform our wedding cer-
emony. We ate dinner under an aged oak tree, and he presented this 
bit of advice, which I have never forgotten: “When you are angry, 
take turns talking.” He went on to explain that I should take three to 
�ve minutes to state my ideas on the issue while my wife remained 
silent (no butting in allowed). �en she should be given three to �ve 
minutes to state her understanding of the issue. �is process should 
continue as long as necessary.

On that August day, I could not imagine that I would ever need 
to use such a strategy with the perfect wife God had given me. Why 
should I ever get that angry at her? �at question was soon to be 
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answered, and I was to become pro�cient at “taking turns.” I have 
suggested the same to hundreds of couples since. Taking turns does 
not solve the problem, but it does cool down the heat so that you 
can get at the problem. 

HOW TO TAKE TURNS

Let me suggest other guidelines for taking turns. When your part-
ner is talking, you should be listening. One of the great discoveries 
of communication is the awesome power of the listening ear. Most 
of us have never reached our potential as listeners. James said, “You 
must all be quick to listen” (James 1:19). Talking is of little value 
unless someone is listening. When your spouse is talking, it is your 
turn to listen. Do not sit there and reload your guns. You cannot 
concentrate on what she is saying if you are marshaling your own 
forces. Your ideas will come back to you when it is your turn. Do 
not worry about your ideas. Concentrate on those of your mate.

Listen to the facts and the feelings being expressed. In light of 
what she is saying, try to understand how she came to feel that way. 
If you can understand, then a statement to that e�ect could be a 
powerful medication. “I can understand how you would feel that 
way; I really can. Let me explain my action as I saw it.” �en take 
your turn at presenting the way things looked from your vantage 
point. When you are truly wrong, be ready to admit your wrong-
ness, as we’ve already discussed. �ere is no value in rationalization.

Ask yourself, “What needs does my spouse have that I am not 
meeting?” Her feeling may be that you haven’t done certain chores 
she’s been asking you about for days—chores that may not be im-
portant to you but are important to her.
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“It took a long time for my husband and me to come to terms 
on this one,” said one wife recently. “Little things like picking up 
after himself, not leaving newspapers around, putting his ice-cream 
dish in the dishwasher are not important to him but they are to me. 
I hate continually asking him to do these things, and it annoys him. 
I �nally said, ‘Look, sweetie. It’s important to me, and when you do 
these things, I really feel loved. So, if you want me to feel loved, this 
will communicate your love to me deeply. I don’t think he’d ever 
thought of it quite that way before.

“Or he needs not to be interrupted, and I tend to interrupt be-
cause he takes time to pull his thoughts together—like a lot of guys, 
really. Again, I don’t mind being interrupted. To me it’s no big deal; 
I can pick up where I left o�. I like lively give-and-take. But it makes 
him feel disrespected. I’m trying to work at this, because it matters 
to him.”

Love is considerate. What can you do about it? You have the po-
tential for meeting the needs of your mate. If you accept this as your 
goal, you will be following the biblical admonition of Philippians 
2:3–4: “Don’t be sel�sh; don’t try to impress others. Be humble, 
thinking of others as better than yourselves. Don’t look out only for 
your own interests, but take an interest in others, too.”

BREAKING DOWN THE BARRIERS

�e picture of marital oneness is beautiful, but the real-life creation 
of such a portrait is another matter. It requires your greatest creativ-
ity and energies, but few things in life are more rewarding. Because 
there are common barriers to communication, I want to give practi-
cal suggestions that may speak to your own problem.
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“�ey Won’t Open Up”—Without doubt, the most common 
complaint I hear from troubled couples is that one partner refuses to 
talk meaningfully. More often than not it is the husband who is the 
silent one. It would be unfair, however, to convey the idea that this 
is characteristic only of males. Many women also �nd it more com-
fortable to draw the curtains of the soul. Let me say �rst of all that 
this tendency to keep things inside should not be viewed as a mental 
disorder. I have known husbands who have recognized their own 
reticence to open their hearts to anyone, their wives included, and 
who have allowed the problem to lead to depression and self-depri-
vation. �eir conclusion has been that they are hopelessly mentally 
ill. Such is not the case.

We all have strengths and weaknesses in our personalities. 
�ough we cannot correct the past, we are masters of the future. 
�roughout childhood, for whatever reason, we may have devel-
oped a withdrawn, inwardly directed personality, but that does not 
mean that we cannot learn to open our lives and experience the joy 
of unity with our mates. Any pattern that has developed can also be 
altered. We must decide that marital oneness is worth the pain of 
alteration. (And I assure you that it is.)

A beginning step to communication is to discuss the problem 
with your spouse. Sit down with her in a comfortable setting, and in 
your own words say, “Darling, I know that the unity of our marriage 
is not what it could be. I know also that one of our big problems is 
my reluctance to talk with you. I keep things inside; I have di�culty 
saying what I really think or feel. I know that this makes it hard on 
you because you cannot read my mind. I really want to grow in this 
area, and I am asking for your help. I am not sure what you can do 
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to help, but maybe you have some ideas.” Give your mate a chance 
to respond. Perhaps she does have some ideas.

Continue by telling her some of the things that you believe make 
it di�cult for you to be open. Tell her that when she keeps asking 
you to “talk more,” she simply makes it harder for you to get started. 
Perhaps she could ask questions about speci�c matters. As one hus-
band said, “Please don’t stop asking questions just because I give a 
short answer. I really want to say more, but I just can’t get it all out 
with the �rst question. Keep the questions coming and hopefully 
I’ll keep talking.”

Perhaps your spouse could help by asking your advice from time 
to time. Most of us talk more readily if someone asks for speci�c 
advice, especially if we believe that the person really wants it. Per-
haps, also, if she or he would develop some interest in your voca-
tion or your hobbies, you would have something else in common 
about which you could talk. Listen to a podcast together, plan some 
“dream” house projects, take an online class. If it enhances oneness 
it is time well spent, and you may learn new things in the process!

�e issues may go deeper than this, though. Maybe there’s a 
wound from the past that needs healing. If it is still on your mind, 
you need to be open so that your partner can have a chance to cor-
rect it. No failure is worth a lifetime of misery. You must be willing 
to confess and forgive. If you have di�culty verbalizing the prob-
lem, then write it in a letter and ask him to read it in your presence. 
�en discuss the matter. Sometimes you can say in writing what you 
have di�culty expressing aloud.

Perhaps, also, your mate could help by examining his or her 
own 
ow of conversation. Maybe he is talking so much that you 
have no opportunity. Many wives and husbands ask a question and 
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then proceed to answer it. �e other partner feels unneeded. Some 
could pro�t greatly by applying the advice of James: “You must all 
be quick to listen, slow to speak” (James 1:19). You have heard the 
story of the little girl who was writing a paper on Abraham Lincoln. 
She asked her mother for help, and her mother, knowing her hus-
band was a Civil War bu�, said, “Ask your dad.” �e girl said, “I 
didn’t want to know that much.”

If you believe discussion of other areas would help communica-
tion, con�de in each other. After all, your discussion is on com-
munication. You are admitting your di�culty and looking for help, 
so any suggestion should be considered. Perhaps your sexual needs 
are not being met, and you have developed a very negative attitude 
toward your mate. You have never discussed it, but this may be a real 
barrier to your communication in other areas. �is is the time to 
speak of it. It cannot hurt. It may help.

To conclude this conversation about communication, I suggest 
that you join in prayer. You may or may not be able to pray aloud, 
but certainly you can pray silently. If it is to be silent prayer, then 
agree to hold hands while praying and say “Amen” when you have 
�nished.

“I Have Such a Temper”—Uncontrolled anger is certainly a bar-
rier to communication. It is di�cult if not impossible to commu-
nicate when one is angry. �e capacity for anger, however, must not 
be seen as an evil. It is the emotion of anger against injustice and 
inequity that gives rise to social reform. Jesus Himself was angry 
upon occasion (Mark 3:5).
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Most of our anger, however, does 
not arise from a concern for righ-
teousness but from a self-centered 
heart. Someone has rubbed us the 
wrong way, or we did not get our way. 
Such anger is condemned in Scrip-
ture (Eph. 4:31). Even a righteous 
anger can very easily lead to wrong 
actions. �erefore, Paul warns us in 
Ephesians 4:26, “Don’t sin by letting anger control you.” We must 
not allow anger to control us and lead us to wrong actions.

�e emotion of anger may be beyond our control, but our ac-
tions in response to anger are not. We have the ability to control 
anger instead of being controlled by it. We cannot rightfully excuse 
rash behavior by simply saying, “I have a temper.” We all have tem-
pers, and we all have the responsibility to deal with our tempers.

In marital con
ict, how then am I to control my anger? I suggest 
the simple technique of withdrawing for evaluation. When you feel 
anger rising (all of us are aware of when that is happening to us), at 
that moment move to control it. A simple statement such as “I can 
feel myself getting angry. I don’t want to get angry, and I know you 
do not want me to get angry. So, let’s agree to stop discussing this 
until I can get my feelings under control.” (I am not talking about 
days, but perhaps minutes or at most a few hours.) �e biblical ad-
monition is “Don’t let the sun go down while you are still angry” 
(Eph. 4:26). �is is not an avoidance of the con
ict but a temporary 
withdrawal for the purpose of controlling emotions.

Having withdrawn from the source of heat, evaluate your 
thoughts, actions, and feelings with God. Never try to do this alone, 

 EVEN A 

RIGHTEOUS 

ANGER CAN VERY 

EASILY LEAD TO 

WRONG ACTIONS.
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or you will come to the wrong conclusions. “Lord, why would I get 
so upset over this matter?” might be an appropriate prayer. Admit 
and confess sel�sh motives, wrong attitudes, or any other failure—
�rst to God, then to your mate.

With the emotion calmed, come back to discussing the prob-
lem, perhaps using the each-take-a-turn approach mentioned ear-
lier. �ere are answers to all problems. Following your anger with 
harsh, cutting words or physical abuse only compounds the prob-
lem. It never solves it.

Anger may well reveal an area of your relationship that needs 
attention. If you respond constructively, it can stimulate growth in 
oneness. If, however, you allow anger to control you, it will lead to 
separation, not oneness. Anger always drives apart. Control of anger 
may well bring you closer together.

“He’s So Sel�sh”—“But my husband is so sel�sh,” someone says. 
“Even when he does communicate, it is to demand his own way. I 
am always wrong. ‘Sit down and let me tell you how things are go-
ing to be’ is his idea of communication.”

Sel�shness is the greatest barrier to oneness, and we are all af-

icted with the disease. We are our own greatest enemy in attaining 
marital unity. By nature we lean in the opposite direction: “My side 
always appears right to me. Otherwise, it would not be my side. You 
don’t think I would choose the wrong side, do you?”

It is an awareness of human nature that will help us at this point. 
Recognizing this chink in our armor will help us evaluate every situ-
ation in a more realistic manner. I can expect myself to be sel�sh 
because this is my nature. But as a Christian, I have a new nature—
the very real presence of the Holy Spirit in my life. �erefore, I have 
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a choice. I do not have to bow to my old sel�sh nature. I have the 
option of choosing to cooperate with the Holy Spirit in doing the 
unsel�sh thing.

�e opposite of sel�shness is love, biblical love, which is self-
giving and unconditional. �is is the greatest gift I have to o�er my 
mate. But I am not free to o�er such love until I have decided against 
sel�shness. �e choice is mine.

It is true that you cannot deal with the sel�shness of your mate. 
You can deal only with your own. If you deal with your own, howev-
er, you are giving your mate a model to emulate. (Most of us would 
respond positively to a loving model.) When you no longer �ght the 
sel�shness of your mate, you are free to concentrate upon the defeat 
of your own sel�shness.

“I Don’t Want to Hurt Her”—Many husbands and wives have 
refrained from expressing themselves because they did not want to 
hurt their mates. �ey have believed that if they were honest, it 
would be more than the partners could stand. �us, they are con-
tent to live with limited unity rather than splinter the relationship. 
�e intent is worthy, and most of us have felt this tension at one 
time or another. Yet we cannot grow and mature in our relation-
ship without taking on adult responsibilities—which are sometimes 
challenging.

I do not mean that you should hit your mate with your whole 
tale of woe thirty minutes before dinner on Friday evening. A time 
and place should be selected carefully. �ere is also the principle of 
constructive communication as opposed to destructive explosion. 
Romans 14:19 (niv) suggests, “Let us therefore make every e�ort to 
do what leads to peace and to mutual edi�cation.” �e word edify, 
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as we’ve seen, means to “build up.” Your objective must be clearly 
in mind—to build up your mate. “Love edi�es” (1 Cor. 8:1 nasb).

I am not encouraging the emptying of your negative garbage 
upon your mate’s head in the name of honesty. �e Christian plan 
is to speak the truth in love (Eph. 4:15), and love edi�es. We speak 
the truth, but we seek to say it in such a way as to build up, rather 
than to destroy.

A good question to ask is “What is my motive in saying this?” 
Are you doing it out of a bitter heart that wants to be vindictive? 
�en it is wrong and will drive you apart rather than draw you to-
gether. All of us have negative thoughts and feelings toward our 
mates at certain times. Honesty does not compel us to express all 
these feelings. We must allow these feelings to go through the �lter 
of “edi�cation.” If they come out as building blocks—great! Express 
them! If they come out as bombs, then defuse them before you have 
destroyed the very thing that you most desire.

Having said this, I want to remind 
you that certain aspects of build-
ing up another are painful. Personal 
growth does not come without pain. 
And genuine love moves out to stim-
ulate growth even if it must be ac-
companied with pain. No one enjoys 
pain, and your mate will not likely be 
joyful over your expression of truth, 

but if such pain can bring growth, it is worthwhile. Surgery is never 
a pleasing thought, but the result may be life itself. All of us need 
emotional, social, and spiritual surgery along the way, and our mates 
may well be the chosen surgeons.

A GOOD QUESTION 

TO ASK IS, “WHAT 

IS MY MOTIVE IN 

SAYING THIS?”
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Certainly you will want to express your own disappointments 
and frustrations. One is not always happy or satis�ed. A mature 
marriage will provide acceptance even when the mate is “out of 
sorts.” �at is never the time for criticism but rather for acceptance 
and understanding.

Never use “honesty” as a license to pour out all your unhappiness 
and blame it on your mate. Remember, happiness or unhappiness is 
a state of mind that you choose for yourself. It may be helped or hin-
dered by your mate’s attitudes and actions, but the choice is yours.

At the same time, you must not be overprotective of your mate. 
What your mate needs is not another mother or father but a full 
partner who loves him enough to speak the truth in love.

Weigh your medication carefully. Do not give an overdose. None 
of us can face all our weaknesses on the same day. Medicine must be 
taken at regular intervals, not all at once. Find the best time—never 
when one is hungry, or late at night. Ask your mate if he thinks he 
could take a little constructive criticism. Do not give it unless he 
is ready. Make sure that your criticism is something to which your 
mate can respond positively.

Couple your criticism with compliments. �e biblical pattern 
for criticism is found in Revelation 2:2, 4. Christ said to the church 
at Ephesus, “I know all the things you do. I have seen your hard 
work and your patient endurance. . . . But I have this complaint 
against you.” He then proceeded to give them one criticism.

�ree compliments, one complaint is the pattern. It helps if the 
compliments are given in the same area as the criticism. Even before 
you give the compliments, however, wait to be invited to confront 
an issue. For example, let’s say that my wife wants to criticize me 
about leaving hairs in the sink. She might begin by saying, “Honey, 
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do you feel like you could take a constructive criticism tonight?” 
Now she has given me the option of saying “Yes” or “No.” If I say 
“No,” I can almost guarantee you I will come back in less than an 
hour and say, “About that criticism, what did you have in mind? I’m 
dying to know.” And she says, “No, it can wait until tomorrow or 
even next week. You let me know when you’re feeling like it.” I will 
probably respond, “I’m feeling better now.”

