Community Bible Church

Marriage Matters

Introduction to Marital Change1
Ordinary moments happen over and over. In every difficult situation there is a familiar pattern to
how you feel, what you’ve come to expect, or how you respond. Because these moments happen
over and over, it may be hard to detect God’s involvement. Perhaps you’ve never even thought
to ask God for help precisely because these moments seem so ordinary. Why bother God with
it?
Maybe you’re afraid to ask God to get involved because you’re ashamed. You feel that you
should be able to do better; you feel that God must be disappointed with you.
Or maybe you asked God for help and, it seemed, He remained silent. God’s apparent silence
after prayer is especially hard. He seems more than uninvolved; He seems to have abandoned or
forgotten you.
But whether you’ve looked for God’s help or not, these moments feel ordinary in that there are
no miracles and no dramatic changes to be seen. No matter how spiritually minded we may
think we are, it is easy to find ourselves doing life on our own, as if God were far, far away.
If you’ve lived though enough of these ordinary moments without sensing any change, you either
become accustomed to the aggravation and indifferent to it, or worse, you slowly sink into
hopelessness, no longer harboring any real hope of change. Indifference and hopelessness are
both dangerous. The danger isn’t simply that you’re unhappy or that your marriage is less than it
could be; the biggest danger is that God becomes increasingly irrelevant to your marriage, the
relationship that defines your life more than any other.
I. God and Love
God is love, and when you find it hard to love, you need Him all the more. A lack of love
means you should not just look more closely at your marriage, but at yourself and at God. If
you have any hope of having more love in your marriage, it’s going to mean having more of
God in your marriage.
The ordinary irritations and problems in marriage are often love problems – we don’t feel
loved or we are finding it hard to show love. 1 John 4:7-12 defines love for us, so it is vitally
important to the problems we face in our marriages:
7 Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves
has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God,
because God is love. 9 This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and
only Son into the world that we might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved
God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear
friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever
seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.
1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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This passage identifies three ingredients necessary for the ordinary moments of marriage to
become extraordinary moments of change:
A. God is love.
We all want more love in our marriages. For the most part, we marry because of love
or at least because we hope for love, but in the most difficult moments we don’t feel
loved, and we find it hard to love. God may not seem to make much difference in
these moments, but His involvement is crucial. If you are having trouble loving,
either you don’t know God or something is interfering with your relationship with
God. If we believe that God is love, then He must be the Solution for a lack of love.
B. We need to love as God loves.
The Bible tells us that we can actually know some very definite things about love:
1. Love is a Person – God. Love can be exciting and feel wonderful, but ultimately,
love is a Person, not an experience. When you need help loving your spouse, you
don’t have to wait for the feeling to hit you, long for lost romance, or guess what
love is. You can look to God and learn from Him. Jesus doesn’t just motivate us
to love; He teaches how to love in the moment – what it looks like and how to do
it.
2. Love is an action. God showed His love by sending His son.
3. Love is willing to sacrifice. God sacrificed His Son for us.
4. Our love is motivated by God’s love for us: “Since God so loved us, we also
ought to love one another.”
Marriages change when we are willing to love in practical, Christ-like ways,
especially in the difficult moments. God loves us. God has shown us how to love by
His example. The Bible tells us that Jesus is “an atoning sacrifice for our sins.” That
means that Jesus is able to remove from our hearts all of the obstacles that keep us
from love. As much as we say we want to love, sin squashes our best efforts. Jesus
isn’t just an encouraging coach or an example to follow, but our Champion Who is
able to defeat giants we would never be able to tackle on our own.
C. Grasping the depth of God’s love for us, we can then love others.
Marriages change when we are willing to love consistently over time, not because our
spouses change, but because we are in a growing relationship with God.
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II. Love and Grace
Grace is another way of talking about God’s love. It’s more than a helping hand – it is God’s
love given to rescue us though we don’t deserve it and have no hope of rescuing ourselves.
All that we have to learn from the passage in 1 John can be summed up in one word: grace.
All of the ways that God has loved us through Jesus are expression of grace. Grace basically
means unearned or undeserved favor. God doesn’t love us because we’ve earned it. In fact
because of our sin we deserve his rejection and judgment. When we first enter into
relationship with God we must acknowledge our inability to rescue ourselves from the
brokenness and rebellion of sin and accept his love as an undeserved gift in Jesus. That’s
why Jesus came to be an “atoning sacrifice for our sins.” He both earned God’s favor and
suffered our punishment for us. Now God’s love is given to us when we place our trust in
Jesus. It is an unearned gift.
Even so, we often have a narrow understanding of grace. We understand that we enter a
relationship with God by grace, but then we live our lives as if it is our duty to earn God’s
approval by trying our hardest to do what God requires of us, to live good lives, to be “good
people.” But the Bible says we need God’s unearned power and love all the time. God, in
the Bible, describes His grace as total deliverance for helpless people:
God made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in transgressions—it is by grace
you have been saved. 6 And God raised us up with Christ and seated us with him in the
heavenly realms in Christ Jesus, 7 in order that in the coming ages he might show the
incomparable riches of his grace, expressed in his kindness to us in Christ Jesus. 8 For it
is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not from yourselves, it is the
gift of God— 9 not by works, so that no one can boast. (Ephesians 2:5-9)
III. Grace and Marriage
Consider this account of one very ordinary moment in a pastor’s marriage:
I could feel my blood pressure rising. With every passing moment I was getting more
and more angry. It was 2:30. My son’s baseball practice was at 3:00, my daughter had
a birthday party at 4:00, and I had to lead a Bible study at 5:00. What’s more, my wife
was not answering her cell phone. I’d been calling her every few minutes since 1:00, and
now it was almost 2:30. She should have been home long ago. She knew what was on
the schedule, and she’d assured me she’d be home on time. How was I going to prepare
my Bible study with all this taxiing to do? Did she not care that I was juggling this all by
myself?
My anger mounted as I pictured her chatting with friends, while her cell phone, set to
vibrate, hummed away unnoticed in her handbag. I resigned myself to plan B: all three
kids would come to the baseball practice, and the girls would play in an empty part of the
field, while I sat in the van and worked on the Bible study. There would be distractions.
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I would want to watch practice, and the girls would need to be watched. They would get
bored and start asking for things. It was not ideal, but it would have to do.
I barked orders at the kids to get ready to go. There were a hundred questions: “Where’s
Mommy?” “Why do we have to go to baseball practice?” “Am I going to miss my
party?” “Where are my shoes?” “Can we stop at the store and get a snack?” Every
question was a frustrating reminder that I shouldn’t have to be dealing with this.
Just then the phone rang, “Win, have you been trying to call me?”
“Yeeeeees,” I replied, injecting as much sarcasm as possible in that one word. “I have
to get Gresham to practice and Charlotte to her birthday party, and I’m not prepared for
Bible study. Why haven’t you answered your phone?”
“I didn’t hear it ringing in my bag. I’m so sorry. I’ll be home in a few minutes. I just
couldn’t get away as soon as I thought I could.”
Instead of waiting for Kim to return and let her deliver our son to practice, I loaded the
kids into the car and took them myself. When I returned home, fifteen minutes later, Kim
was there wondering why I hadn’t waited for her.
She retreated to a safe distance. I sat alone staring at the kitchen table. I was more than
just annoyed; I was fuming. Beneath the anger I also felt embarrassed and ashamed.
Part of me felt justified in my anger, while the other part of me wondered why I’d gotten
so worked up. Irritation would be understandable, but anger?
My response was out of proportion and I knew it. I soon realized that part of my
frustration stemmed from the fact that this feeling was familiar, even ordinary. How
often have I been angry with Kim because I felt that she hasn’t stopped to think about
me? And how often have I had the same pouty reaction and witnessed the same
destructive result? I was tired of reliving this moment, tired of the same old argument
and getting the same old result.
Something to Consider:
As it relates to our relationship with God, grace is essentially a passive verb: God has
done and is doing something for us that we don’t deserve and can’t possibly do for
ourselves. Grace requires our utter dependence on Christ. But grace is a feature of love
and, therefore, something that must be reflected in our relationships with others,
especially our spouses. In marriage, grace is more of an active verb; it is something that
we must actively do or practice toward others. Just as God gives His love to us when we
least deserve it, we need His help to love our spouses in the same way. Relationship with
God by His grace will always result in love expressed as grace toward our spouses even
when it hurts.
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Homework:
Problems loving your spouse are only a symptom of a deeper problem: a lack of love for God
and not grasping God’s love for you expressed in the free gift of Jesus Christ.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, read Hebrews 4:14-16 and answer the questions that follow.
Since we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us
hold firmly to the faith we profess. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to
empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as
we are—yet he did not sin. 16 Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence,
so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
1. The high priest represented the people before God and offered sacrifices for sin. What does
it mean for us that Jesus has the role of our high priest?