Now she begins—with compliments, “Before I make my request, 
let me tell you some things I like about you. First of all, I appreciate 
the fact that you always throw your dirty clothes in the hamper. I’ve 
talked to other women who say their husbands leave clothes lying 
all over the house. You’ve never done that. Secondly, I appreciate 
the fact that you got the bugs o� my windshield last night. I love it 
when you get the bugs o� my windshield. And thirdly, I want you 
to know how much I appreciate the fact that you quietly take care of 
the online bill paying so we’re never behind.

“What I’m saying is ‘I really like you’ and there’s one thing, if 
you would change it, that would make me even happier.”

By now, she has my full attention and because I feel appreciated 
by her, I am ready to respond to her suggestion. So she says, “When 
I go into the bathroom and �nd hairs all over the sink, it irritates me 
greatly. So, if possible, I’d like to request that before you leave the 
bathroom, you get the hairs out of the sink.”

I will confess this conversation is not �ction, and I am the best 
sink cleaner you’ll ever �nd.

�e compliments give me the assurance that I am not a failure. 
Basically, I am doing a pretty good job, so I am motivated to con-
tinue growth. If, however, you give me the criticism without the 
compliments, I am likely to give up. “I do everything I can to please 
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him/her, and what do I get! Another criticism! I give up!” �ese are 
likely to be my thoughts. 

“I Know �at I Lack Self-Con�dence”—Many of us struggle with 
long-term, deep-seated feelings of inadequacy—even though on the 
surface we may look con�dent and competent. We look back at a 
string of failures and �nd our successes hard to remember. We view 
ourselves as threatened by every social encounter. �us, when we 
come to marriage, we �nd it di�cult to express our ideas for fear of 
further rejection and failure. James Dobson observes that “Lack of 
self-esteem produces more symptoms of psychiatric disorders than 
any other factor yet identi�ed.”1 He notes that our culture’s value 
system exalts beauty, brains, and athletic ability.2 If we have failed in 
these three areas (most of which are beyond our control), then we 
see ourselves as failures.

But your self-concept could be wrong. So you may not be a be-
loved public �gure like Dr. Fauci or a world traveler or a Stanford 
graduate or be able to run a marathon—where does that leave you? 
It leaves you with the rest of us normal mortals made in the image 
of God. Hundreds around you have fought those same feelings of 
inadequacy and have won. So can you.

Surely, you have weaknesses. Surely, you have failed. But you 
also have strengths, and you can succeed in many things. You may 
not be able to pass the MCAT entrance exam to medical school, but 
you know how to get a social-media page up and running. You may 
not look like a size 0, but you’re outgoing and likable and have great 
artistic 
air. Your skills are not the same as others, nor should they 
be. God does not run a cookie factory where we all come out look-
ing alike. His is a snow
ake factory, noted for variety.
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Be your best self under God’s direction. Utilize your abilities; do 
not worry about those things that are beyond your control. You are 
a worthy person because you are made in the image of God. Your 
worth is not determined by what you have done or have not done. 
You can accomplish worthy goals. Do not let your emotions push 
you around. Admit your feelings of inadequacy to God, but thank 
Him that you “can do everything through Christ, who gives [you] 
strength” (Phil. 4:13).

How can a marriage partner help a mate with low self-esteem? 
By encouraging him or her to accept the past and to concentrate on 
the future—and by the assurance of love and concern. �at is what 
marriage is all about. One does not have to bear his burden alone 
(Gal. 6:2). James Dobson o�ers a touching picture of such spousal 
encouragement:

Life has been tough and you’ve had your share of su�ering. To 
this point, you’ve faced your problems without much human 
support and there have been times when your despair has been 
overwhelming. Let me, now, share that burden. From this mo-
ment forward, I am interested in you as a person: you deserve 
and shall have my respect. As best as possible, I want you to 
quit worrying about your troubles. Instead, con�de them to me. 
Our concentration will be on the present and the future, and 
together we will seek appropriate solutions.3

When a mate makes such a statement to a partner, he/she is con-
veying acceptance, love, understanding, encouragement, and direc-
tion. It calls for a positive attitude rather than despair. �is is always 
the attitude for growth.
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IN CLOSING

Healthy, meaningful communication is not a luxury; it is a neces-
sity. �ere can be no unity without such communication. �e bar-
riers to communication are formidable but not unconquerable. �e 
key is your own will to communicate. Motivated with the vision of 
oneness in marriage, you must choose to communicate, deeply and 
lovingly. It will not always be easy, but the result will be a richer, 
deeper relationship.
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YOUR TURN

1.  Write down the areas where you feel communication is most 
needed in your marriage.

2.  Would you be willing to ask your spouse if he/she would be 
open to a daily sharing time in which each of you shares two 
or three things that happened in your life that day and how 
you feel about it? It may be only fifteen minutes, but it is a 
way of staying in touch with each other. 

3.  When you have your next conflict, try “taking turns talking,” 
rather than interrupting each other and getting into an 
argument. 

4.  Can the two of you agree that when either of you realizes 
that you are feeling angry, and getting heated, you will say, “I 
need to take a walk,” and the other will respect that decision 
as a positive action? (Don’t walk too far. Thirty minutes 
should be long enough to cool down.) 

5.  When you listen to your spouse, will you concentrate on 
trying to understand their perspective, rather than reloading 

your guns to shoot down their ideas? 
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

Who Takes 
Care of What?

AMY AND DAN are just back from a honeymoon in Maui. �ey’ve 
both gone back to work and are excited about their �rst evening to-
gether in their new condo. Amy arrives home thirty minutes before 
Dan and, after greeting their cat, decides to begin dinner—her �rst 
as a married person! Before she has the water boiling, Dan walks in 
the door, goes straight to the kitchen, and sweeps her o� her feet 
with a warm embrace and a passionate kiss. Before she has recov-
ered, he is on his phone, playing a game.

When dinner is ready, Amy calls him, and he bounces in with a 
big smile and says, “Boy, does this smell good!” A normal amount of 
chatter follows, mostly the relating of various comments of friends at 
the o�ce, and dinner is ended. Dan excuses himself and rushes o� to 
watch NCAA basketball, while Amy proceeds to clear the table and 
wash dishes. By and by they get together and have a tender evening.
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�e next evening the procedure is much the same as that de-
scribed above. �e third evening brings Act III (the same as Acts I 
and II). By now Amy is glaring at Dan, who is obliviously talking on 
the phone to his brother about North Carolina’s chances this year. 
When he hangs up, she’s ready—and unloads.

Dan is dumbfounded. What’s he done wrong? “But you like to 
cook,” he protests. “You’ve always said so. You cooked for me when 
we were dating.” What Dan doesn’t add is that his mother, a full-
time homemaker, always assumed kitchen duty (and everything else 
inside the home), while his dad retreated to his den.

And what Amy doesn’t add is that when she was growing up, her 
dad, an illustrator who worked at home, shared many household 
tasks with her mom, a retail manager. Neither she nor Dan could 
articulate these expectations completely. It’s simply what they ob-
served growing up—therefore, each of them carried the unspoken 
assumption that this was the “right” way to do things.

Amy and Dan are demonstrating what happens in most homes 
sometime during the �rst three months of marriage, as the couple 
realizes that they have never agreed upon the answer to that all-im-
portant question: “How do you divide up chores?” Even in today’s 
world, at some point somebody has to clean up after somebody else. 
Somebody has to make sure the rent is paid. In the interest of or-
derly living, life runs more smoothly if each spouse takes on certain 
agreed-upon tasks, rather than endlessly having to renegotiate: �is 
week I’ll make a Target run if you’ll clean out the cat’s box. Past gen-
erations tended to divide responsibilities very traditionally, but as 
women moved into the workforce in increasing numbers and soci-
etal views changed, the image of Dad reading his paper while Mom 
vacuumed under his feet went out with black-and-white TV.
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SORTING THROUGH SOME ASSUMPTIONS

But even today, most of us bring certain assumptions to the “table” 
of marriage: Men (so we assume) �x things, kill bugs, grill, and deal 
with anything having to do with cars or garbage. Women keep the 
home attractive, doing the little things like wiping the stove, and 
making sure there is soap in the shower, and doing the big things 
like making the �nal decisions about decorating. Women also keep 
the family schedule, handle social arrangements, and know where 
the kids are supposed to be when.

How, then, do we sort through 
these assumptions? Many con
icts 
could be eliminated if the couple 
would take time before marriage to 
discuss and agree upon responsibili-
ties. Normally the problem is not the 
inability to agree upon responsibilities 
but rather the failure to even discuss 
the matter. But even marital veterans 
can bene�t from a periodic check, 
evaluating whether their way of divvy-
ing up chores is working (or whether a 
given task has to be done at all!).

First, though, we need to return to our idea of oneness in marriage 
—and God’s intention.

TEAM ADAM AND EVE

In the very beginning, God assigned to Adam and Eve an objective: 
“God blessed them and said, ‘Be fruitful and multiply. Fill the earth 

NORMALLY THE 

PROBLEM IS NOT 

THE INABILITY 

TO AGREE UPON 

RESPONSIBILITIES 

BUT RATHER 

THE FAILURE TO 

EVEN DISCUSS 

THE MATTER.
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and govern it. Reign over the �sh in the sea, the birds in the sky, and 
all the animals that scurry along the ground’  ” (Gen. 1:28).

Both husband and wife had work to do. �ey were called by 
God to reproduce themselves physically and to govern, or have do-
minion over, the earth with all its creatures. Both were to be a part 
of accomplishing the goal, but obviously they could not both play 
the same role. Physically, the woman was to be the childbearer, but 
in this process man was to play a vital role. God’s pattern is unity. It 
is always God’s plan that husband and wife work as a team. Physical 
birth demands such teamwork and is a model for all of life.

Just as physical reproduction requires the cooperative work of 
husband and wife, each playing a di�erent role but each necessary 
and both working together as a unit, so in all other areas the pattern 
is to have varying responsibilities but unity of purpose. �e players 
on an athletic team do not all do the same tasks, but they do have 
the same objective. �us, the husband and wife do not perform 
identical roles, but they work toward a common objective as a team 
commissioned by God.

An allusion to the diversity of roles for Adam and Eve is seen 
in Genesis 3, where God pronounces judgment upon them for 
their sin:

�en he said to the woman, “I will sharpen the pain of your 
pregnancy, and in pain you will give birth. And you will de-
sire to control your husband, but he will rule over you.” And to 
the man he said, “Since you listened to your wife and ate from 
the tree whose fruit I commanded you not to eat, the ground is 
cursed because of you. All your life you will struggle to scratch 
a living from it. It will grow thorns and thistles for you, though 
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you will eat of its grains. By the sweat of your brow will you have 
food to eat until you return to the ground from which you were 
made. For you were made from dust, and to dust you will return. 
(Gen. 3:16–19)

God’s judgment upon Eve was related to pain in childbirth. 
Childbirth was certainly a role unique to Eve. �is judgment did 
not a�ect man’s role in the reproductive process. When God placed 
a speci�c judgment upon Adam, He chose the earth, for Adam was 
a farmer. �orns and thistles were to make the process of cultivation 
more di�cult.

Both of these judgments would stand as a constant reminder of 
the results of sin, and each judgment was tailored to �t. �at is, Eve’s 
judgment met her in a role that was uniquely hers, and Adam’s judg-
ment faced him every day in the �elds as he performed his major 
responsibility of providing food for his family.

If Eve were to accomplish her role in reaching God’s objective 
(“Be fruitful and multiply”), then obviously she would not be able 
to till the �elds. Since Adam’s role in reproduction was di�erent, he 
was free to focus his energies on the second aspect of God’s objec-
tive, that of governing the earth and having dominion over other 
living creatures. �e emphasis, then, was upon the wife as the child-
bearer and the husband as the provider.

�ese roles are not to be thought of as airtight compartments. 
Anyone who knows anything about an agrarian economy knows 
that the farmer’s wife plays a vital role in the success of the farm. 
Also, Adam certainly had responsibilities related to childrearing. 
�e biblical emphasis in childrearing is always on “parents,” not 
“mothers.” What we do have in this chapter is an introduction to 
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the idea of varying responsibilities within marriage, with an empha-
sis on teamwork in reaching God’s objectives.

WORK, FAMILY,  AND MAKING CHOICES

�en there is the famous Proverbs 31 woman we are all familiar with:

Who can �nd a virtuous and capable wife? She is more precious 
than rubies. Her husband can trust her, and she will greatly en-
rich his life. She brings him good, not harm, all the days of her 
life. She �nds wool and 
ax and busily spins it. She is like a 
merchant’s ship, bringing her food from afar. She gets up before 
dawn to prepare breakfast for her household and plan the day’s 
work for her servant girls. She goes to inspect a �eld and buys 
it; with her earnings she plants a vineyard. She is energetic and 
strong, a hard worker. She makes sure her dealings are pro�table; 
her lamp burns late into the night. Her hands are busy spinning 
thread, her �ngers twisting �ber. She extends a helping hand 
to the poor and opens her arms to the needy. She has no fear of 
winter for her household, for everyone has warm clothes. She 
makes her own bedspreads. She dresses in �ne linen and purple 
gowns. Her husband is well known at the city gates, where he 
sits with the other civic leaders. She makes belted linen garments 
and sashes to sell to the merchants. She is clothed with strength 
and dignity, and she laughs without fear of the future. When 
she speaks, her words are wise, and she gives instructions with 
kindness. She carefully watches everything in her household and 
su�ers nothing from laziness. Her children stand and bless her. 
Her husband praises her. (vv.10–28)

TMYAW-2021.indd   84 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



W H O  T A K E S  C A R E  O F  W H A T ?

85

No one could read this chapter and conclude that the wife’s role 
is to be limited to childbearing. Yet one profound impression is 
made—for this wife, the “center of gravity” was her home. She en-
gaged in numerous and diverse activities: sewing, cooking, buying 
�elds, planting vineyards, making and selling �ne linen and gar-
ments, caring for the poor and needy, and speaking with wisdom 
and kindness. �is wife certainly contributed economically to the 
home. Yet all of these were directed toward the well-being of her 
family: her husband (vv. 11–12), her children (vv. 15, 21, 27), and 
herself (v. 22).

�e results of such a life? “Her children stand and bless her. Her 
husband praises her” (v. 28).

I believe it is this picture Paul had in mind when he wrote that 
the older women were to instruct the younger women to “work in 
their homes” (Titus 2:5). �is does not mean that the Christian wife 
must con�ne herself to any particular set of household duties, but it 
does mean that her family must be central in all her activities. When 
faced with a decision regarding a new responsibility, the questions 
ought always to be, how will it a�ect my family? My husband? My 
children? Myself? Our relationship with each other?

It is important to note, however, that how these convictions are 
lived out will vary from family to family. Many working women 
make extraordinary sacri�ces in this regard, from the professional 
who opts for at-home freelance work (at considerable cost to the 
family income) to the mother who comes home at night after a 
long day as a health-care worker and spends hours helping her kids 
with their homework, putting her own rest on hold. In today’s un-
certain economy couples are forced into di�cult choices—one or 
the other might be laid o� or have their small business dry up. 
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�ese challenges can be very hard on a marriage, but again, as we 
have discussed, a commitment to unity can take a couple a long way.

We must note, too, the New Testament’s many references to 
“working” women—tentmaking Priscilla, whom we meet in Acts 
and again in Romans, 1 Corinthians, and 2 Timothy; Lydia, “a mer-
chant of expensive purple cloth” (Acts 16:14); and do not forget the 
women who, Luke 8 tells us, traveled with and contributed �nan-
cially to the ministry of Jesus and the Twelve. 

What of the husband’s responsibility? First Timothy 5:8 says, 
“But those who won’t care for their relatives, especially those in their 
own household, have denied the true faith. Such people are worse 
than unbelievers.” In the context, this passage is dealing with a man’s 
responsibility to care for widows in his family, but certainly, if he is 
to care for widows, he has the same responsibility for his more im-
mediate family.

GOD THE PROVIDER

Jesus, of course, consistently refers to God as His Father. Here is His 
picture of God as Provider:

You parents—if your children ask for a loaf of bread, do you give 
them a stone instead? Or if they ask for a �sh, do you give them 
a snake? Of course not! So if you sinful people know how to give 
good gifts to your children, how much more will your heavenly 
Father give good gifts to those who ask him. (Matthew 7:9–11)

If you wanted to describe God’s role as Father in one word, 
which word would you choose? I would choose the word Provider. 
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He has provided everything necessary for life and godliness (2 Peter 
1:3). Not only has He given life but He sustains life and meets all 
our needs.

�at does not mean that the wife does not take initiative and re-
sponsibility in making provision for the family. Proverbs 31 dispels 
that idea. Husband and wife are a team, and they work together, but 
the scriptural pattern is for the husband to take the basic responsi-
bility for meeting the physical needs of his family.

WORKING WIVES,  INVOLVED DADS

Increasingly in recent years, with shifts in the economy and disap-
pearance of job security, women have picked up the earning slack 
from husbands struggling with unemployment or underemploy-
ment. God will give strength and grace to these wives. Such a wife 
should, however, help her husband to see his role in the relationship 
and continue to respect and encourage him. Remember, husband 
and wife constitute a team, and everyone on a team must share re-
sponsibility.

In the same way, we have become much more aware in recent 
years of the importance of involved, committed fathers—and the 
cost to family and society when this does not happen. One older 
husband recently re
ected, “When I was growing up, my dad was 
always traveling for his business. He didn’t do anything around the 
house and wasn’t very involved in my brother’s and my lives, except 
for taking us places like the circus every now and then. I vowed that 
when I grew up I’d be di�erent with my own family.” Many men his 
age and younger share the same commitment.

�e physical role of the mother in childbearing and nurturing 
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is essential, but the child also needs the warm emotional involve-
ment of the father. �e child needs both parents; the father must 
be as concerned for the welfare of the child as is the mother. Fel-
lowship and training of children cannot be delegated to the mother 
exclusively. Many Christian fathers have made this fatal mistake. 
Husband and wife are members of a team and must function as 
teammates.

Today, of course, the majority of wives work outside the home. 
Before the children come, it is relatively easy to negotiate what both 
husband and wife agree to be a fair distribution of responsibilities. 
Utilizing each of their interests and expertise, they agree on who will 
do what. Occasionally, they choose to “help” each other with their 
assigned tasks, and love 
ows freely between the two of them.

However, when the children arrive, there is a whole new dynam-
ic. First of all, children require intensive care. Except for the hours 
when they are sleeping, they must have constant supervision. Each 
stage of childhood brings on additional areas of responsibility for 
parenting. How do we �t all of these responsibilities into the neat 
grid we had worked out before the children came? �e reality is, we 
don’t. Children call for a whole new responsibility contract. It’s time 
to go back to the drawing table and renegotiate a fair and equitable 
arrangement that will allow the two of you to function as a team, 
utilizing your strengths to accomplish the tasks that both of you de-
sire—being good parents as well as maintaining a healthy marriage.

FINDING A BALANCE

Recently, I spent some time with John and Ellen, who are in their 
late thirties and have three children. He is a medical doctor and she 
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is a nurse, though she only works part-time since the �rst child ar-
rived. I asked, “How do the two of you negotiate the responsibilities 
of parenting and household management?”

John smiled and said, “Sometimes, I’m afraid we don’t do a very 
good job.”

Ellen agreed, adding, “We’re doing much better now than we 
did when we only had one child. Our �rst baby changed our lives 
so dramatically, I could not believe it. I had planned to go back 
to work full-time when the baby was three months old, but to be 
honest, I guess it was my maternal instincts, but I simply could not 
walk away and leave my baby every morning. �at’s when John and 
I agreed that I would go to a part-time schedule, but we still had a 
lot of details to work out. When the children were preschoolers, we 
had someone come in and care for the children when we were away. 
Now that they are all in school, I work my schedule so that I can be 
home when the children arrive in the afternoon.

“John has been great to help with all the things that have to be 
done around the house.” 

“I never dreamed that I would be doing laundry and cleaning 
the toilet,” John added. “But I have to admit, it gives me a great 
sense of accomplishment, and I know that Ellen really appreciates 
what I do.” 

“He even cooks sometimes—only if it’s basic stu�,” Ellen said.
“I’m pretty good with hamburgers and hot dogs!” John said. “I 

did try macaroni the other night and it turned out pretty well.”
“Our biggest challenge is �nding time for each other,” he con-

tinued. “We want to be involved in the lives of our children, and I 
think we are doing a pretty good job. But sometimes, we realize that 
we don’t have enough time for just the two of us. We work at it, and 
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sometimes we have to make hard decisions. Last weekend, for ex-
ample, I said no to a medical conference so that the two of us could 
have a weekend together. My folks came and kept the children. It 
was great to have three days with just the two of us.”

WHO’S THE MOST QUALIFIED?

It was obvious to me that John and Ellen had a vision for working 
as a team. And although it was a constant challenge, they were mak-
ing every e�ort to be involved in the lives of their children and to 
maintain a growing marriage.

As a team, the husband and wife are to work together under 
God to determine the roles each will play so that together they may 
accomplish God’s purposes for their union. �e speci�c roles will 
vary from family to family and may change within the same family 
from time to time, but the roles should be agreeable to each partner. 
Accepting di�ering roles does not destroy identity but enhances it. 
As husband and wife, the couple is walking together toward the ac-
cepted goal.

In my opinion, the gifts and abilities of the partners should be 
considered when determining responsibilities. One may be more 
quali�ed than the other. Since you are on the same team, why not 
use the player best quali�ed in that area? In my own life, I would 
hate to imagine the chaos that would result if I bought the grocer-
ies. �at is my wife’s department, and she is highly quali�ed. For 
other couples, however, the husband may be particularly equipped 
for that task.

None of the above should be taken to mean that once a responsi-
bility is accepted the other spouse should never help with that task. 
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Let us say that the husband accepts the responsibility for vacuuming 
the 
oor every �ursday. �is does not mean that the wife should 
never help him. Love wants to help and often will. What the ac-
ceptance of that responsibility does mean is that if the wife does not 
help her husband with the vacuuming, he will not be hurt. He is not 
expecting her to vacuum, because that is his duty. If she does help, 
he takes it as an act of love, and indeed it is.

IN CLOSING

�e Scriptures do not tell us how to settle arguments about who 
does what—but they do encourage us to agree upon an answer. 
Amos once asked, “Do two walk together unless they have agreed 
to do so?” (3:3 niv). �e answer is, “No, not very far and not very 
well.” Agreement upon responsibilities is a relatively simple matter, 
but if it is overlooked, problems may build up and burst forth like 
lava from a volcano.
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YOUR TURN

1.  In your marriage, who has the basic responsibility for 
providing financially?

 _____Husband _____Wife ____Both

 Are you satisfied with the present arrangement? If not, write 
a brief description of the changes you would like to see.

2.  Without discussing it with your spouse, make a list of the 
items you consider to be your responsibility around the 
house. Make a separate list of the items you consider to be 
his/her responsibility. Include everything and be as specific 
as possible.

3.  Have your spouse read this chapter and complete 
assignments 1 and 2 above.

4.  At an agreed-upon time, show your lists to each other. You 
may find that

 •  you completely agree upon your roles.
 •  you have specific items about which you disagree—that 

there is some area of confusion over who has responsibility 
for what.

 •  you agree on very little—thus, this is an area of real marital 
conflict.
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5.  Whatever you find, use this time to discuss and evaluate 
your roles. What are you doing that you believe your mate is 
better qualified to do? Would he/she be willing to accept this 
responsibility? Let them try it for one month.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

Decisions, 
Decisions

SHOULD ONE OF US GO to grad school? Start a business? Have 
kids right away or get a dog? What color should we paint the living 
room? Where should we live when we retire? Whether we are just 
past the honeymoon or celebrating our golden anniversary, there is 
no end to the decisions we need to make in marriage. And it’s im-
portant that the decisions be mutually agreed upon.

“�e �rst real argument we ever had a few months after we were 
married was when my husband came home one day with a table he 
had spent �fty dollars on,” one wife recalled. “I just lost it. It seemed 
like such a betrayal of trust. I mean I actually liked the table. But I 
was working, and he was in school, and we had to watch our money. 
It was then that we agreed that we would consult on any purchase 
�fty dollars or up. And we’ve held to that.”

As noted earlier, many couples who seem to have no di�culty 

TMYAW-2021.indd   95 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

96

communicating before marriage �nd communication coming to 
a standstill after marriage. �e basic reason for this change is that, 
before marriage, few major decisions had to be made. �ey talked 
freely about any issue and then departed, each to do their own thing. 
After marriage, however, they are attempting to experience oneness, 
and decisions must be made that will a�ect both partners. Because 
they cannot agree on the decision, communication grinds to a halt, 
and a wall of separation begins to grow between them.

Sociologists and family counselors admit that one of the greatest 
problems in marriage is the decision-making process. Visions of de-
mocracy dance in the minds of many young couples, but when there 
are only two voting members, democracy often results in deadlock. 

What then are we to do? How shall we make decisions? Most 
newly married couples assume that decisions will take care of them-
selves. �ey anticipate no great problems in this area. Such illu-
sions will soon be shattered. I remember the wife who said, “I never 
dreamed that we would argue with each other. Before marriage, we 
seemed so compatible.”

Does the Bible o�er any help? If we wanted to follow the best 
possible pattern of decision-making, what would it be? I want to 
suggest that the best example we have for decision making among 
equals is God Himself.

WE THREE

As we’ve seen, God has revealed Himself as a Trinity. �is Trinitarian 
God has made many decisions, some of which are recorded in the 
Bible. From the original “Let us make human beings in our image” 
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(Gen. 1:26) to the �nal invitation of the Trinity in Revelation 22, 
God has made decisions. How were these decisions made?

Our information is limited, but in Matthew 26:36–46 we get 
to look in on a communication session between the Son and the 
Father. Jesus was facing the cross and, naturally, was feeling physi-
cal and emotional pressure. In these verses, we �nd Him expressing 
fully His feelings and thoughts to the Father. “My Father! If it is 
possible, let this cup of su�ering be taken away from me” (v. 39). 
�is is not meant to be a complete record of the prayer but rather 
its theme. �ere was no holding back, no facade, but utter openness 
with the Father. �ree times the prayer was repeated, and each time 
Jesus concluded, “Yet I want your will to be done, not mine” (v. 39; 
cf. vv. 42, 44).

Was this fatalism? Not at all. Jesus simply recognized the Father 
as the leader. Granted, the decision of the cross had been made in 
eternity past, for Jesus is “the Lamb that was slain from the creation 
of the world” (Rev. 13:8 niv). But now, as He faced the cross in time 
and space, He voiced His human feelings to the Father.

Another verse explains this relationship even more clearly. In 
1 Corinthians 11:3, Paul says, “But there is one thing I want you 
to know: �e head of every man is Christ, the head of woman is 
man, and the head of Christ is God.” �at last phrase—“the head of 
Christ is God”—is overlooked by many. Paul is obviously referring 
to God the Father.

You might say, “I thought the Father and the Son were equal.” 
�ey are! Yet within the perfect unity of the Godhead, there is or-
der, and the Father is revealed as the leader. If we can understand 
something of the nature of this divine model, that is, how the Father 
relates to the Son and how the Son relates to the Father, then we will 

TMYAW-2021.indd   97 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

98

have a better understanding of what it means for the man to be the 
“head” of the woman.

EQUAL IN VALUE

Is the Father more valuable than the Son? Is a man more valuable 
than a woman? Is the Father more intelligent than the Son? Are men 
more intelligent than women? �e obvious answer to these ques-
tions is no. �e Father and the Son are equal in every respect. But 
equality does not mean that there are no distinctions. It was the Son 
who died on the cross, not the Father. Are men and women equal in 
value? Yes! Say it loudly and clearly. Let no one question where the 
Bible stands on this issue. Both males and females were made in the 
image of God and are of equal value.

Does equality mean they are identical? No. �ere are di�erences, 
but di�erences do not mean de�ciencies. When God indicates that 
the man is to be the head of the woman, He is simply establishing 
order for a relationship among equals, a relationship that is pictured 
by God Himself.

Is it conceivable that the Father would ever force the Son to do 
anything against His will? Is it conceivable that a husband who fol-
lowed this pattern would ever force his wife to do anything against 
her will? Headship does not mean dictatorship. Would the Son 
ever walk o� to “do His own thing” without consulting the Father? 
“Unthinkable,” you say. Would a wife ever walk o� to “do her own 
thing” without consulting her husband? I know that God is per-
fect, and that we are imperfect; therefore, we do not always do what 
we know to be right. We must, however, understand the pattern to 
which we are called.
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�e biblical concept of man as the “head of the house” has per-
haps been the most exploited concept of the Bible. Christian hus-
bands, full of self-will, have made all kinds of foolish demands of 
their wives under the authority of “�e Bible says . . .” Headship 
does not mean that the husband has the right to make all the deci-
sions and inform the wife of what is going to be done. �at is un-
thinkable if one looks seriously at the model of God the Father and 
God the Son.

IN SEARCH OF ONENESS

What, then, is the biblical pattern for decision-making? Let us al-
low the conversation between Jesus and the Father that occurred in 
Gethsemane just prior to the cruci�xion to be our example. “My 
Father! If it is possible, let this cup of su�ering be taken away from 
me. Yet I want your will to be done, not mine” (Matt. 26:39).

�e pattern seems to be a discussion of ideas and feelings— 
expressed in honesty and love—with the husband as the recognized 
leader. �e objective is always oneness in our decisions. �e Trinity 
knows perfect unity in every decision. As imperfect beings, we may 
not always be able to attain the ideal but that must always be our goal.

What about those times when we have each stated fully our ideas 
and yet we cannot agree on a course of action? I suggest that if the 
decision can wait (and most of them can), then wait. While you are 
waiting, you and your spouse should be praying and seeking new in-
formation that may shed light on the situation. A week later, discuss 
it again and see where you are.

“How long do we wait?” As long as you can! In my opinion, the 
only time that a husband should make a decision without mutual 
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agreement is on those rare occasions when the decision must be 
made “today.” �ere are few such decisions in life. Most things can 
wait. Unity is more important than haste. “But if I don’t buy it to-
day, the sale will be over!” A “bargain” at the expense of unity with 
your mate is costly indeed.

On those occasions when the decision must be made “today” 
and there is still no agreement between partners, I believe the hus-
band has the responsibility to make the decision that he feels is best. 
He must also bear full responsibility for that decision.

At this point, the wife may feel the challenge of submission, 
but she should also feel the security of a responsible husband, one 
who will make decisions when he must. In such decisions, the wife 
should not feel responsible for the husband’s choice. On the other 
hand, neither should she work for its failure.

If, indeed, time reveals that it was a poor decision, the wife 
should never yield to the temptation to say, “I told you so. If you 
had listened to me, this would not have happened.” When a man is 
down, he does not need someone to step on him. He needs a gentle 
arm and soft assurance that you are with him and that things will 
work out. “We goofed, but we’re together, and we’ll make it.” �ese 
are the words of the wise wife.

Just as God the Father is always looking out for the interests of 
God the Son, so the husband is to be looking out for the interests 
of his wife. �e husband who has this mindset will never purposely 
make decisions that will be harmful. Rather, he is asking how this 
decision will a�ect her and is seeking to make decisions that will 
enhance her life as well as their relationship.
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THE HARDEST AND BEST DECISION: JOSH’S STORY

Josh was a husband who had learned to make decisions based on 
love for his wife. “I want to tell you the hardest decision I ever made 
in my life and one of the best decisions I’ve ever made,” he said dur-
ing a break at a marriage seminar I was leading in Washington, DC. 
He explained he had been in the military �fteen years when he had 
a growing desire to start a business as a civilian. He talked with his 
wife about it, and she suggested that Josh explore more fully what 
their lifestyle would be if he started a business.