2. The next verse (Hebrews 5:1) says a high priest represents men “in matters related to God.”
Marriage is a matter related to God. Therefore, you have a high priest who is concerned
about your marriage and who represents you as a married couple before the Father. What
does the writer of Hebrews encourage you to do with issues in your marriage?
(see 4:16 above)

3. According to Hebrews 4:15, what is Jesus’ response to your weakness?

4. Write a prayer expressing to God your weaknesses, fears, and doubts. Try to verbalize what
you believe and what you think you need from God.
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, read the following passage and discuss the questions that follow.
A man came up to Jesus and asked, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?”
17 “Why do you ask me about what is good?” Jesus replied. “There is only One who is good.
If you want to enter life, keep the commandments.” 18 “Which ones?” he inquired. Jesus
replied, “‘You shall not murder, you shall not commit adultery, you shall not steal, you shall
not give false testimony, 19 honor your father and mother,’ and ‘love your neighbor as
yourself.’” 20 “All these I have kept,” the young man said. “What do I still lack?” 21 Jesus
answered, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you
will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” 22 When the young man heard this, he
went away sad, because he had great wealth. (Matthew 19:16-22)
1. Was the young man wrong to ask Jesus about what is good? What point do you think Jesus
was trying to make with His answer?

2. In response to the young man’s second question (v. 18), which commands does Jesus
highlight? What do these commands have in common and why do you think Jesus highlights
them?

3. The rich young man seems to have a genuine interest in being righteous, but Jesus points out
a blind spot in his sincere heart. What blind spot does Jesus reveal?

4. What is Jesus saying about true religion or spirituality?

5. What can we deduce about the young man’s true interest based on his final response to Jesus’
answers?
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Something to Consider:
We know that God cares about our “spiritual” life – our prayers, church attendance, and
Bible reading – but our marriages don’t really seem to fall into this category. The command,
“Love you neighbor as yourself,” reminds us that every human interaction, every marital
interaction, is a spiritual matter. Think about it: Your spouse is your most immediate
neighbor. The way you treat your spouse, then, reveals how seriously you take God’s
command and God Himself. “Love your neighbor” is a command from God. Your
obedience or disobedience is a window into your relationship with Him. Problems loving
your spouse are only a symptom of the true problem: whether or not you love God.
1. Take turns describing one or two ordinary events in your marriage and how you handled
them.

2. In light of God’s commitment to redemption how could you have handled them differently?

3. Share with each other one way you have seen God’s grace at work in your marriage.

Pray together. Thank God for the ways you have seen His grace in your marriage. Invite God to
continue His work with you.
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A Third Person in Your Marriage1
Last week we learned that your relationship with your spouse is a window into your relationship
with God, because how you love your spouse reflects how obedient and committed you are to
Christ’s command to love your neighbor as yourself. Any marriage can be transformed if we
commit to love our spouses as Jesus commanded us, because then we are a part of God’s agenda
and we make God visible.
So what prevents that from happening? What keeps you from loving your spouse as you ought?
The answer is that you’ve brought another, unhealthy, relationship into the marriage.
I. Every Marriage Involves Three Persons.
This is because God is involved in every relationship. To understand this, we must lose the
idea that so many of us have, that God is only concerned with select areas of our lives. We
are accustomed to separating life into the spiritual and the unspiritual, handing spiritual
things over to God, and managing the rest by ourselves. Marriage may be one of those areas
that we like to manage on our own. However, consider Jesus words: “Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” (Matthew 22:37)
Is there any part of life that falls outside your heart, mind, soul, and strength?2 This
command makes it clear: God should be at the center of it all. This command breaks
down the barriers we erect between spiritual and unspiritual, between God and all of the
areas of life we like to keep to ourselves. Everything we do is supposed to be guided by
our love for God – our every action is to be an act of devotion to Him.
This understanding of our relationship with God exposes us all as worshipers who have
gone astray. The question isn’t whether or not you will worship; the question is who or
what you will worship.
So why should I worship God alone? Psalm 71 provides a number of attributes (character
qualities) of God that answer that question:

1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
2
Deuteronomy 6:5 includes “strength” in the list.
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1 In you, Lord, I have taken refuge; let me never be put to shame. 2 In your righteousness, rescue
me and deliver me; turn your ear to me and save me. 3 Be my rock of refuge, to which I can always go; give the command to save me, for you are my rock and my fortress. 4 Deliver me, my
God, from the hand of the wicked, from the grasp of those who are evil and cruel.
5 For you have been my hope, Sovereign Lord, my confidence since my youth. 6 From birth I
have relied on you; you brought me forth from my mother’s womb. I will ever praise you. 7
I have become a sign to many; you are my strong refuge. 8 My mouth is filled with your praise,
declaring your splendor all day long.
9 Do not cast me away when I am old; do not forsake me when my strength is gone. 10 For my
enemies speak against me; those who wait to kill me conspire together. 11 They say, “God has
forsaken him; pursue him and seize him, for no one will rescue him. 12 Do not be far from me,
my God; come quickly, God, to help me. 13 May my accusers perish in shame; may those who
want to harm me be covered with scorn and disgrace.
14 As for me, I will always have hope; I will praise you more and more. 15 My mouth will tell of
your righteous deeds, of your saving acts all day long—though I know not how to relate them all.
16 I will come and proclaim your mighty acts, Sovereign Lord; I will proclaim your righteous
deeds, yours alone. 17 Since my youth, God, you have taught me, and to this day I declare your
marvelous deeds. 18 Even when I am old and gray, do not forsake me, my God, till I declare
your power to the next generation, your mighty acts to all who are to come.
19 Your righteousness, God, reaches to the heavens, you who have done great things. Who is like
you, God? 20 Though you have made me see troubles, many and bitter, you will restore my life
again; from the depths of the earth you will again bring me up. 21 You will increase my honor
and comfort me once more.
22 I will praise you with the harp for your faithfulness, my God; I will sing praise to you with the
lyre, Holy One of Israel. 23 My lips will shout for joy when I sing praise to you—I whom you
have delivered. 24 My tongue will tell of your righteous acts all day long, for those who wanted
to harm me have been put to shame and confusion. (Psalm 71)
II. Your First Relationship Affects All Others.
Failure to cultivate a relationship with God automatically results in idolatrous relationships
that, in turn, affect all other relationships.
Our God is in heaven; he does whatever pleases him. 4 But their idols are silver and
gold, made by human hands. 5 They have mouths, but cannot speak, eyes, but cannot
see. 6 They have ears, but cannot hear, noses, but cannot smell. 7 They have hands, but
cannot feel, feet, but cannot walk, nor can they utter a sound with their throats. 8 Those
who make them will be like them, and so will all who trust in them. 9 All you Israelites,
trust in the Lord—he is their help and shield. 10 House of Aaron, trust in the Lord—
he is their help and shield. 11 You who fear him, trust in the Lord—he is their help and
shield. 12 The Lord remembers us and will bless us: He will bless his people Israel, he
will bless the house of Aaron, 13 he will bless those who fear the Lord—small and great
alike. (Psalm 115:3-13)
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A. What we worship has an effect on us.
B. What we worship has an effect on others.
Re-read the account of the pastor and his family on pp. 3-4 of Session #1.
o Based on his reaction to the situation, what do you think is the pastor’s idol?
o What do you think he really wants?
o What effect does idol worship have on him?
Now read what he learned about himself from that ordinary moment in his marriage:
My response revealed an idol in my heart – acceptance and approval. I wanted to do
a good job with my Bible study, but I also work hard to be liked by my wife, Kim.
After all, I was taking care of the kids on a Saturday so she could enjoy her friends.
Didn’t I deserve some credit for that? When I perceive myself as overlooked and
ignored it feels as if all my effort is for nothing. Usually I am good at getting others
to like me. When my wife does not fall in line I get angry. In my anger I want to
punish her for not noticing how hard I am working for her affirmation, approval, and
affection.
That Saturday, when I chose acceptance as my god, I did so because I believed it
would bring me life: joy, peace, and happiness. And it seemed to work, at least for a
while. But over time, just as Psalm 115 predicts, I found it less and less effective, and
eventually found that I had less of the very things that I want. I didn’t feel alive and
free; I felt paralyzed. I didn’t know what to say or do. I was trapped in my own
strategy. Approval doesn’t offer any solutions for anger. Idols bring death in exactly
the way the Psalmist describes. As I trained my eye to look for approval, I began to
lose my ability to notice anything but its presence or absence. As I trained my ear to
listen for the sounds of affirmation and praise, I became tone deaf to other important
sounds, and even the most helpful and well-meaning criticism became unbearable. I
chose an idol that I thought would bring life, but instead I found that my life became
flatter and flatter, reduced to the harsh monochrome reality of experiencing only
acceptance and rejection.
III. Relationship is More Than Knowing.
Remain in me, as I also remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in
the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 5 “I am the vine; you are the
branches. If you remain in me and I in you, you will bear much fruit; apart from me you can
do nothing. (John 15:4-5)
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Jesus is saying that we bear fruit according to what we are connected to. What are you
connected to? That is, what things are most important to you? What do you look forward to
doing? What brings you joy? What do you try to avoid at all costs?
In Galatians 5:22-23, the Bible describes the fruit of the Spirit as “love, joy, peace, patience,
kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” According to Jesus, what is
required to bear fruit?
Something to Consider:
Remaining in Christ is not just spending time with Him but also obeying His instructions.
When we choose not to obey, we sin, and sin separates us from the Vine. Therefore worship
is more than just knowing something; it also requires doing something. You can be certain
that in marriage you will often do the right thing before you realize there is any benefit to it.
Fruit doesn’t grow overnight. And sometimes you don’t really understand something until
you try it. Sometimes we don’t understand as much as we think we do until we actually take
action. Growing in your marriage and in your relationship with God works the same way.
You need to be willing to take action in order to change, even to understand what you need to
learn.
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Homework:
What we pursue is not always bad in and of itself. It becomes bad when we want it too much
and it eclipses God, who alone deserves our worship.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, read the following pages and complete all the activities and questions.
What keeps me from loving/worshiping God?
Some idols are easy to spot – we know they are wrong because God speaks directly about them
in the Bible (for example, lust for someone who is not your spouse). But other idols are not so
easy to identify because they are things that don’t start out wrong, but become idols when we
want them more than we want to love and serve God.
Think of five good things that are important to you in marriage, and list them below in the left
column. Try to imagine what it looks like when any one of those things becomes too important
to you, an idol. What would you do to have that thing or to avoid losing it? List those things in
the right column.
Things That Are Important to Me