“So I contacted a man who was in a similar business and spent a 
day talking with him about his own vocational journey. I discovered 
that in the early years of starting the business, he had almost lost 
his wife because of the time and energy involved in his business. I 
reasoned that that would never happen to me because of my com-
mitment to Candice.

“I discussed all of this with her, and as time went on, she had a 
growing uneasiness about our leaving the military. I had �ve years 
until full retirement and Candice genuinely liked the military life-
style. It had also been good for our children.

“�e more we talked, the more I began to realize that getting out 
of the military at this point was probably not a sign of wisdom. But I 
was so eager to start my business. I prayed and prayed, but it seemed 
like I couldn’t get any direction from God. �en one day, I heard a 
preacher make this comment: ‘God gave us a lot of guidance when 
He gave us wives.’

“It was like the voice of God to me. I realized that Candice was 
giving me genuine wisdom and that it was my sel�sh ambitions that 
were pulling me in the other direction. So I made the decision to 
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stay in the military. I’m sure it was one of the best decisions I’ve ever 
made.

“It’s been seven years since I �nished the twenty years and de-
cided to continue. I’ve now been in the military twenty-seven years 
and my plans are to make it thirty. God has given us a wonderful 
ministry with military couples. We know that marriages are under 
great stress and our passion has been to help military couples have 
strong marriages. I know that we would not have had this ministry 
if I had gone into business. I thank God every day for giving me 
guidance through Candice.”

Josh discovered the biblical principle that “two are better than 
one” and that often God uses our spouse to give us wisdom.

I am well aware that some will reject the idea that the husband 
should be the leader in decision- making. However, when one un-
derstands the biblical pattern of such leadership, it becomes more 
feasible. Male leadership in the home has nothing to do with supe-

riority. It has to do with order among 
equals. Sooner or later, if one partner 
is not recognized as the leader, the 
couple will come to a stalemate and 
will be rendered ine�ective when a 
crisis comes. We must strive for unity 
in all decisions, and with proper at-
titudes such will be attained 95 per-
cent of the time—but someone must 

have the responsibility for making decisions when unity cannot be 
achieved.

Many couples need to be reminded that they are on the same 
team. Too often, partners are competing with each other, each 

NOT MY IDEAS 

VERSUS YOUR 

IDEAS, BUT OUR 

IDEAS AND OUR 

DECISION.
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defending his/her own ideas. Nothing could be more foolish. Share 
your ideas, by all means, but use those ideas to come to the best 
decision. Not my ideas versus your ideas, but our ideas and our deci-
sion. “We feel; we think; we decided.” �is is the language of unity.

At the risk of sounding redundant, let me note carefully what 
the Scripture does not mean when it says, “�e husband is the head 
of his wife” (Ephesians 5:23).

�e statement does not mean that the husband is more intelli-
gent than the wife. Certainly, a given husband might have a higher 
IQ than his wife or a given wife a higher IQ than her husband, but 
headship has nothing to do with intelligence. God the Father and 
God the Son are equally in�nite in wisdom, yet the Father is the 
“head” of the Son. Generally speaking, men and women are both 
highly intelligent creatures (though one may wonder about that 
at times).

IN GOD’S IMAGE

“�e husband is the head of his wife” does not mean that the man 
is more valuable than the woman. Both men and women are made 
in the image of God and are of in�nite worth. It is true that the Old 
Testament records the Jewish system, which exalted the male child 
as more valuable than the female, but we must not accept the Jewish 
cultural system as God’s system. �e angels in heaven do not rejoice 
more when a man is converted than when a woman is converted. In 
Christ “there is no longer . . . male and female”; they “are all one” 
(Gal. 3:28).

“�e husband is the head of his wife” does not mean that the 
husband is to be a dictator, making independent decisions and 
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telling his wife what to do. We certainly do not see that pattern 
between God the Father and God the Son. It is unthinkable that 
God the Father would make a decision and then call in the Son and 
inform Him. “�e Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Deuteronomy 
6:4 niv). �ere is full and complete communication and absolute 
unity in every decision.

Many a Christian dictator has brought ulcers upon himself by 
carrying an inordinate load of responsibility. God did not intend 
the husband to make all the decisions alone. Remember, the wife 
was given to be a helper. How can she help when her husband does 
not even consult her? �e great need of our day is for Christian lead-
ers, not dictators.

Many wives shudder when they hear the pastor say, “Turn in 
your Bible to Ephesians 5:22.” �ey can feel it coming, and they 
do not like the sound of it. “For wives, this means submit to your 
husbands as to the Lord.”

“But you don’t know my husband,” they think. “But you don’t 
understand submission,” God must say.

In this section, I want to allay some fears by discussing what 
submission does not mean. Submission does not mean that the 
wife must do all the “giving.” �e verse that immediately precedes 
Ephesians 5:22 reads, “Submit to one another out of reverence 
for Christ.” Submission is a mutual exercise. Neither husbands 
nor wives can have their own way and a successful marriage at 
the same time. �at is why God instructs husbands to love their 
wives “as Christ loved the church” (Eph. 5:25). �e word trans-
lated “love” here indicates a self-giving love that seeks the bene�t 
of the one loved.

For example, a husband may well “submit” to attending a party 
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that he has no personal desire to attend in order to make his wife 
happy.. Likewise, a wife may “submit” to attending a football game 
where she knows she’ll be cold and probably bored in order to share 
one of her husband’s joys. Submission is the opposite of demanding 
one’s own way and is required on the part of both husband and wife.

Submission does not mean that the wife cannot express her 
ideas. Why would God give a wife the capacity for ideas if she were 
not to express them? You are called to be a helper. How can you help 
when you refuse to share your wisdom?

“But my husband is not open to my ideas.” �at is his problem, 
not yours. Silence is never the road to unity. You may need to de-
velop tact and exercise wisdom as to the time and manner in which 
you express yourself, but you must utilize the mind that God has 
given you. You have a responsibility. You cannot stand idly by and 
watch your husband fail. You must seek to be a constructive helper.

Finally, submission does not mean that the wife makes no deci-
sions. We have talked mainly about major decisions in the home, 
and we have said that the basic pattern is mutual expression of ideas 
with a view to unity under the leadership of the husband. In the av-
erage home, however, there will be entire areas in which the couple 
agrees that the wife will make the decisions.

FINDING UNITY THROUGH OUR DIFFERENCES

David and Brenda from Spokane, Washington, gave me a good 
example of this decision-making pattern. Brenda’s college major 
was journalism. She was an avid reader and had kept a daily 
journal since her college days. She was working for a local news-
paper until her first child was born, at which time she decided 
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to be a stay-at-home mom, although she continued to write ar-
ticles for the paper from time to time. David worked for an 
advertising agency. He was strong on creativity and weak on 
organization.

After numerous con
icts in their marriage, which typically 
ended in arguments, David was in church one Sunday and heard 
a sermon on spiritual gifts. �e idea was that God has given each 
Christian special abilities and that His design is that each person 
will use those gifts for the good of the larger community. �e pastor 
was talking about using these gifts in the context of the local church, 
but David applied the concept to his marriage:

“It was like I had made a great discovery that Brenda was de-
signed to do certain things well and I was designed to do other things 
well. And that God had placed us together so that we could work 

as an e�cient team. In the past, I had 
been trying to ‘run the show’ rather 
than utilizing each of our strengths. 
Brenda and I talked about all of this 
on that Sunday afternoon and made 
some signi�cant decisions together. 
We agreed that in certain areas of our 
lives, she would make all of the deci-
sions and would consult me only if 
she desired my input. In other areas, 
I would make the decisions. We also 

agreed that either of us could ask questions of the other but that, 
in those areas, we would trust the other person to make the �nal 
decision.

“It was one of the best things we have ever done. It removed the 

 IT WOULD BE POOR 

STEWARDSHIP 

OF TIME IF BOTH 

PARTNERS GAVE 

ATTENTION TO 

EVERY DETAIL 

OF LIFE.
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tension between the two of us when we saw ourselves as partners, 
working together to build a strong marriage, utilizing our strengths.”

Many couples have found this pattern of decision-making work-
able. It makes the most of our di�erences and emphasizes our uni-
ty. Of course, this could be carried to the extreme. Perhaps you’ve 
heard of the husband who said, “In the very beginning of our mar-
riage, we agreed that I would make all of the major decisions and my 
wife would make the decisions that related to day-to-day activities. 
We’ve been married twenty-�ve years and so far, there haven’t been 
any major decisions.”

It would be poor stewardship of time if both partners gave at-
tention to every detail of life. �e sign of wisdom is to agree upon 
areas of responsibility in which the wife will make decisions at her 
own discretion. (Of course, she should feel free to ask her husband’s 
advice as she desires.) �e areas of her responsibility will vary from 
family to family but may involve food, clothing, home decorating, 
automobiles, education, areas of child rearing, and so on. 

Proverbs 31:10–31, the description of a godly woman, contains 
a tremendous range of decision-making that was committed to 
the wife. She certainly could not have felt that her abilities were 
not being utilized. I suggest that the wise and mature couple will 
share responsibilities based on their individual interests and abili-
ties. A husband who is secure in his own self-esteem will not view 
his wife’s e�orts as competition. A wife who recognizes her own 
God-given self-worth will not have to prove her worth to anyone. 
A husband and a wife who work as a team, each encouraging the 
other to reach his/her maximum potential for God, will both �nd 
the rewards satisfying.
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IN CLOSING

In summary, I am suggesting that if a couple will agree on a pattern 
for decision-making, they can avoid many battles. �e biblical pat-
tern I am suggesting is that of mutual and complete expression of 
ideas and feelings relating to the questions at hand, seeking to come 
to a unanimous decision—one that both agree is the best decision.

When such a consensus cannot be reached, wait and look for 
further guidance. Discuss the subject again later and seek unity. If 
indeed you have not reached such unity, and the decision must be 
made right away, then the husband should make the decision that 
he feels is best and bear the responsibility for that decision. �e 
wife should admit her disagreement but express willingness to work 
with her husband and accept his leadership. Such an attitude will 
eventually bring a unity of heart that is far more important than any 
particular issue.

I like the questions in the original. However if we use Number 5, 
I would make the scripture reference read: Philippians 2:3–4 instead 
of 2:2–4. 
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YOUR TURN

1.  In one paragraph, answer the following question: How are 
decisions made in our home? (Describe the process as 
clearly as possible.)

2.  If you decided to follow the decision-making pattern 
discussed in this chapter, what changes would have to be 
made? Make a list of these changes.

3.  Ask your partner to read the chapter and answer the two 
questions above.

4.  When both of you have completed these assignments, 
agree upon a time to discuss decision-making with a view to 
growth. The following questions may serve as a guide to your 
discussion:

 •  Do we agree that unity between husband and wife is our 
goal in decision-making?

 •  What has been our most common problem in reaching 
unity of decisions?

 •  What do we need to change in order to overcome this 
problem?

 •  Have we agreed who is to make the decision on those rare 
occasions when the decision must be made “today” and we 
still do not have unity?

5.  Read Philippians 2:3–4. What guidelines does this passage 
suggest for decision-making in the home?
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

“You Mean 
We Have to 

Work at Sex?”

THE MOVIES MAKE it look so easy. Two beautiful bodies, falling 
into one another’s arms, coming together as one . . .

�e dreams and hopes of a bride and groom are many, but 
perhaps none is brighter than the dream of sexual oneness in mar-
riage. Many enter marriage with the vision of one great sex orgy—
morning, noon, and night. Obviously, for thousands in our coun-
try those dreams are shattered and hopes never realized. Why is 
it that cultured, educated spouses cannot �nd satisfaction in this 
very important area of marriage? Part of the answer lies in unreal-
istic expectations.

Our society has been unfair to us. Films, magazines, and novels 
have conveyed the idea that sexual thrill and mutual satisfaction are 
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automatic when two bodies come together. We are told that all that 
is required for sexual ful�llment is two consenting parties. �at is 
simply not true. Sex is far more intricate and wonderful than that. 
When we enter marriage with the misconception that ful�llment in 
this area will “come naturally,” we are headed for disappointment.

Sexual oneness, by which I mean the mutual satisfaction of part-
ners, both enjoying their sexuality and a wholesome sense of sexual 
ful�llment, does not come automatically. It requires the same de-
gree of commitment and e�ort as does intellectual oneness or social 
oneness, which we discussed earlier. Even couples who have been 
sexually active with each other before marriage will not automati-
cally �nd mutual sexual ful�llment. Often attitudes and emotions 
surface after marriage that lay dormant while dating.

Someone will say, “You mean we have to work at sex? I thought 
that came naturally!” I would reply, “It is that very misconception 
that will be your greatest barrier to sexual oneness.” I am not say-
ing that the sexual aspect of marriage is drudgery, something that 
requires hard, unrewarding labor. What I am saying is that the time 
and work invested in this area will pay you back many times over.

�ose couples who grow toward maturity in this area will be the 
recipients of a smile from the Creator, who said, “And the two are 
united into one” (Gen. 2:24). �ose who do not obtain sexual one-
ness will never know the joy of total marriage. Anything less than a 
deep sense of ful�llment on the part of both partners is something 
less than what is available. What, then, are the guidelines that will 
lead us to such oneness?
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A HEALTHY ATTITUDE

One of the barriers to sexual oneness is a negative attitude toward 
sex in general and intercourse in particular. Such attitudes may have 
their origin in a poor parental example, a distorted sex education, 
an unfortunate sexual experience as a child, or sexual involvement 
as a teenager that brought disappointment and guilt. �e origin is 
relatively unimportant. �e important thing is to understand that 
we are masters of our attitudes. We do not need to be a slave to our 
negative feelings forever.

�e �rst step in overcoming such 
negative attitudes is an exposure to 
the truth. Jesus said, “If you remain 
faithful to my teachings . . . you will 
know the truth, and the truth will set 
you free” (John 8:31–32). What is the 
truth about sex?

�e truth is that sex is God’s idea. 
As we discussed earlier, it was God 
who made us male and female. Humanity has exploited sex, but 
humanity did not originate sex. A holy God, totally separate from 
sin, made us sexual beings. �erefore, sex is wholesome and good.

Our maleness and femaleness is a righteous idea. �ere is noth-
ing dirty about our sexual organs. �ey are exactly as God intended 
them to be. He is a perfect Creator, and all that He has made is 
good. We must not relinquish the sanctity of sex because people 
have exploited and cheapened it by misuse. Sex is not the trademark 
of the world; it bears the personal label “made by God.”

Sometimes even the church has been guilty of distorting this 

 HUMANITY HAS 

EXPLOITED SEX, 

BUT HUMANITY 

DID NOT 

ORIGINATE SEX.
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truth. In our eagerness to condemn the misuse of sex, we have con-
veyed the idea that sex itself is evil. Such is not the case. Paul wrote, 
“[Our bodies] were made for the Lord . . . your body is the temple of 
the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor. 6:13, 19). All of our body is good and clean.

�e second step in overcoming a negative attitude toward sex is 
to respond to the truth. If, indeed, sex is a gift of God and sexual 
intercourse between husband and wife is God’s desire for us, then I 
must not allow my distorted emotions to keep me from God’s will. 
I must admit my feelings to God and to my mate and then thank 
God that I do not have to follow those feelings. As I do God’s will 
in fellowship with Him, my emotions and attitudes will change. If I 
foster these negative emotions by refusing to become involved in an 
expression of love through intercourse with my mate, I am failing 
to exercise my freedom to live above my emotions. Positive actions 
must precede positive emotions.

OVERCOMING PAST EXPERIENCES

One of the realities of contemporary society is that many couples 
come to marriage with previous sexual experience, either with each 
other or other partners, Clearly, many couples, particularly in the 
early years of marriage, need to deal with the baggage of past sexual 
experience. �e commonly held idea is that sexual experience be-
fore marriage better prepares you for marriage. Research indicates 
otherwise.1 In fact, the divorce rate among those who have had pre-
vious sexual experience is higher than those who have had no sexual 
experience before marriage. �e reality is that previous sexual ex-
perience often becomes a psychological barrier in achieving sexual 
oneness in marriage. 
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�e Christian answer to such barriers is the confession of 
wrongdoing and genuinely forgiving each other for past failures. 
�e scars of the past may remain forever, but scars can serve as re-
minders of the grace and love of God. One area in which the scars 
are most troublesome is when one partner has contracted a sexu-
ally transmitted disease before marriage. Many of these diseases are 
treatable but not curable. �ese are scars with which the couple 
must live and to which they must adjust. A more serious problem 
is when the sexually transmitted disease existed before marriage, 
but was not communicated to the spouse. �is is, in essence, a 
deception and often becomes a source of intense tension between 
the couple and has at times led to an early divorce. In my premari-
tal counseling, I always encourage couples to tell the truth about 
past experiences. If these cannot be worked through in the dating 
context, they will be far more di�cult after marriage. If, however, 
we go into marriage with our eyes open to the past and are willing 
to accept the person as he or she is, then we are far more likely to 
process the problems after marriage.

“HOW COULD I  HELP YOU?”

If there is one word that is more important in gaining sexual oneness 
than any other, it is the word communication. Why are we so ready 
to discuss everything else and so reticent to communicate openly 
about this area of our lives? Your wife can never know your feelings, 
needs, and desires if you do not express them. Your husband will 
never know what pleases you if you do not communicate. I have 
never heard of a couple who gained sexual oneness without open 
communication about sexual matters.
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A wife once stated in my o�ce that she had been married for 
three years and had never had a sexual orgasm. She had never com-
municated this to her husband, however. She did not want to hurt 
him. Perhaps there was something wrong with her, she reasoned. 
She had inquired of her doctor and was assured that there was no 
physical problem. When she �nally told all this to her husband, the 
problem was soon solved. A husband cannot work on a problem 
about which he is unaware. A husband, however, ought to be asking 
questions to determine the satisfaction of his wife.

In an attempt to foster communication in my family-life semi-
nars, I have periodically asked wives and husbands to write out the 
advice they would like to give their mates regarding the sex act. �at 
is, “What suggestions would you make to your mate that you feel 
would make the sexual act more meaningful?” A collection of these 
suggestions is to be found at the end of this chapter. It is hoped that 
they will encourage you and your partner to renew communication 
in this area.

WHY SEX?

Some couples have di�culty in growth because they do not under-
stand the purpose of sex as revealed in Scripture. �e most obvious 
purpose, but certainly not the only purpose, is that of procreation. 
Having created man, male and female, “God blessed them and 
said, ‘Be fruitful and multiply. Fill the earth’” (Gen. 1:28). Sexual 
intercourse for the purpose of procreation is God’s way of letting us 
share in the thrill of creation. �ere are few human thrills to equal 
that of looking into the face of a baby, the o�spring of your love for 
your mate.
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Children are always viewed in Scripture as the gift of God. “Chil-
dren are a gift from the Lord; they are a reward from him” (Psalm 
127:3). What, then, of contraception? Some would argue that the 
original command of God to “�ll the earth” has now been accom-
plished—at least in poorer countries struggling with overpopula-
tion. �erefore, we must stop “�lling” the earth, lest we over
ow 
the earth.

�ere is, however, a higher principle involved. We are created 
responsible creatures. �roughout Scripture, parents are viewed as 
responsible for caring for the needs of children whom they “create.” 
As a responsible parent, I must use reason in deciding how many 
children I can care for realistically. As God has given us medical help 
through the e�ort of dedicated men and women, so He has given us 
means of limiting births. It is interesting that such knowledge has 
come in the generations of greatest need as far as overpopulation is 
concerned. As Christians, we are to use all God’s gifts in a respon-
sible manner. �erefore, I believe that a couple should discuss and 
decide together when they will use birth control and what method 
of birth control they will use as responsible persons. �is matter 
should be discussed with the doctor when the couple goes for pre-
marital examinations.

�e second purpose of sexual intercourse within marriage re-
vealed in the Bible is to meet physical and emotional needs. Paul 
speaks to this point when he says:

�e husband should ful�ll his wife’s sexual needs, and the wife 
should ful�ll her husband’s needs. �e wife gives authority 
over her body to her husband, and the husband gives authority 
over his body to his wife. Do not deprive each other of sexual 
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relations, unless you both agree to refrain from sexual intimacy 
for a limited time so you can give yourselves more completely 
to prayer. Afterward, you should come together again so that 
Satan won’t be able to tempt you because of your lack of self-
control. (1 Cor. 7:3–5)

Paul is dealing with the reality of the strong physical/emotional 
need that the husband and wife have for each other. We are sexual 
beings, and we do have this strong desire for each other sexually. In-
deed, our greatest problem before marriage is controlling this strong 
desire. But within marriage, that desire is to �nd full satisfaction in 
sexual intercourse.

When we refuse each other this privilege, we frustrate the ex-
pressed pattern that God has revealed. If, indeed, husbands and 
wives would take this responsibility seriously, the rate of extramari-
tal a�airs would be drastically lowered.

An honest wife will say, “But I don’t feel like having intercourse 
as often as my husband desires.” Openly and honestly express your 
feelings to your mate, but also let him know that you stand ready 
to meet his needs. You need not go through all the foreplay and 
energy-consuming activity if you are fatigued. Simply let him know 
that you love him and want to meet his needs. �is can normally be 
done very shortly with a minimum of energy. �e wife should not 
be forced to have an orgasm if she does not desire such. If needs are 
met, then one of the purposes of sex is accomplished.

A third purpose of sex revealed in Scripture is to provide pleasure. 
�ose who feel that God wished to make life as miserable as possible 
for His subjects may have di�culty with this one. But Scripture 
makes clear that God’s plans for us are always good: “‘For I know the 
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plans I have for you,’ says the Lord. ‘�ey are plans for good and not 
for disaster, to give you a future and a hope’” (Jer. 29:11). God did 
not have to make the sexual act pleasurable, but He did. It is one of 
those above-and-beyond acts for which God is noted.

“PLEASURE” IN THE BIBLE

�e eighteenth chapter of Genesis records a very interesting event in 
the life of Abraham and Sarah. �e messenger of God had come to 
proclaim that they were to have a son. A wonderful idea, but Abra-
ham was near one hundred years old, and Sarah was ninety! Abra-
ham posed a reasonable question to this heavenly messenger, and 
the Scriptures say that in response Sarah “laughed silently to herself 
and said, ‘How could a worn-out woman like me enjoy such plea-
sure, especially when my master—my husband—is also so old?’” 
(Gen. 18:12). �e word translated “pleasure” is not the normal He-
brew word for pleasure and is used only here in the Old Testament. 
Sarah is re
ecting upon the pleasurable experience of the sex act. 
She is old. �e body chemistry is not what it used to be, but she is 
not too old to remember that it was a pleasurable experience.

�e Song of Solomon is replete with illustrations of the pleasure 
of the sexual aspect of marriage (6:1–9; 7:1–10). �e descriptive 
phrases may be foreign to our culture, but the intent is clear. Male-
ness and femaleness are meant to be enjoyed by marriage partners.

Another intriguing passage is found in Deuteronomy 24:5, 
where we are told, “A newly married man must not be drafted into 
the army or be given any other o�cial responsibilities. He must be 
free to spend one year at home, bringing happiness to the wife he has 
married.” �e word translated “happiness” is elsewhere translated 
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“pleasure,” and is the same word that is used for sexual grati�ca-
tion. He is to stay home and “pleasure” his wife for one year. Talk 
about a honeymoon!

EXPRESSING LOVE DURING THE HONEYMOON .  .  .  AND AFTER

�is is a good place to digress for a moment and say a word about 
the honeymoon. We try to crowd it into three days or a week at 
most. It is supposed to be heaven on earth, but for many it is a 
very disappointing time. If God suggested a year for pleasure, what 
makes us think we can have sexual paradise in three days? Let me 
reiterate that sexual oneness takes time.

�e typical American honeymoon is a very pressured time. For 
weeks you have expended your energy in preparation for the wed-
ding. �e bachelor parties and showers are now over. �e last hand-
ful of confetti has rained upon your heads, and now you are alone. 
Physical and emotional exhaustion are not the companions of a 
meaningful sexual experience. Sexual adjustment is begun with two 
strikes against you.

“I remember we were exhausted,” one woman said. “We were in 
one of the �nest hotels in downtown Chicago, in a lovely, spacious 
corner room. We just sat by the window for a time in a semi-daze, 
looking out at the tra�c on Lake Shore Drive and admiring a huge 
complimentary fruit bowl on the co�ee table. Finally it was time for 
bed. And . . . it was �ne, but we realized we were both desperately in 
need of a good night’s sleep.”

Do not expect too much from your honeymoon. At best, it is the 
mere beginning of what is to come. Your sexual enjoyment on the 
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honeymoon will be minimal compared to that of a year later if you 
commit yourselves to growth in oneness.

Very closely related to the idea of 
pleasure is the concept of love. One of 
the desires of love is to give pleasure 
to the one loved. �erefore, sexual in-
tercourse within marriage becomes a 
very meaningful method of expressing 
love. It is one of love’s loudest voices. 
�is means that each mate must think 
of the other’s pleasure (Phil. 2:3–4). 
�e husband is to “pleasure” his wife, and the wife is to “pleasure” 
her husband. It is in mutual self-giving that love �nds its highest 
expression.

HIS AND HER NEEDS—THEY DIFFER!

“Look at you!” exclaims the husband admiringly as he and his wife 
get dressed in the morning. “How could he even think about this 
now?” she wonders to herself as she rummages for her good black 
pants. �e answer: physiology. And psychology. We’ve all heard a lot 
about the di�erences between women and men in recent years, but 
a refresher course is helpful—and will enhance oneness.

It should be noted, for example, that for the male the sex drive 
is more physically based than for the female. �at is, the male go-
nads are continually producing sperm cells. �ese cells, along with 
seminal 
uid, are stored in the seminal vesicles. When the seminal 
vesicles are full, there is a physical demand for release. �ere is noth-
ing comparable to this in the female.

IT IS IN MUTUAL 

SELF-GIVING 

THAT LOVE FINDS 

ITS HIGHEST 

EXPRESSION.
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For the female, the sexual need is more emotional than physical. 
�e implications of this di�erence are readily observed. For exam-
ple, the husband would experience little di�culty in having sexual 
intercourse one hour after a “knockdown-drag-out” argument with 
his wife. �e wife, on the other hand, would �nd this almost impos-
sible. Her emotions are too involved. She cannot have meaningful 
sexual ful�llment when things are not right in other areas of the 
relationship.

�e suggestions on the following pages will show that for the 
wife good sexual relations begin in the morning and are enhanced 
with all those little positive expressions of thoughtfulness on the 
part of the husband throughout the day. Kindness and thoughtful-
ness on the part of the husband pave the way for meaningful sexual 
experiences.

We need to understand the di�erences in the physical-emotional 
responses of males and females in the act of sexual intercourse itself. 
�e husband tends to come to an emotional-physical climax rather 
rapidly, and after the climax his emotions drop rapidly, whereas the 
wife is much more gradual in her emotional changes, both before 
and after climax. �is di�erence has many implications for the hus-
band and wife who wish to experience physical oneness (as the sug-
gestions on the following pages indicate).

It is beyond the purpose of this volume to deal with all the details 
of sexual adjustment. Excellent materials are available (see Resourc-
es), and I highly recommend the following for additional resource 
information: �e Gift of Sex by Cli�ord and Joyce Penner, and Sheet 
Music by Kevin Leman.

In addition, I recommend another book by the Penners, �e 
Married Guy’s Guide to Great Sex. �ey are outstanding Christian 
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counselors, and this book is written to help husbands who want to 
experience God’s best in physical oneness.

All these resources are excellent and give practical help in sexual 
adjustment. �ey should be in the lending library of every Christian 
couple.

IN CLOSING

Some may wish life were like Hollywood, where beautiful stars with 
perfect bodies mate on-screen with total passion and no problems. 
God, however, in His in�nite wisdom, gave us His gift of sex to 
create children, to provide pleasure, and to bring husband and wife 
closer together in the intimate bond of marriage. He intends the two 
of you to spend a lifetime exploring one another physically, spiritu-
ally, intellectually, and emotionally. �at does not mean there will 
be no adjustment or no challenges! But because it is God’s best for 
you, the journey toward intimacy is well worth the commitment.
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YOUR TURN

1.  How would you rate the sexual aspect of your marriage?

 _____excellent _____good _____fair _____poor

2.  In a short paragraph, write your attitude toward the sexual 
aspect of marriage.

3.  If you are a husband, read “Suggestions Husbands Have 
Made to Wives: How to Make Sexual Relations More 
Meaningful.” Check those items you would like to mention to 
your wife.

4.  If you are a wife, read “Suggestions Wives Have Made to 
Husbands: How to Make Sexual Relations More Meaningful.” 
Check those items you would like to mention to your 
husband.

5.  When both of you are feeling good and are open to growth, 
discuss with each other the items you have checked. 
Concentrate on what your partner is saying, rather than 
trying to defend yourself. The purpose of conversation is 
growth, not defense.

6.  At another time, write down for yourself what you can and 
will do to grow in physical oneness with your mate. A month 
from now, check your list to see what improvements you 
have made. Set new goals each month.
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SUGGESTIONS HUSBANDS HAVE MADE TO WIVES: 

HOW TO MAKE SEXUAL RELATIONS MORE MEANINGFUL

 1.   Be aggressive occasionally.

 2.   Be innovative and imaginative.

 3.   Do not be ashamed to show that you are enjoying it.

 4.   Be attractive at bedtime. Wear something besides 
“granny” gowns and everyday pajamas.

 5.   Do things to catch my attention; men are easily excited by 
sight.

 6.   Communicate more openly about sex; communicate 
readiness for the actual act once foreplay has excited 
sufficiently.

 7.   Go to bed earlier.

 8.   Do not make me feel guilty at night for my inconsistencies 
during the day (not being affectionate enough, and so on).

 9.   Prolong the sexual relationship at times.

 10.   Be more aware of my needs and desires as a man.

 11.   Participate more fully and freely in the sexual act; be more 
submissive and open.

 12.  Allow variety in the time for the sexual act (not always at 
night).

 13.   Show more desire, and understand that caressing and 
foreplay are as important to me as they are to you.

 14.  Do not allow yourself to remain upset over everyday 
events that go wrong.

 15.   Relax together at least once a week.
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 16.   Do not always play “hard to get.”

 17.   Clear your mind of daily things (today’s and tomorrow’s) 
and think about the matter at hand—love.

 18.   Do not try to fake enjoyment.

 19.  Do not try to punish me by denying me sex or by giving it 
grudgingly.

 20.  Treat me like your lover.

SUGGESTIONS WIVES HAVE MADE TO HUSBANDS: 

HOW TO MAKE SEXUAL RELATIONS MORE MEANINGFUL

 1.   Show more affection and attention throughout the day; 
come in after work and kiss my neck.

 2.   Spend more time in foreplay; love, play, and romantic 
remarks are important.

 3.   Encourage the sex act at various times, rather than always 
at night when we’re tired.

 4.   Be more sympathetic when I am really sick.

 5.    Be the aggressive one instead of waiting for me to make 
the first move.

 6.   Accept me as I am; accept me even when you see the worst 
side of me.

 7.   Tell me that you love me at times other than when we are 
in bed; phone sometimes just to say, “I love you!” Do not be 
ashamed to say, “I love you” in front of others.