How I React When They Become Idols

Example: Respect

Become sensitive to criticism; angrily attack

________________________________

____________________________________

________________________________

____________________________________

________________________________

____________________________________

________________________________

____________________________________

________________________________

____________________________________
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We all have a natural inclination to love ourselves more than God. This is idolatry. Idolatry is
the activity of worshiping anything other than God. Our most natural inclinations – seeking
comfort, refuge, hoping, relying, etc. – are behaviors of worship. The most insidious of idols are
the ones we can’t see – the ones we erect in our hearts.
You probably have specific idols that have a tendency to rule your heart and turn your worship
away from God. Rate yourself on the following items. Don’t overanalyze yourself. These are
common, but not all-inclusive, symptoms that can reveal what may be happening in our hearts.
Rate each of the following statements:
1 – almost never
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

_____
_____
_____
_____
_____

2 – sometimes

3 – more often than not

4 – to a great extent

I become anxious when facing the unknown.
I become anxious when faced with being alone or excluded.
I do whatever is necessary to avoid stress.
I become anxious at the possibility of failure or rejection.
I become anxious when not in control.

6. _____
7. _____
8. _____
9. _____
10. _____

I fear my weaknesses/sins being exposed.
I fear something bad will happen.
I become defensive or hurt when criticized.
I strongly dislike having to make sacrifices.
I worry about not being the best.

11. _____
12. _____
13. _____
14. _____
15. _____

It is important to me that I feel respected.
It is important to me that I feel accepted.
It is important to me that I feel safe.
It is important to me that I have “me time.”
It is important to me that I am a hard worker.

16. _____
17. _____
18. _____
19. _____
20. _____
21. _____

I make decisions based on what will keep me from showing my faults or weaknesses.
I make decisions based on what will please others.
I make decisions regardless of others.
I make decisions based on what will bring results.
I make decisions based on what feels good.
I make decisions based on what will require the least amount of responsibility.

22. _____
23. _____
24. _____
25. _____
26. _____
27. _____
28. _____
29. _____
30. _____

I either “shut down” or panic when bad things happen.
I feel angry or anxious when I am unable to do anything.
I will do or say whatever is necessary to get what I want.
I will become defensive when others place expectations on me.
I am easily offended by the actions or words of others.
I feel inadequate or insignificant when not recognized by others.
I base my identity on the opinions of others.
I base my identity on what I accomplish.
I base my identity on winning or positions of power.
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A. Add up the score you gave yourself on the following numbers: 1, 6, 7, 13, 16, 22

_______

B. Add up the score you gave yourself on the following numbers: 2, 8, 12, 17, 26, 28 _______
C. Add up the score you gave yourself on the following numbers: 3, 9, 14, 20, 21, 25 _______
D. Add up the score you gave yourself on the following numbers: 4, 10, 15, 19, 27, 29 _______
E. Add up the score you gave yourself on the following numbers: 5, 11, 18, 23, 24, 30 _______
Circle the numbers in A-E that you scored as a “3” or “4”
We all are driven by different desires: power, belonging, security, comfort, or significance. It
isn’t wrong to want approval, or to enjoy comfort, or even acknowledge the value of power.
Often we aren’t aware of how idolatry is affecting us because what we are pursuing isn’t a bad
thing. However, it becomes a bad thing when we attach too much importance to it and seek it for
selfish purposes. For example, it’s natural to want approval, but when getting approval becomes
too important to you it overshadows your love for God and your spouse. So idols can be things
that are inherently bad, like an adulterous relationship, but the ones that often bedevil us the most
are the ones that we’ve convinced ourselves are good, but become bad when they become too
important to us and are driven by selfishness.
Identify the letter(s) you scored the highest on and the ones you scored the most 3s and 4s on.
Read the corresponding descriptions below and think about whether they accurately describe
you. There is a good chance at least one of these areas can tend to take prominence in your life
and lead you away from worshiping God alone.
Match your highest score with the description below.
A. You fear the possibility of anything bad happening – health problems, loss of financial
security, a broken relationship, having your faults and weaknesses exposed – and therefore
you often fear the unknown. Your decisions are often based on what will maintain the status
quo and keep you safe. When things begin going bad, you feel anxious and depressed and
you may panic, shut down, or run away. You dislike being singled out. The idol that may
rule your heart is a desire for security.
B. You fear being alone or excluded; you wrestle with feelings of jealousy in your relationships;
you can quickly feel offended by what others do or say; you make decisions based on what
will please others and make them like you; you may avoid conflict or avoid others for fear
they will reject or judge you. The idol that may rule your heart is a need for acceptance or
belonging.
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C. You fear stress and dislike anything that requires too much work, responsibility, or high
expectations; you avoid anything that disrupts your plans and will become angry when your
plans are interfered with; you avoid having to make sacrifices; you make decisions based on
what feels good. The idol that may rule your heart is the desire for comfort.
D. You have the tendency to be task oriented and will avoid people if they prevent you from
completing a task; you enjoy recognition; you can become defensive at criticism; you want to
feel significant by what you achieve; you may fear failure or imperfection. The idol that may
rule your heart is the drive for achievement, success, or significance.
E. You fear not being in control; you are driven by the chance to win or to have a position of
power or responsibility; you can become angry or anxious when others try to control you;
you are willing to be manipulative to get what you want; you strongly dislike being wrong or
being asked to back down. The idol that may rule your heart is the need for power or
control.
After considering these symptoms of idolatry, what did you learn or reconfirm about your own
heart?
Ask for God’s forgiveness for turning to idols. Remember, God’s grace is undeserved favor. He
won’t reject you. He gives grace to all who seek his forgiveness and help as they trust in Jesus.
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, spend time together reading the following pages, discussing any questions, and
completing the activities.
Share/discuss with your spouse what tends to fight for rule of your heart. Does your spouse
agree? Confess your sin to each other and ask for forgiveness.
What attributes or character qualities of God can you try to remember that will help you fight
against this potential becoming the focus of your heart? What passages of Scripture will help
you remember this attribute (see, for example, Psalm 71 on p. 9)? How will remembering this
attribute help you? Fill out the chart below following the example given.
Potential Idol

What is God Like?

Scripture

How It Helps Me

Power/control

God is sovereign

Eph 1:11: He
works out
everything in
conformity to
the purpose of
his will.

I can let go of being in
control because God is
in control; nothing
happens apart from God’s
will.

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________

___________

_______________

___________

_____________________
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Can You Relate?1
In the first session we defined the purpose for marriage as: “Each spouse helping the other to
become more like Christ.” “Becoming more like Christ” or, in more precise biblical language, to
“conform to the image of [God’s] Son” (Romans 8:29), requires relationship, because God is, by
nature, relational. Jesus Christ is God the Son – He is fully God and has the eternal role of Son
in relation to God the Father. God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit are the
perfect picture of unity in diversity, and we were made to reflect that unity in our relationships,
including our marriages:
God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the
fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over
all the creatures that move along the ground.” 27 So God created mankind in his own image,
in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. 28 God blessed them
and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over
the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the
ground.” (Genesis 1:26-28)
When we are what God is, we will relate as God relates. That is, when we reflect God’s
character then we will also reflect God’s unity.
I. We Are Not [To Be] Alone.
A. Because God has always related to God.
B. Because God now relates to us.
1. God has absolute attributes.
2. God has relational attributes.
The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for
him.” (Genesis 2:18)
It is important to notice that the next thing God does is NOT to solve man’s aloneness, but
rather to first make him feel lonely.
19 Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the birds in
the sky. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man
called each living creature, that was its name. 20 So the man gave names to all the livestock,
the birds in the sky and all the wild animals. But for Adam[a] no suitable helper was found.
(Genesis 2:19-20)
Adam now sees his need, and God acts to meet it for him:
1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took
one of the man’s ribs and then closed up the place with flesh. 22 Then the Lord God made a
woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. 23 The man
said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called ‘woman,’
for she was taken out of man.” 24 That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is
united to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:21-24)
God has now related to man in grace – giving him what he did not earn or deserve – and the
man and woman are to relate to each other in grace as well.
II. We Are Not to Act As If We Are Alone.
A. Are you willing to relate by loving?
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her
26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27 and
to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other
blemish, but holy and blameless. (Ephesians 5:25-27)
Are you willing to love motivated by what is truly best for the other person and willing to
give everything to accomplish it?
If you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God. 21 To
this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you
should follow in his steps. 22 “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his
mouth.” 23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered,
he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 24 “He
himself bore our sins” in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for
righteousness; “by his wounds you have been healed.” 25 For “you were like sheep
going astray,” but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
(1 Peter 2:20b-25)
3 Wives, in the same way submit yourselves to your own husbands so that, if any of them
do not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their
wives, 2 when they see the purity and reverence of your lives. (1 Peter 3:1-2)
7 Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them
with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so
that nothing will hinder your prayers. (1 Peter 3:7)
B. Are you willing to relate by serving?
Understanding that our spouses are made in the image of God means we must not
manipulate them, treating them as objects that exist for our own purposes. We must
honor and respect them as God’s possessions. As image bearers, it’s our responsibility to
love them as God loves us.
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Consider the following two scenarios to see how manipulation takes place.
Scenario A:
Once again, James left a wet towel in the middle of the bedroom floor. It wouldn’t be
so bad except he leaves things lying around all over the place, and he has promised
many times not to leave his towel on the floor. There was no solution. If Sonya left
it there, it would become a permanent fixture in their room. If she confronted him
about it, he would usually let out a big sigh and then pick it up. Sonya was tired of
picking it up and tired of confronting him about it. This time she would not speak to
James at all until he figured it out on his own.
Scenario B:
Charles surprised Jessica with a beautiful bouquet of flowers and announced, “I
made reservations at Star’s for dinner tonight.” Jessica’s shoulders drooped. “He
knows I hate being out on a weeknight because I have to be up very early to go to
work,” she thought to herself. “Honey, thank you, but you know I don’t like going
out on week nights. I have told you that before.” Charles’ smile turned to a quick
grimace. “It’s just dinner,” he said. We’ll be back early.” Jessica knew they
wouldn’t be back early. “No, I can’t.” “I don’t know why I bother trying to spend
time with you,” Charles snapped.
If our marriages are going to grow in love, then they must be built on a foundation of
honoring our spouses, treating them as image bearers – people who have value whether
we’re getting what we want or not. If we only show them favor to get what we want,
even if the things we want are good things, we will be practicing a form of manipulation
and actually sucking the love out of our marriages.
If manipulation describes the attitude that violates love, then honor is the attitude that
fosters love and leads to acts of real love. Honor means regarding others as having value
and importance. In fact, most often, the Bible encourages us not just to see others as our
peers, but to give them more honor than we give ourselves.
The Bible says, “Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility
value others above yourselves” (Philippians 2:3). Often when we manipulate our spouse
we take on the role of their judge and master. We interact with them as if they exist to
meet our desires or to protect us from our fears. When we treat our spouse with honor we
are more likely to take on the role as caretaker and steward.
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Homework:
Analyzing patterns of manipulation helps us identify the desires and fears that we are serving
when we fail to love our spouses.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, read the following pages and complete all the activities and questions.
Patterns of Manipulation
Taking the time to identify the typical ways that you manipulate your spouse can be a real
advantage to growing in love. There are some typical patterns or styles of manipulation. The
one you favor provides clues to the heart issues or idols that drive you.
Moving toward others. Sometimes getting the things you want or avoiding the things you fear
means you need to get more out of the people in your life. Say, for example, you crave approval,
affection, intimacy, belonging or safety. Those are things you get from other people – and
sometimes it takes lots of other people to get what you crave. So you do things that will bring
people into your world. If acceptance is one of your chief desires, you may use any number of
various strategies to draw others in. You may hone a great sense of humor, be an extravagant
gift giver, a ready hand to help others out. On the other hand, if you don’t have much confidence
in your ability to gain others’ acceptance you may employ more “negative” strategies like
pouting, withdrawing, becoming clingy, or even taking more desperate measures like harming
yourself.
Moving away from others. Sometimes acquiring the things you want or avoiding the things you
fear requires less of the people in your life. Some people find that peace, control, perfection,
order, and safety are more easily secured by having fewer people in their world or exercising
tight control over those who are there. Some of the same “positive” strategies mentioned above
can also serve as a way of carefully controlling or limiting other people’s access to your world.
For instance, a sharp wit can be an invitation to someone’s company or a way to jab at those you
want to keep at a distance.
Moving against others. Sometimes acquiring the things you want or avoiding the things you fear
requires you to move against others. If you desire superiority, control, success, or power, you’ll
probably be moving against the wishes of others in order to get those things – or to demonstrate
that you have them. Making sure that my plans succeed and yours fail can give me a sense that
my plans are better than yours and so I am better than you. When you fail I feel more successful,
so I take steps to ensure you fail. Strategies for moving against others can be as elaborate as
dominating vacation plans or as small as nit-picking another person’s grammar.
For self-evaluation, answer the following questions:
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Do you respond differently in different relationships?