 8.   While I am showering, find soft music on Spotify.
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 9.   Honor Christ as the Head of the home.

 10.   Be sweet and loving at least one hour before initiating sex.

 11.   Help me to feel I am sexually and romantically attractive 
by complimenting me often.

 12.   Tell me what you enjoy and when you are excited; express 
your desires more openly; share yourself more fully with 
me.

 13.   Try not to ejaculate so soon.

 14.   Pray with me about the problems and victories you are 
having; let me express my own needs to you.

 15.   Appreciate the beauty of nature and share this 
appreciation with me.

 16.   Take more of the responsibility for getting the children 
settled so that I can relax and share more of the evening 
with you.

 17.   Be patient with me; do not ridicule my slowness to reach 
orgasm.

 18.   Do not approach lovemaking as a ritualistic activity; make 
each time a new experience. Do not let lovemaking get 
boring by doing the same things over and over; try new 
things or new places.

 19.   Never try to make love with me when you are harboring 
negative feelings toward me or you know things are not 
right; let there be harmony between us so that sexual 
intercourse can indeed be an act of love.

 20.   Think of something nice to say about me in front of others 
occasionally.
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C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Leaving and 
Honoring Parents

“I REMEMBER ONCE I had a conversation with my father-in-
law before I got married,” a husband said. “He said something like, 
‘Give her a good life. Take care of her.’ He wasn’t big on advice, and 
he’s gone now, but that’s always stuck with me, like I have a trust.”

“When I was �rst married my mother-in-law really irritated 
me,” said this man’s wife. “I complained a lot to my husband, who 
to his credit was supportive of me. At the same time, I saw how close 
he and his mom were and realized I didn’t want to undermine that. 
As she grew elderly I began to think about what it means to ‘honor’ 
your parents and in-laws. �at’s a command, not an option . . . and 
now that she’s gone, I try to honor her memory and share funny 
stories about her with my husband.” For better and sometimes for 
worse, our parents and parents-in-law are intimately, inextricably 
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part of our lives. But whether we’re newlyweds or an “old married 
couple,” how should they be a part of our lives?

We need one another. A newly married couple needs the emo-
tional warmth and life wisdom that comes from a healthy relation-
ship with both sets of parents, and parents need the emotional 
warmth and companionship (and, perhaps, grandchildren!) that 
comes from the couple. Life is too short to live with broken rela-
tionships. If there are con
icts in the relationship, the principle of 
confession and forgiveness discussed in chapter 2 applies to in-laws 
as well as to marriage partners. We do not have to agree with each 
other in order to have a wholesome relationship, but bitterness and 
resentment are always wrong (Eph. 4:31). Mutual freedom and mu-
tual respect should be the guiding principle for parents and their 
married children.

What guidelines does the Bible give for in-law relationships? 
How should the married couple respond to parents’ ideas, sugges-
tions, and needs? What can we do when we see parents destroying 
our marital unity? Two principles must be kept in balance if we are 
to follow the biblical patterns in our relationships with in-laws: new 
allegiance and continued honor.

“LEAVING” PARENTS

In Genesis 2:24 we read, “�is explains why a man leaves his father 
and mother and is joined to his wife, and the two are united into 
one.” �is principle is repeated in Ephesians 5:31. God’s pattern 
for marriage involves the “leaving” of parents and the “cleaving” 
to one’s mate. Marriage involves a change of allegiance. Before 
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marriage, one’s allegiance is to one’s parents, but after marriage 
allegiance shifts to one’s mate.

It is what the psychologists call “cutting the psychological apron 
strings.” No longer does the individual lean on his parents but rath-
er on his mate. If there is a con
ict of interest between a man’s wife 
and his mother, the husband is to stand with his wife. �is does not 
mean that the mother is to be treated unkindly. �at is the second 
principle, which we will deal with shortly. �e principle of sepa-
rating from parents is, however, extremely important. No couple 
will reach their full potential in marriage without this psychological 
break from parents.

What does this principle mean in the practical realm? I believe 
that it suggests separate living arrangements for the newly married 
couple. In an earlier age, newlyweds living with parents was not 
uncommon. Said one boomer wife, “Both my parents and my hus-
band’s parents lived with their folks at �rst. �ese were the immedi-
ate postwar years, and there was a severe housing shortage. But soon 
after, both couples moved out. And even in the short term I think it 
was probably challenging for all concerned.”

Today, with many struggling economically, moving in with par-
ents may look like an inviting option. However, while living with 
parents, the couple cannot develop independence as readily as when 
living alone. �e dependency on parents is enhanced as long as they 
live with parents. Living in a meager apartment with the freedom 
to develop their own lifestyle under God is better than luxurious 
living in the shadow of parents. Parents should encourage such in-
dependence, and the ability to provide such living accommodations 
should be a factor in setting the wedding date.

�e principle of “leaving” parents is also important in decision-
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making. Your parents may have suggestions about many aspects of 
your married life. Each suggestion should be taken seriously, but, 
in the �nal analysis, you must make your own decision. You should 
no longer make decisions on the basis of what would make parents 
happy but on the basis of what would make your partner happy. 
Under God, you are a new unit, brought together by His Spirit to 
live for each other (Phil. 2:3–4).

�is means that the time may come when a husband must sit 
down with his mother and say, “Mom, you know that I love you 
very much, but you also know that I am now married. I cannot 
break up my marriage in order to do what you desire. I love you, 
and I want to help you, but I must do what I believe is right for my 
wife and me. I hope you understand because I want to continue the 
warm relationship that we have had through the years. But if you do 
not understand, then that is a problem you must work through. I 
must give myself to the building of my marriage.” 

If such a statement sounds harsh to you, be thankful. It is be-
cause you have not encountered a stubborn, sel�sh, carnal mother-
in-law. Such do exist, and �rmness with love is the biblical answer 
to correcting the situation. A husband must not allow his mother to 
continue to control his life after marriage. Such is not the biblical 
pattern.

CONSIDERING PARENTS’ WISDOM

On the other hand, parents’ suggestions should be given due con-
sideration. Our parents are older and perhaps wiser. A good exam-
ple of the wisdom of a father-in-law is found in Exodus 18. Moses 
was working from morning till evening judging the people of Israel. 
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�e waiting room was always �lled, and there was no time for co�ee 
breaks. “‘�is is not good!’ Moses’ father-in-law exclaimed. ‘You’re 
going to wear yourself out—and the people, too. �is job is too 
heavy a burden for you to handle all by yourself. Now listen to me, 
and let me give you a word of advice, and may God be with you. You 
should continue to be the people’s representative before God, bring-
ing their disputes to him’  ” (vv. 17–19).

He went on to suggest that the crowds be divided into thou-
sands, hundreds, �fties, and tens, and that authority be delegated 
to other quali�ed men who would judge those under their jurisdic-
tion. Moses then would be free to spend more time with God and in 
teaching the people the law of God (vv. 19–20). �us, his would be 
more of a “preventive” ministry rather than a “crisis” ministry. Only 
the di�cult cases would be brought to him for judgment (v. 22). 

Moses saw the wisdom of such a suggestion and adopted it. In 
so doing, he revealed his own maturity. He did not have to rebel 
against a good idea just because it came from his father-in-law. He 
was secure enough in his own self-worth that he could accept a good 
idea, regardless of its source.

�e principle of separation from parents also has implications 
when con
ict arises in marriage. A young wife who has always leaned 
heavily on her mother might have a tendency to complain to her 
when problems arise in the marriage—and Mom is only too happy 
to be able to have her daughter turn to her in her hour of need. �e 
next day her husband recognizes that he was wrong, asks forgive-
ness, and harmony is restored. �e daughter fails to tell her mother 
this. �e next time a con
ict arises she again con�des in Mom. �is 
becomes a pattern, and before long, her mother has a bitter attitude 
toward the son-in-law and is encouraging the daughter to separate 
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from him. �e daughter has been very unfair to her husband and has 
failed to follow the principle of “leaving” parents.

If you have con
icts in your marriage (and most of us do), seek 
to solve them by direct confrontation with your mate. Con
ict 
should be a steppingstone to growth. If you �nd that you need out-
side help, then go to your pastor or a Christian marriage counselor. 
�ey are trained and equipped by God to give practical help. �ey 
can be objective and give biblical guidelines. Parents �nd it almost 
impossible to be objective.

HONORING PARENTS

�e second principle relating to our relationship with parents is 
found in Exodus 20:12 and is one of the Ten Commandments: 
“Honor your father and mother. �en you will live a long, full life in 
the land the Lord your God is giving you.” It is repeated in Deuter-
onomy 5:16 and Ephesians 6:2–3.

�e command to honor our par-
ents has never been rescinded. As long 
as they live, it is right to honor them. 
In Ephesians 6:1, the apostle Paul says, 
“Children, obey your parents because 
you belong to the Lord, for this is 
the right thing to do.” Obedience to 
parents is the guideline from birth to 
marriage. Paul’s second statement is, 
“‘Honor your father and mother.’ �is 

is the �rst commandment with a promise: If you honor your father 
and mother, ‘things will go well for you, and you will have a long life 
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on the earth’  ” (vv. 2–3). Honor to parents is the guideline from birth 
to death. Honor was the original command and stands forever.

�e word honor means “to show respect.” It involves treating one 
with kindness and dignity. It is true that not all parents live respect-
able lives. �eir actions may not be worthy of honor, but because 
they are made in the image of God, they are worthy of honor. You 
can respect them for their humanity and for their position as your 
parents, even when you cannot respect their actions. It is always 
right to honor your parents and those of your marriage partner. 
“Leaving” parents for the purpose of marriage does not erase the 
responsibility to honor them.

How is this honor expressed in daily life? You honor them in 
such practical actions as visiting, calling, texting, communicating 
on social media, and in general sharing life as much as is feasible, de-
pending on the distances between you. You communicate to them 
that you still love them and want to share life with them. “Leaving” 
must never be interpreted as “deserting.” Regular contact is essential 
to honoring parents. Failure to communicate with parents is saying, 
in e�ect, “I no longer care.”

A further word is necessary regarding communication with par-
ents. Equal treatment of both sets of parents must be maintained. 
Remember, “For God does not show favoritism” (Romans 2:11). 
We must follow His example. In practice, this means that our 
emails, texts, FaceTime calls, and visits must indicate our commit-
ment to the principle of equality. If one set of parents is phoned 
once a month, then the other set should be phoned once a month. 
If one receives a newsy email once a week, then the other should re-
ceive the same. �e couple should also seek to be equitable in visits, 
dinners, and vacations.
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Perhaps the stickiest situations arise around holidays—�anks-
giving and Christmas. �e wife’s mother wants them home for 
Christmas Eve. �e husband’s mother wants them home for Christ-
mas dinner. �at may be possible if they live in the same town, but 
when they are �ve hundred miles apart, it becomes impossible. �e 
solution must be based on the principle of equality. �is may mean 
Christmas with one set of parents one year and with the other the 
following year.

To “honor” implies also that we speak kindly with parents and 
in-laws. Paul admonishes: “Never speak harshly to an older man, 
but appeal to him respectfully as you would to your own father” (1 
Tim. 5:1). We are to be understanding and sympathetic. Certainly 
we are to speak the truth, but it must always be in love (Eph. 4:15). 
�e command of Ephesians 4:31–32 must be taken seriously in 
our relationship with parents: “Get rid of all bitterness, rage, anger, 
harsh words, slander, as well as all types of evil behavior. Instead, 
be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just 
as God through Christ has forgiven you.” A further implication of 
honor to parents is described in 1 Timothy 5:4: “But if [a widow] 
has children or grandchildren, their �rst responsibility is to show 
godliness at home and repay their parents by taking care of them. 
�is is something that pleases God.”

When we were young, our parents met our physical needs. As 
they grow older, we may have to do the same for them. If and when 
the need arises, we must bear the responsibility of caring for the 
physical needs of our parents. To fail in this responsibility is to deny 
our faith in Christ (1 Tim. 5:8). By our actions, we must show our 
faith in Christ and honor for our parents.

For parents, building a friendship with their independent adult 

TMYAW-2021.indd   136 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



L E A V I N G  A N D  H O N O R I N G  P A R E N T S

137

children can be one of the deepest joys of later adulthood, and ex-
panding the family with a new daughter- or son-in-law (and other 
in-laws) can be a delight. Some adult children are �nding that, giv-
en the hard times of recent years, they want to move closer to their 
parents—not to be dependent on them, but just to be family with 
them. Yes, this is something that pleases God.

If I could make some other practical suggestions, I would advise 
you to accept your in-laws as they are. Do not feel that it is your task 
to change them. If they are not Christians, certainly you will want 
to pray for them and look for opportunities to present Christ, but 
do not try to �t them into your mold. You are expecting them to 
give you independence to develop your own marriage. Give them 
the same.

Do not criticize your in-laws to 
your mate. �e responsibility of your 
mate is to honor his parents. When 
you criticize them, you make it more 
di�cult for him to follow this pattern. 
When your mate criticizes the weak-
nesses of his parents, point out their 
strengths. Accentuate their positive 
qualities and encourage honor.

�e Bible gives some beautiful examples of wholesome rela-
tionships between individuals and their in-laws. Moses had such a 
wholesome relationship with Jethro, his father-in-law, that, when 
he informed him of God’s call to leave Midian and lead the Israelites 
out of Egypt, Jethro said, “Go in peace” (Ex. 4:18). Later on, after 
the success of Moses’s venture, his father-in-law came to see him.

“So Moses went out to meet his father-in-law. He bowed low 

 ACCEPT YOUR 

IN-LAWS AS THEY 

ARE. DO NOT FEEL 

IT IS YOUR TASK 

TO CHANGE THEM.

TMYAW-2021.indd   137 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

138

and kissed him. �ey asked about each other’s welfare and then 
went into Moses’ tent” (Ex. 18:7). It was on this visit that Jethro 
gave Moses the advice that we discussed earlier. His openness to his 
father-in-law’s suggestion shows something of the nature of their 
relationship.

Ruth and Naomi serve as an example of the devotion of a daugh-
ter-in-law to her mother-in-law after the death of both husbands. 
Jesus directed one of His miracles to the mother-in-law of Peter, and 
she in turn ministered to Jesus (Matt. 8:14–15).

Freedom and harmony are the biblical ideals for in-law relation-
ships. �e train of God’s will for marriage must run on the parallel 
tracks of separation from parents and devotion to parents.

A WORD TO PARENTS .  .  .

What if you are an in-law reading this? I ask you to recall the scene 
of your son’s or daughter’s wedding. It went something like this:

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” declares the pastor. 
�e new couple is radiant, eyes only for each other. Seated in the 
front of the church, you, the parents, shed a tear—or weep more 
openly. �is is what all your work has led up to. From the moment 
of their birth until their marriage, you have been training your chil-
dren for independence.

Indeed, before your children marry you have been training them 
to be able to stand on their own feet and operate as mature persons 
under God. You taught them how to cook meals, wash dishes, make 
beds, buy clothes, save money, and make responsible decisions. You 
taught them respect for authority and the value of the individual. In 
short, you and your spouse have sought to bring them to maturity.
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Now, at the time of their marriage, your training ends and their 
independence reaches fruition. It is hoped that you have helped 
them move from a state of complete dependence on you, when in-
fants, to complete independence as newlyweds. From this point, 
your spouse and you must view them as adults who will chart their 
own course for better or for worse. As parents, we must never again 
impose our will upon them. We must respect them as equals.

What, then, are our roles as in-laws? Parental involvement in the 
newlyweds’ lives has changed since the days when couples often got 
married right out of high school or during college. �e average age 
at marriage is now the mid- to late twenties. Often the new couple 
has been living at a distance. Today’s parents are busy with their own 
pursuits and reluctant to interfere in their grown kids’ lives. 

And yet . . . 
Some things do not change. All parents desire that their grown 

“children” get a good start. With the bene�t of experience and, it is 
to be hoped, some wisdom, we desire to pass on wise counsel—or at 
least to help our kids avoid making the same mistakes we did.

Certainly parents should feel freedom to give advice to the young 
couple (though it is always best to wait until advice is requested). 
Even so, parents should not seek to force their advice on a couple. 
Give suggestions if they are requested or if you feel you must, but 
then withdraw and allow the couple freedom to make their own 
decisions. Most important, do not express resentment if they do not 
happen to follow your suggestion. Give them the advantage of your 
wisdom but the freedom to make their own mistakes. �is will be 
as hard to do as it was when your child was younger . . . but it is the 
only way they can mature and grow.

What about �nancial help? �e cardinal sin of parents is to use 
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�nancial assistance to coerce the young couple into conforming to 
the parents’ wishes: “We will buy you a bedroom suite if you move 
into the house next door.” Gifts are �ne if they are given out of 
love without strings attached, but gifts that are conditional become 
tools rather than gifts. Parents must diligently guard against such 
temptation.

�is does not mean that we will no longer help them, but it 
means that all help must be given in a responsible manner that will 
enhance independence, rather than dependence—and in a manner 
that will not jeopardize our own �nancial needs, particularly as we 
enter retirement. If we give �nancial help, it should be with a view 
toward helping them attain their freedom from our support rather 
than making them dependent on it. We should not help them es-
tablish a lifestyle that they cannot a�ord to maintain on their own.

IN CLOSING

As we have noted, many parents and married children �nd new joy 
as the family expands. Whether you live around the corner or across 
the country, you can, too—as God commands and equips.
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YOUR TURN

1.  Do you have any problems with your parents? Your spouse’s 
parents? If so, write these problems down in specific terms.

2.  What principles discussed in this chapter have your parents 
or in-laws violated? Write them down; and again, be specific. 
(Read that section again if necessary.)

3.  What principles discussed in this chapter have you or your 
spouse violated with respect to your parents or in-laws? 
Write them down and be specific. What do you think should 
be done to correct the situation?

4.  Now, have your spouse read the section on in-laws and 
answer the questions above. 

5.  Once this is done, meet to share what you each wrote. See 
if you agree on the problem (s) and what actions you should 
take to deal with those problems.

6.  Whatever action you mutually decide on—a friendly 
conversation, a confrontation, or a confession of neglect or 
wrongdoing on your part—do it all with kindness at all times 
and firmness when necessary. Remember, your desire is to 
enhance the relationship, not to destroy it.
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C H A P T E R  N I N E

Love and Money 

SOMETIMES IT SEEMS as if the more we have, the more we 
argue about what we have. �e poorest of couples in America have 
abundance compared to the masses of the world’s population. I am 
convinced that the problem does not lie in the amount of money 
that a couple possesses but in their attitude toward money and the 
manner in which they handle it.

“I remember years ago when we were struggling �nancially, we 
got into a lot of arguments,” recalls a wife of my acquaintance. “We 
were always sitting down to have �e Talk about Money, and it in-
variably wound up in arguing and accusation. We did not like what 
money issues were doing to us. We �nally decided that whatever our 
circumstance, we would not let it drive us apart and we would stay 
positive. �at has made a huge di�erence over the years.”
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DOES “MORE” MEAN “BETTER”?

�e author Jeanette Clift George has said, “�e great tragedy in life 
is not in failing to get what you go after. �e great tragedy in life is 
in getting it and �nding out it wasn’t worth the trouble!” She’s right. 
Psychological research has found that the “thrill” wears o� rather 
quickly after we purchase some desired item—and then we climb 
right back on the treadmill of “more,” never satis�ed.

Most couples assume that if only they made a couple hundred 
dollars more each month they could meet expenses. But real satis-
faction is not found in money (any amount of it) but in “righteous-
ness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness”—in short, 
living with God and according to His values (1 Tim, 6:11 niv). 
Doing right, responding to others as God would respond, express-
ing love, being patient with imperfection, and having a realistic ap-
praisal of yourself—these are the things that bring true ful�llment 
to a marriage.

TWO HOMES

Once I visited two contrasting homes. �e �rst was a little three-
bedroom house. I walked into the living room to �nd a one-burner 
oil stove in the center. �e baby in its bassinet was in one corner, the 
dog in another. �e walls had only one picture, which accompanied 
a calendar. Two straight-backed wooden chairs and an ancient couch 
rested on a rough wooden 
oor. �e doors that led to the kitchen on 
the left and the bedroom on the right were of the old handmade slat 
variety with the Z-frame and cracks between each slat.

It was a meager scene by contemporary American standards, but 
the emotional warmth that I felt as I visited with the young couple 
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was astounding. It was apparent that they loved each other, loved 
their baby, and loved God. �ey were happy. Life was exciting.

From there, I crossed to the other side of town and drove up a 
concrete drive to a beautiful, spacious, brick home. My feet sank 
into the carpet when I stepped inside. I saw beautiful portraits on 
the wall as I entered the living room. �e �re in the �replace had an 
inviting warmth (though the function was aesthetic), and the dog 
lay on the ultramodern couch.

I sat down to visit, but I had not been there long when I real-
ized that about the only warmth in the family was in the �replace. I 
sensed coldness and hostility wrapped in wealth. I drove home that 
night, saying, “O God, if ever I must choose between those two, 
give me the three-room house with the emotional warmth of wife 
and family.” 

I don’t want to romanticize pov-
erty. Studies have shown that con-
stant deprivation and struggle have 
far-reaching e�ects on the brain and 
the emotions. And certainly there 
are many a�uent couples who are 
true servants of God. But we are to 
put these things in perspective, as Je-
sus reminds us: “Seek the Kingdom 
of God above all else, and live righ-
teously, and he will give you every-
thing you need” (Matt. 6:33). “�ese 
things” include food, clothing, and shelter (v. 25). Preoccupation 
with money—either having it or not having it—can distort our 
relationship with God and with each other.

PREOCCUPATION 

WITH MONEY—

EITHER HAVING IT 

OR NOT HAVING 

IT—CAN DISTORT 

OUR RELATIONSHIP 

WITH GOD AND 
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Most of us have to work for a living, and it is by this act that God 
normally provides our necessities. But work is only one “righteous” 
act. �ere are many more, such as godliness, faith, love, patience, 
and meekness. We must not allow the pursuit of money to erode 
these more important areas, lest we miss life and �nd money useless.

Jesus warned against this danger when He said, “No one can 
serve two masters. For you will hate one and love the other; you will 
be devoted to one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God 
and money” (Matt. 6:24). Money is an excellent servant, but a poor 
master; a useful means, but an empty end. When money becomes 
our god, we are bankrupt indeed.

USING WHAT GOD GIVES US

God cares about how we use what He gives us (Matt. 25:14–30). 
�e Lord said to the faithful steward, “Well done, my good and 
faithful servant. You have been faithful in handling this small 
amount, so now I will give you many more responsibilities” (v. 21). 
“When someone has been given much, much will be required in 
return” (Luke 12:48).

Financial resources, whether abundant or modest, have tremen-
dous potential for good. As stewards, we are responsible to use in 
the very best manner all that is entrusted to us. Sound planning, 
buying, saving, investing, and giving are all part of our stewardship. 
One aspect of faithful stewardship is giving to God through the 
church and other Christian organizations. �e pattern for giving 
established in the Old Testament and commended in the New Tes-
tament is that of tithing, that is, giving one-tenth of one’s income to 
the direct work of the Lord (Lev. 27:30; Matt. 23:23).
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But more important than amount or percentage is our attitude 
toward giving. �e Scriptures indicate that our giving is to be done 
with a willing heart. Christian giving is an act of the will prompted 
by love to God, not a legalistic duty to be performed for merit. Paul 
speaks to this issue:

Remember this—a farmer who plants only a few seeds will get a 
small crop. But the one who plants generously will get a gener-
ous crop. You must each decide in your heart how much to give. 
And don’t give reluctantly or in response to pressure. “For God 
loves a person who gives cheerfully.” And God will generously 
provide all you need. �en you will always have everything you 
need and plenty left over to share with others. (2 Cor. 9:6–8)

Many like to claim God’s grace and abundance, but they fail 
to recognize that this promise is made to the cheerful giver. �e 
Scriptures say that one of the purposes of working for wages is that 
we may be able to give to those who are in need: “If you are a thief, 
quit stealing. Instead, use your hands for good hard work, and then 
give generously to others in need” (Eph. 4:28). Any discussion of 
�nances for the Christian must include provision for regular, pro-
portionate, cheerful giving to the things of God.

YOURS, MINE, AND OURS

As we pursue oneness in marriage, it’s important to remember that 
when we’re starting out—and thereafter—it is no longer “my mon-
ey” and “your money” but rather “our money.” In the same manner, 
it is no longer “my debts” and “your debts” but rather “our debts.” If 
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you are to marry someone who owes twenty thousand dollars in stu-
dent debt and you owe $50 on your Visa card, at the conclusion of 
the wedding ceremony, you are collectively in debt $20,050. When 
you accept each other as a partner, you accept each other’s liabilities 
as well as each other’s assets.

A full disclosure of assets and liabilities should be made before 
marriage by both partners. It is not wrong to enter marriage with 
debts, but you ought to know what those debts are, and you ought 
to agree upon a plan and schedule of repayment. Since they are go-
ing to be “our” debts, then “we” need to discuss and agree upon a 
plan of action.

I have known couples who failed to discuss this area su�ciently 
before marriage and awakened after the wedding to realize that to-
gether they had a debt so large that already they felt a �nancial noose 
around their necks. What a tragedy to begin marriage with such a 
handicap. In my opinion, a large debt without a realistic means of 
repayment is su�cient cause to postpone the marriage. Financial ir-
responsibility before marriage is an indicator of �nancial irresponsi-
bility after marriage. Most couples have some debts when they come 
to marriage, such as student loans, and a full disclosure by each will 
allow them to face marriage realistically.

Your assets, too, are now joint assets. She may have $6,000 in a 
savings account and he may have only $80, but when they choose 
marriage “they” have $6,080. If you do not feel comfortable with 
this “oneness,” then you are not ready for marriage. Have we not es-
tablished that the very motif of marriage is oneness? When it comes 
to �nances, you must move toward oneness.

�ere may be cases where, because of very large estates, the cou-
ple may be wise to retain individual ownership of certain properties 
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or assets for tax purposes, but for most of us the principle of oneness 
implies joint savings accounts, checking accounts, property owner-
ship, and so on. We are one, and so we want to express our oneness 
in �nances as well as in other areas of life.

Since it is “our” money, then “we” ought to agree upon how it 
will be spent. �e pattern for decision-making discussed in chapter 
6 should apply to �nancial decisions as well as to other decisions. 
Full and open discussion should precede any �nancial decision, and 
agreement should be the goal of all discussion. Remember, you are 
partners, not competitors. Marriage is enhanced by agreement in 
�nancial matters.

AGREE TO AGREE ON BIG PURCHASES .  .  .  AND A BUDGET

One practical principle that can prevent much tragedy is an agree-
ment on the part of both partners that neither will make a major 
purchase without consulting the other. �e purpose of consulting 
is to reach agreement regarding the purchase. �e term “major pur-
chase” should be clearly de�ned with 
a dollar value. For example, the cou-
ple might agree that neither would 
ever buy anything that cost more than 
�fty dollars without such agreement.

It is true that many 
at-screen TVs 
would still be in the showroom if cou-
ples followed this principle, but it is 
also true that many couples would be far happier. Oneness between 
marriage partners is more important than any material purchase.

A BUDGET IS 

SIMPLY A PLAN 

FOR HANDLING 

MONEY.
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Further, a couple needs to agree upon a pattern for their spend-
ing. �e word budget frightens many couples, but in reality all 
couples have a budget. A budget is simply a plan for handling 
money. Many couples do not have a written budget, and many do 
not have a very e�ective budget, but all couples have a plan. So the 
question is not “Should we have a budget?” but rather “How can 
we improve our budget?” “We already have a plan, but could we 
have a better plan?”

Budgeting need not be a burdensome bookkeeping procedure of 
recording every penny spent. Rather, a budget is a �nancial plan—
simply an application of reason and willpower to the management 
of your income. You have the choice as to how your money will be 
spent. It is far better to make that decision based on reason in an 
open discussion with your mate, than based on emotion when you 
stand in front of the salesclerk.

PLAN TO PLAN!

It is beyond the purpose of this volume to give detailed help on 
budget making because such is readily available in other literature. 
�ere are also a number of budgeting programs that are available 
online. Other resources can be found at the end of this book.

My objective here is to challenge you to rethink your present 
�nancial plan (budget). Could there be a better way to utilize the 
resources you have? As a steward, it is your responsibility to �nd out. 
Why should you continue doing things the same way year after year, 
when a little time and thought could generate improvement? If any-
one should feel motivated to make the most of �nancial resources, 
it is the Christian. As a believer, you are under divine orders, and all 
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that you possess has been entrusted to you by God, to whom you 
must give an account (Matt. 25:14–30). Improved �nancial plan-
ning is not only for your bene�t but also for that of the kingdom of 
God (Matt. 6:33).

In rethinking your �nancial plan, let me suggest some further 
implications of Scripture. First things should always be �rst, and 
for the Christian the kingdom of God should be �rst. �e promise 
of Matthew 6:33 is practical. We tend to get our priorities out of 
line. We place food, clothing, shelter, and pleasure �rst, and if 
anything is left over, we give an o�ering to the church. How con-
trary to the biblical pattern. It was the “�rstfruits” that were to be 
given by Israel to the Lord, not the leftovers. Solomon was never 
more on target than when he said: “Honor the Lord with your 
wealth and with the best part of everything you produce. �en 
he will �ll your barns with grain, and your vats will over
ow with 
good wine” (Prov. 3:9–10). Ever wonder why the barn is empty? 
Could it be that you have concentrated on the barn instead of the 
kingdom of God?

I would suggest that, from the very beginning of marriage, you 
set your budget to allocate the �rst 10 percent of your income for a 
thank o�ering to the Lord. After all, civil government insists that in-
come tax be taken out even before you receive your check. Jesus was 
not opposed to such taxation but insisted that we should also “Give 
to God what belongs to God” (Matt. 22:17–22). On occasion, you 
will wish to give o�erings beyond the tithe, but the tithe should be 
considered a minimal standard of giving for those couples who take 
biblical principles seriously.
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PLAN TO SAVE!

Another implication for biblical budget-making is to plan for the 
future. “A prudent person foresees danger and takes precautions. 
�e simpleton goes blindly on and su�ers the consequences” (Prov. 
22:3). �roughout the Scriptures, the wise man or woman is the 
one who plans ahead to meet the needs of his or her family, business, 
or other endeavor (Luke 14:28–30). Planning ahead �nancially in-
volves savings and investments. Unexpected di�culties will arise. 
You can count on it. �erefore, the wise steward plans ahead by 
saving. To fail to save a part of one’s income is poor planning. Again, 
there are many instruments for saving and investing and many dif-
ferent types of savings, from a simple rainy-day fund to investments 
geared to help you build toward retirement. Educating yourselves in 
sound money management will reap great bene�ts.

Together you should agree on the percentage that you would 
like to save, but something should be saved on a regular basis. Many 
Christian �nancial advisors suggest that 10 percent be allotted to 
savings and investments. You may choose more or less, but the 
choice is yours. If you save what is left after other matters are cared 
for, you will not save. Why not make yourself your “number-one 
creditor”? After tithing, pay yourself before you pay anyone else. 
Many employers will direct-deposit part of your paycheck in a sav-
ings account.

�e couple who saves a percentage of their income regularly will 
have not only the reserve funds they need for emergencies but will 
also have the satis�ed feeling that comes from being good stewards. 
Contrary to what some Christians seem to think, one is not more 
spiritual because he spends all that he makes. (According to some, 
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this is supposed to exercise more faith in God to provide for emer-
gency needs. In my opinion, it is simply a sign of poor stewardship.) 
Regular savings ought to be a part of your �nancial plan. 