Do you have a typical style of manipulation in your marriage?

Using the Patterns as a Starting Point
You may have noticed that some of the listed desires and fears occur in more than one pattern of
manipulation (safety and control, for example). The desires and fears listed under each pattern
are more typical for those patterns, but it’s important to keep in mind that each pattern can serve
any and every desire depending on how it’s employed. The motives suggested above for each
pattern provide a typical starting point for understanding what motivations might lie beneath
your relational patterns or those of your spouse.
It is also very important to understand that the above patterns do not always suggest sinful
manipulation. Love itself sometimes moves toward others, sometimes away from others, and
sometimes against others. There’s more to love than drawing near. Sometimes love requires
you to move away from one you love so as not to participate in evil. Or you may need to create
distance in an abusive relationship. Love may even call you to move against someone you love –
not to that person’s detriment, but in challenging sinful behavior or to protect others. In
marriage, love will, at times, require you to say no or otherwise challenge your spouse just as
God challenges us when we need it.
It’s critical to start with an honest look at our own attitudes. Many couples stumble in their
beginning attempts to change because (without realizing it) they are expressing an attitude that
undercuts every effort to love. When you look at your spouse, do you see someone who should
be loved, should be given respect and honor as a person? Or do you see your spouse as an
obstacle to the things that you desire or a shield that fails to protect you from the things you fear?
Something to Consider:
Whose best interests (yours? your spouses?) usually shape the way you think and feel about your
spouse? How might your typical pattern of relating sometimes reflect manipulation and at other
times be a genuine expression of love?
To cultivate an attitude of honoring, read Philippians 2:1-18 and answer the questions.
If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if
any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy
complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind.
3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above
yourselves, 4 not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.
5 In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus:

21

Community Bible Church

Marriage Matters

6 Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to
his own advantage; 7 rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant,
being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled
himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross! 9 Therefore God exalted him
to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name,
10 that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the
earth, 11 and every tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the
Father.
12 Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now
much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for
it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose. 14 Do
everything without grumbling or arguing, 15 so that you may become blameless and pure,
“children of God without fault in a warped and crooked generation.” Then you will shine
among them like stars in the sky 16 as you hold firmly to the word of life. And then I will be
able to boast on the day of Christ that I did not run or labor in vain. 17 But even if I am
being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and service coming from your faith, I
am glad and rejoice with all of you. 18 So you too should be glad and rejoice with me.
1. List some of your spouse’s strengths or abilities.

2. How might you learn from these strengths? How might God use them to help you grow?
Can you see how your spouse’s strengths are evidence of God’s grace, things God wants to
bless you with?

3. Think about some of the typical frustrations or “ordinary moments” of your marriage. How
might God be calling you to learn and grow from those as well?
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, read the following pages and complete all the activities and questions.
Read Philippians 2:1-18 together (the passage on pages 21 and 22 above). Then read the
following examples and try to decide what is being demonstrated: manipulation or honoring.
Hint: Think about whose purpose is being served in each statement.
A. “I need you. I don’t think I could live without you.”
B. “I could really use your input on this. I’m just not sure what to do.”
C. “If you really loved me you’d be taking my side on this issue!”
D. “Don’t ever embarrass me in front of my friends like that again!”
E. “Sometimes giving someone the cold shoulder is the best way to get their attention.”
F. “God, please help me to do what most pleases you and is best for my family.”
G. “I can learn things from my spouse.”
Pray together using Philippians 2:1-18 as your guide. Ask God to help you fulfill his purpose for
your marriage. Ask God to reveal to you ways that you manipulate rather than honor each other.
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The Trauma of Transparency1
How often have you complained that you and your spouse don’t communicate? Often this
complaint is not pointing to a failure of communication, instead it is pointing to a failure of
honesty. People don’t hear what their spouses mean to say, nor are they being completely honest
about what they themselves are thinking. The Bible says, “Therefore each of you must put off
falsehood and speak truthfully to his neighbor, for we are all members of one body”
(Ephesians 4:25).
I. The Problem of Hiding
On the one hand, we want to be known and loved; on the other hand, we often avoid knowing
ourselves and know it isn’t entirely safe to be known by another sinner.
No matter how much you love and trust your spouse there are probably things that you don’t
want them to know about you. Before the Fall, Adam and Eve knew nothing of that feeling.
There was nothing to hide or avoid:
2:25 Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.
3:1 Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had
made. He said to the woman, “Did God really say, ‘You must not eat from any tree in the
garden’?” 2 The woman said to the serpent, “We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden,
3 but God did say, ‘You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden,
and you must not touch it, or you will die.’” 4 “You will not certainly die,” the serpent said
to the woman. 5 “For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and
you will be like God, knowing good and evil.”
6 When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the
eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to
her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. 7 Then the eyes of both of them were opened,
and they realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for
themselves. 8 Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking
in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the
garden. 9 But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?”
10 He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I
hid.”
11 And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I
commanded you not to eat from?”
12 The man said, “The woman you put here with me—she gave me some fruit from the
tree, and I ate it.”
13 Then the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?” The woman
said, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.” (Genesis 2:25-3:13)