If you give 10 percent to the Lord’s work and save 10 percent, 
that leaves 80 percent to be divided among all your other needs—
mortgage payments (or rent), utilities (including internet), insur-
ance, student loans, taxes, food, non-covered medical expenses, 
education. �ese are “musts,” although even here, it is wise to look 
for a more favorable interest rate on a loan or a lower fee for inter-
net service. �en there are discretionary items: clothes, household 
items, recreation, travel, furniture, subscriptions gifts, and so on. 
How this is distributed is (to a degree) your decision, but remember 
that you are a steward. You must give an account to God for 100 
percent of your resources. �e steward cannot a�ord the luxury of 
spending without thought. 

Wise shopping does make a di�erence. In spite of the jokes we 
hear about the husband who spends �ve dollars on gas driving to the 
big-box store where he saves two dollars, the prudent shopper can 
realize substantial savings. Such shopping takes time and energy. 
It is work and involves a great deal of insight, but the bene�t will 
be revealed in extra money that may be applied to other needs or 
wants. My wife and I have a standard procedure when she comes 
home from a shopping spree. I never ask how much she spent but 
how much she saved. It is more pleasant that way. Mastering the art 
of good shopping—including, and perhaps especially, smart online 
shopping—is worth the e�ort involved. (And remember, online 
shopping purveyors like Amazon and others have made it all too 
easy to spend money with a click of a mouse. Sophisticated algo-
rithms help them to target you with inviting o�ers. Be smart!)

TMYAW-2021.indd   153 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

154

Before I leave the subject of plan-
ning your expenditures, I suggest 
that you include in your plans some 
money for each partner to use as he or 
she wishes without accountability for 
every penny. �is does not have to be 
a large amount, but a husband needs 
to be able to buy a candy bar without 
having to ask his wife for a dollar.

BUY NOW .  .  .  PAY MUCH MORE LATER

Another extremely important matter that needs to be discussed by 
every couple is credit buying. If I had a red 
ag, I would wave it 
here. �e media scream from every corner, “Buy now, pay later.” 
What is not stated is that if you buy now without cash, you will 
pay much more later. Interest rates on charge accounts have a wide 
range. Some are 11, 12, or 15 percent, but many are 18 or 21 per-
cent, or even higher. Couples need to read the small print. Credit is 
a privilege for which you must pay, and the cost is not the same on 
all plans.

Credit cards are a way of life in contemporary society. If used 
responsibly, they can help us keep records, rent a car while traveling, 
and help boost our credit score which will be helpful when we apply 
for a mortgage loan and in many other areas. However, for many 
couples the credit card has led to membership in “�e Society of the 
Financially Frustrated.” �e card encourages impulse buying, and 
most of us have more impulses than we can a�ord to follow. �e 
responsible couple will use the credit card only for purchases they 
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can a�ord to buy. �ey will not yield to the lure of “buy now, pay 
much more later.” 

Why do we use credit? Because we want now what we cannot 
pay for now. Or an emergency has come up—an unforeseen ex-
pense on the car or a veterinary expense for our dog. 

In the purchase of a house, that may be a wise �nancial move. 
We would have to pay rent anyway. If the house is well selected, it 
will appreciate in value. If we have money for the down payment 
and can a�ord the monthly payments, such a purchase is wise. On 
the other hand, most of our purchases do not appreciate in value. 
�eir value begins to decrease the day we buy them. We buy them 
before we can a�ord them. We pay the purchase price plus the inter-
est charges for credit, while the article itself continues to depreciate 
in value. Why? For the momentary pleasure that the item brings. I 
simply ask, Is this the sign of responsible stewardship?

I know that there are certain “necessities” in our society, but why 
should a young married couple think they must obtain in the �rst 
year of marriage what it took their parents thirty years to accumu-
late? Why must you have the biggest and best now? With such a phi-
losophy you destroy the joy of aspiration and attainment. You attain 
immediately. �e joy is short-lived, and then you spend months in 
pain while you try to pay for it. Why saddle yourself with such un-
necessary pressure?

�e “necessities” of life are relatively few. I am not opposed to 
aspiring for more and better “things,” if these can be used for good, 
but I am suggesting that you live in the present rather than in the 
future. Leave future joys for future accomplishments. Enjoy today 
what you have today. 

For many years, my wife and I have played a little game that 
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we have come to enjoy very much. It is called “Let’s see how many 
things we can do without that everyone else thinks they must have.” 
It all started in graduate school days out of necessity, but we got 
“hooked” and have continued to play it.

�e game works like this. On Friday night or Saturday you go 
together to, say, Target, and walk down the aisles, looking at what-
ever catches your eye. Read labels, talk about how fascinating each 
item is, and then turn to each other and say, “Isn’t it great that we 
don’t have to have that!” �en while others walk out with arms load-
ed, names duly signed, you walk out hand in hand, excited that you 
do not need “things” to be happy. I highly recommend this game to 
all young married couples.

Let me clarify. I am not suggesting that you never buy anything 
on credit. As mentioned, emergencies do happen, and ideally the 
credit card debt gets paid o� quickly. But I am also suggesting that 
non-emergency credit purchases ought to be preceded by prayer, 
discussion, and, if needed, advice from a trusted �nancial counselor. 
If these steps had been taken, many Christian couples who are today 
imprisoned in �nancial bondage would be walking our streets as 
free men and women. I do not believe that it is God’s will for His 
children to be in bondage. Many in our day are in such bondage 
because of unwise credit purchases. 

I know that we live in a credit card world. However, credit cards 
were not created to help you save money. �ey were created to help 
the credit card company make money. I know that if you pay the 
full amount charged each month, there is no interest charged, but 
if you don’t, look at your next statement and you will likely see the 
interest rate is around 20 percent—extremely high. Taking out a 
personal loan at your local bank would give you a much lower inter-
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est rate. Bottom line: credit cards are not the place to buy credit, and 
they encourage impulse buying.

USING YOUR CREATIVITY FOR YOURSELVES AND OTHERS

Another practical implication of biblical truth with regard to �nan-
cial matters has to do with our creative ability. Humans are instinc-
tively creative. �e museums of art and industry located across our 
world bear silent but visual witness to this creativity. We are made 
in the image of a God who creates, and we who bear His image have 
tremendous creative potential. �e Christian couple who channel 
this creativity toward �nancial needs will �nd signi�cant assets. 
Creative crafts, sewing, re�nishing used furniture, recycling others’ 
discards, and so on can do wonders for the budget. Using special 
creative abilities may also lead you to the production of marketable 
items that may bring additional income, and there are many online 
sites where these can be sold.

Some years ago, I took a few college 
students to Chiapas, the southernmost 
state of Mexico, for a visit to Wycli�e 
Bible Translators’ Jungle Camp. Here 
we observed missionaries being trained 
in the technique of living in tropical 
environments. �ey learned how to 
build houses, ovens, chairs, beds, all 
out of materials available in the jungle. 
I have re
ected upon that experience 
many times. If that same creativity 
could be used by the average Christian 

 THE CHRISTIAN 

COUPLE WHO 

CHANNEL THEIR 

CREATIVITY 

TOWARD 

FINANCIAL 

NEEDS WILL FIND 

SIGNIFICANT 

ASSETS.

TMYAW-2021.indd   157 11/28/20   12:14 PM

Copyrighted Material - Not Final Copy



T H E  M A R R I A G E  Y O U ’ V E  A L W A Y S  W A N T E D

158

couple in America, what could be accomplished? I am not suggesting 
that you build your own house; I am suggesting that you use your 
creativity for good—your own and others’. 

THE MONEY TEAM

Now comes the question “Who will keep the books?” I believe that 
the couple should decide de�nitely who will pay bills and do the 
banking online, track any investments, and see that the funds are 
spent according to the plan upon which you have agreed. It may be 
the husband or the wife. Since you are a team, why not use the one 
best quali�ed for the task? As a couple discusses �nancial details, it 
will usually be obvious which one is more adept at such matters. 
One newlywed couple of our acquaintance began their marriage 
with the husband keeping the books, but quickly realized that the 
wife was much more adept at such things—and the husband was 
relieved to turn over the responsibility!

�is does not mean that the one chosen to keep the books is in 
charge of making �nancial decisions. Such decisions are to be made 
as a team. �e bookkeeper may not necessarily remain bookkeeper 
forever. For one reason or another you may agree after the �rst six 
months that it would be far wiser if the other partner became the 
bookkeeper. It is your marriage, and you are responsible for making 
the most of your resources.

Be certain, however, that the one who is not keeping the books 
knows how to do so and has full knowledge regarding various check-
ing and savings accounts and investments. �is is wise stewardship 
in view of the fact that one of you will likely die before the other. 
Christian stewardship demands that you be realistic.
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IN CLOSING

If you remember that you are a team and therefore work as a team—
following the biblical guidelines discussed in this chapter, seeking 
practical help where needed, and agreeing upon �nancial deci-
sions—you will �nd money to be your faithful servant. If, however, 
you disregard the biblical principles and “do what comes naturally,” 
you will soon �nd yourself in the same �nancial crisis that has be-
come a way of life to thousands of Christian couples. If you are cur-
rently feeling the pain of crisis, it is time for a radical change—to-
day. �ere is a way out. If you cannot think clearly enough to solve 
the problem, then by all means seek the counsel of your local banker 
or a Christian friend who is adept in �nancial matters. You might 
have someone in your church who does �nancial planning, is an 
investment expert, or can help with taxes. Do not continue to allow 
�nances to cripple your walk with God—but use them as a means 
to an end, to serve and enhance your life with Him.

Being a uni�ed money team does not guarantee you will have 
the marriage you always wanted, of course. However, it’s an impor-
tant element of a healthy marriage. After all, oneness and unity—
with God and each other—mark a marriage of purpose and ful�ll-
ment. Find such unity in communication, decision-making, sexual 
expression, �nances, and the daily duties in your relationship, and 
you may soon �nd you are living the marriage you always wanted.
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YOUR TURN

1.  It is extremely important that you and your spouse are 
open with each other about money management. You will 
not always agree, but in a spirit of unity, you need to have 
periodic money discussions, both about management of 
funds but also about values and beliefs around money.

2.  If you are newly married, have the two of you discussed your 
respective financial situations? Student debt? Credit-card 
debt? Investments? If not, plan a time to do so, with real data.

3.  Do you have a plan for short-term money management (who 
pays the bills or tracks automatic withdrawals)? Does one of 
you enjoy “shopping around” for bargains on, for example, 
cellular plans?

4.  What are your and your spouse’s feelings about giving 10 
percent to the Lord’s work? Do you feel that you should? 
What about saving?

5.  A good way to get a handle on your money: For one month 
keep detailed records of how you spend your money. 
Online bank statements help, but don’t rely on them. Write 
everything down. At the end of the month, list categories 
and amount spent for each item. Add to this any semiannual 
payments, such as auto insurance. This will give you a 
realistic picture of your expenditures compared with your 
income (allow for incidentals). 
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6.  Can you agree that neither of you will ever again make a 
major purchase without consulting your partner? (The 
amount will vary according to your own financial situation. 
The important thing is to agree what is “major.”)

7.  Consider working with a Christian financial planner to help 
you draw up a financial plan. An objective third party can 
be tremendously helpful. One important aspect of money 
management is looking at goals. A planner can walk you 
through this process. Wise is the couple who learns smart 
financial practices early! 
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Epilogue

I’VE NEVER MET A COUPLE who married with the intention 
of making each other miserable. Most people want to have a loving, 
supportive, understanding spouse. I’m convinced the fastest way to 
have such a spouse is to become a loving, supportive, understanding 
spouse.

If your spouse will read these chapters with you and complete 
and discuss with you the assignments, I believe you will �nd your-
selves discovering the marriage you’ve always wanted. If your spouse 
is unwilling, then I hope you still will apply these concepts to your 
own life. Work on developing a positive attitude, expressed in lov-
ing words and actions. As you allow God to work in your heart, you 
can become an instrument of positive in
uence on your spouse.

Marital growth requires time and e�ort, but it begins by tak-
ing the �rst step. I hope that this book will help you take that step. 
If you �nd the book helpful, I hope you will share it with your 
friends who also have dreams of a happy marriage. �ough I don’t 
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have time to respond personally to every inquiry, I’d be happy to 
hear of your progress toward the marriage you’ve always wanted, at 
www.5lovelanguages.com.
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More Resources 
by Dr. Chapman 

on Marriage

FROM NORTHFIELD PUBLISHING AND MOODY PUBLISHERS

LOVE LANGUAGE® TITLES

�e 5 Love Languages: �e Secret to Love �at Lasts
�e 5 Love Languages for Men: Tools for Making a Good Relationship 

Great
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YOUR RELATIONSHIPS

�e 5 Love Languages Military Edition: �e Secret to Love �at Lasts, 
(with Jocelyn Green)

�e Love Languages Devotional Bible: Spend Each Day Growing in 
the Word of God and Drawing Closer as a Couple (NLT version)

What Are the 5 Love Languages? �e O�cial Book Summary
A Marriage Carol, Chris Fabry and Gary Chapman

101 CONVERSATION STARTERS SERIES

101 Conversation Starters for Couples, Gary Chapman and Ramon 
Presson

101 More Conversation Starters for Couples, Gary Chapman and  
Ramon Presson

101 Conversation Starters for Families, Gary Chapman and Ramon 
Presson

LOVE + HOPE SERIES

Holding On to Love After You’ve Lost a Baby: �e 5 Love Languages 
for Grieving Parents, Gary Chapman and Candy McVicar

Building Love Together in Blended Families: �e 5 Love Languages and 
Becoming Stepfamily Smart, Gary Chapman and Ron R. Deal

Sharing Love Abundantly in Special Needs Families: �e 5 Love 
Languages for Parents Raising Children with Disabilities, Gary 
Chapman and Jolene Philo

Keeping Love Alive as Memories Fade: �e 5 Love Languages and the 
Alzheimer’s Journey, Gary Chapman, Edward Shaw, and  
Deborah Barr
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GENERAL MARRIAGE BOOKS

5 Simple Ways to Strengthen Your Marriage . . . When You’re Stuck at 
Home Together

A Couple’s Guide to a Growing Marriage: A Bible Study
Anger: Taming a Powerful Emotion
Loving Your Spouse When You Feel Like Walking Away: Real Help for 

Desperate Hearts in Di�cult Marriages
Married and Still Loving It: �e Joys and Challenges of the Second 

Half, Gary Chapman and Harold Myra
One More Try: What to Do When Your Marriage Is Falling Apart
�e DIY Guide to Building a Family �at Lasts: 12 Tools for Improv-

ing Your Home Life (with Shannon Warden)
�e Marriage You’ve Always Wanted Event Experience
�e Marriage You’ve Always Wanted Small Group Experience
�ings I Wish I’d Known Before We Got Married
When Sorry Isn’t Enough: Making �ings Right with �ose You Love 

(with Jennifer �omas)

FROM OTHER PUBLISHERS

Now You’re Speaking My Language: Honest Communication & Deeper 
Intimacy for a Stronger Marriage (B & H Publishing Group)

Love Is a Verb: Stories of What Happens When Love Comes Alive 
(Bethany House Publishers)

Happily Ever After: Six Secrets to a Successful Marriage 
Life Promises for Couples
Love Language Minute for Couples: 100 Days to a Closer Relationship
Love Notes for Couples
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�e Four Seasons of Marriage: Secrets to a Lasting Marriage
�e One Year Love Language Minute Devotional (all Tyndale)

FICTION SERIES WITH CATHERINE PALMER (TYNDALE):

It Happens Every Spring)
Summer Breeze 
Falling for You Again 
Winter Turns to Spring

Love As a Way of Life: Seven Keys to Transforming Every Aspect of  
Your Life

�e Love As A Way of Life Devotional, (with Elisa Stanford)
(WaterBrook Press and Doubleday)
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