1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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Adam and Eve went from being open, uncovered, and unashamed to feeling shame and the
need to hide. The nakedness that the Bible is talking about is more than physical nakedness.
Adam and Eve’s physical nakedness is simply a visible expression of the total openness they
enjoyed with each other and God Himself. They literally lived with nothing to hide, inside or
out.
But sin resulted in hiding. They sewed fig leaves together to hide from each other. And they
hid among the trees to attempt to hide from God. When confronted by God, they blamed
each other, and God!
Something to Consider:
On the one hand we’re wired to know and love God, and on the other, our sinfulness compels
us to rail against Him and avoid Him. Thus we live as divided people, always of two minds.
Sometimes we genuinely desire to draw near to God, to embrace Him, to love Him and to
love others. However, in the very next moment we can feel the complete opposite impulse.
Wild desires seize us, animosity and anger flare up, and we inwardly shake our fists at God
and others. The Bible describes this internal warfare this way: “I have the desire to do what
is good, but I cannot carry it out. 19 For I do not do the good I want to do, but the evil I do
not want to do—this I keep on doing. 20 Now if I do what I do not want to do, it is no longer I
who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it.” (Romans 7:18b-20)
This is the dynamic that shows up when we try to communicate in marriage. On the one
hand we want to be known and loved. On the other hand, we often avoid knowing ourselves
and know that it isn’t entirely safe to be known by another sinner. We don’t know what
should be said and what should be left unsaid. We tell selective truths, sometimes hiding
from our spouses the most important things that are going on inside of us.
II. Speaking Truth, Mercy, and Grace
We will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by
every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming.
15 Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body
of him who is the head, that is, Christ. 16 From him the whole body, joined and held together by
every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.
17 So I tell you this, and insist on it in the Lord, that you must no longer live as the Gentiles do,
in the futility of their thinking. 18 They are darkened in their understanding and separated from
the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardening of their hearts.
19 Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to sensuality so as to indulge in
every kind of impurity, and they are full of greed.
20 That, however, is not the way of life you learned 21 when you heard about Christ and were
taught in him in accordance with the truth that is in Jesus. 22 You were taught, with regard to
your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires;
23 to be made new in the attitude of your minds; 24 and to put on the new self, created to be like
God in true righteousness and holiness.
25 Therefore each of you must put off falsehood and speak truthfully to your neighbor, for we are
all members of one body. (Ephesians 4:14-25)
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This passage provides words that describe two opposite ways of using our God-given ability
to communicate: we can speak in ways that are “cunning,” “crafty,” “deceitful,” and “false,”
or we can use words that are “truth,” “love,” “righteousness,” and “holiness.” We are to
speak the truth because we were “created to be like God” (v. 24) and He is truth. When we
“speak the truth in love” we will “grow up into … Christ,” Who is God.
When we speak the truth, we are imitating the character of God, and when we speak words of
mercy and grace we are mirroring what has been done for us by God:
We do not have a high priest who is unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we
have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet he did not sin. 16 Let
us then approach God’s throne of grace with confidence, so that we may receive mercy
and find grace to help us in our time of need. (Hebrews 4:15-16)
Because Jesus sympathizes with us and gives us grace and mercy, we can go to Him with our
weaknesses and needs with confidence instead of fear. In turn, we need to sympathize and
show grace and mercy.
III. Emotions of Safety or Sorrow?
Emotions play an important role in honesty. When we are able to share our emotions with
our spouses we are more effective at expressing sincere love. Anger and fear are emotions
that require extra care. Both can tempt us to cover rather than reveal ourselves.
A. Anger
Anger has a powerful psychological and physical appeal. Psychologically, anger
typically orients us to the faults of others. It tells us that someone has treated us unfairly,
injured us, or threatened something that is important to us. Anger invites us to expose
our spouses while directing attention away from our own faults.
Anger has a powerful physical appeal also. You feel anger in your body. Anger infuses
you with energy and prepares you for launching a counterattack.
Anger does not have to be the enemy of honesty. In fact, God’s love drives His anger.
Much human anger can be destructive and dangerous, but anger can accomplish good.
A mother dashes into the street to pull her child out of the way of a car and then angrily
scolds the tot. Her anger is motivated by genuine concern for her child. Similarly, God’s
anger is motivated by His love for His children. In loving anger He addresses our sin,
warning, beseeching, and disciplining by bringing consequences to instruct us.
Ultimately, He sent Jesus to pay the penalty for our sins. The cross of Christ is both an
act of love and an act of anger. In love, God defeats the enemy, sin, and creates a way for
us to be restored to relationship with Him.
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As you worship God, your anger can become more like His. You can use the energy of
your anger to examine yourself, not just your spouse. If your anger is to be like God’s
anger, you must be angry at sin wherever you find it – especially in yourself. And once
you’ve identified your own sin, turned from it, and received God’s forgiveness, you can
humbly and lovingly address the wrongs of others.
B. Fear
Focusing on what might happen next, fear makes you want to run, hide, cover up, and
protect yourself. Given the fact that we all struggle with sin, we can assume that honesty
and fear will often accompany each other. We know we need to be honest, but we’re
afraid to be. Our fear of honesty isn’t entirely unfounded. When we tell our spouses how
they have hurt or offended us, or when we confess how we’ve hurt and offended them,
we give them power. With that information they have the power to attack us where we
are vulnerable. If I say to my wife, “I was really hurt when you said that I should lose
some weight,” I run the risk hearing her say it again. If she wants to hurt me she can use
that information as a weapon and call me “fatty” or make snide comments at the dinner
table. I have exposed myself to that possibility. Obviously, if my spouse has a track
record of abusing my honesty then my fear informs me that I should be cautious in
practicing honesty. In such instances the first order of business would be to talk about
how previous honesty has been abused and how that is damaging to the marriage.
Often we fear honesty because as descendants of Adam we are born with a sense that if
we are truly known we will be rejected and punished. That’s when we need to connect
with the simple truth of the Gospel. God has loved us by revealing Himself as our
gracious and loving Savior. Because of this, we can now love our spouses by revealing
ourselves to them.
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Homework:
True fellowship comes from being able to walk in the light.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, read the following pages and complete all the activities and questions.
Prayerfully reread Ephesians 4:14-25 (printed out on p. 25)
Sharing Emotions
Because emotions are part of who we are as God’s image-bearers, they are critical to the
meaningful expression of honesty and love.
Your emotions tell you – and, when you express them, they tell others – how important
something is to you. The stronger the emotion, the more important it is to you. The absence of
emotion doesn’t communicate neutrality, logic, or intelligence; it communicates indifference.
There isn’t one right way to experience and express emotions. Spouses with different
backgrounds and personality traits will have different ways of expressing emotions. We
shouldn’t try to force our spouses to match our style or preferences, but we should make an effort
to show love by letting them know we are sharing in their experiences.
Read Hebrews 4:12-16 and answer the questions that follow.
12 For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it
penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and
attitudes of the heart. 13 Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is
uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him to whom we must give account.
14 Therefore, since we have a great high priest who has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son
of God, let us hold firmly to the faith we profess. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is
unable to empathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every
way, just as we are—yet he did not sin. 16 Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with
confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of need.
1. Do you tend to a) evaluate and judge your spouse’s emotions or b) share and sympathize with
them? If you’re not sure, ask your spouse.
2. Do you use/share your emotions to foster intimacy or to hide your true faults?
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3. Recall a recent event that made you feel angry or afraid. Consider it in light of the Hebrews
passage and write a prayer telling God how you feel. Ask God to enable you to view this
event in light of His all-knowing grace and kindness to you.

BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, read the following pages and complete all the activities and questions.
Read Ephesians 4:14-25 one more time, this time together.
Now that you have a better understanding of the role that emotions play in our relationships you
can begin to practice sharing them with each other.
1. Think of a childhood memory in which you were especially happy (for example, a Christmas
memory, a birthday party, or special vacation with the family). Jot down everything you
remember about that memory – sights, sounds, smells, tastes, conversations, etc. Include a
description of how you felt at the time it happened and even now as you reflect on it.

2. Taking turns, share those memories with each other, being careful to use words that describe
your feelings, not just the details of the memory. As you listen to your spouse share their
memory, do your best to affirm their feelings and, as best you can, enter into their experience
with them, perhaps imagining what it would have been like to have shared that time with
them.

Reflect together on your experience sharing these memories and feelings with each other. Was it
difficult? Was it enjoyable? If the exercise went well you may repeat it exploring another
emotion that is a bit more difficult to share. For example, think of a memory that made you feel
anxious. It doesn’t have to be the most intensely anxious moment of your life. Choose a
memory that feels manageable, not one that might overwhelm you.
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Constructive Communication1
Our attempts at communication often backfire because rather than revealing our own thoughts
and feelings, we tell our spouses what we believe is wrong with them. So, rather than dealing
honestly with our own issues, we often engage in forms of dishonest communication to deflect
from ourselves.
I. Common Forms of Dishonesty
One of the common ways we experience our sinfulness is a desire to somehow cover
ourselves and hide (Genesis 3:7-9). Dishonesty is one of the ways we trust in ourselves and
“hide” rather than trusting in God and loving our spouses by being honest. Sometimes we
outright lie to our spouses, but much of the dishonesty that cripples communication is subtle,
of a kind that you might not notice or even recognize as dishonesty. Three common forms of
dishonesty are the double bind, indirection, and misdirection.
o

In a double bind, truth is joined to a contradictory message that makes it almost
impossible for a spouse to know how to respond. No matter which message they
respond to, they lose. A tone of voice, facial expression, or body language
contradicts the words being spoken.

o

Indirection occurs when, to soften the truth, casual hints are dropped. Potentially
offensive messages are delivered in offhand comments. This technique gives the
speaker wiggle room to deny that the offensive message was the one intended.

o

Misdirection occurs when, instead of broaching a difficult topic, a counterfeit
problem is manufactured.

Read the following scenarios and …
a) Identify what form dishonesty takes in each
b) Identify how each form of dishonesty employs selfishness and self-protection
c) Identify how the person being dishonest is refusing to trust Jesus
Scenario #1
Sexual intimacy is very important to Barry, but he is reluctant to talk about it with his
wife, Janine. Barry has been growing increasingly upset, feeling there hasn’t been
frequent or regular sexual intimacy. Janine has shown little interest, he thinks, and he
feels rejected and separated from his wife. Yet discussing the issue openly and honestly
with his wife seems too risky. As his frustration builds he finds it more and more
difficult to conceal it, but he would rather talk about anything else than let his wife know
that he misses her. Instead, he vents his frustration and anger on anything and everything
that seems to stand between him and his wife’s affections: “I don’t understand why you
have to hold our kids’ hands the whole time they’re doing their homework. They have to
learn to do it on their own! You aren’t going to go to college with them, are you?” “I’m
tired of the phone constantly interrupting our evenings! We need uninterrupted family
time. No more phone calls after 7:00 p.m.!”
1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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Scenario #2
Bernice wishes that her husband was more helpful around the house but has found that
asking for his help only irritates him. So she looks for opportunities to get the message
across other ways. She knows that he really values having time with her in the evenings
so she goes to bed an hour or two early for a few nights making sure to explain to her
husband that she’s just too tired from all of the housework to stay awake another minute.
(Hint: “If you would just help me, I’d be more available to spend time with you!”)
Scenario #3
One form of dishonesty is pouting. Pouting is just what you think it is – a look of
sadness or irritation accompanied by silence and withdrawal. It works this way: My wife
does something that angers me or hurts my feelings. Rather than speak honestly about it,
I become sullen and withdraw. If she asks me what’s wrong, I say, “Nothing.” But my
tone, facial expression, and body language all scream, “Everything!”
II. Common Ways to Distort the Truth
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for
building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen.
(Ephesians 4:29)
Unwholesome speech, in the context of this passage, is anything that doesn’t build others up,
is not according to their needs, or does not benefit them. To obey this passage, it means we
cannot simply say whatever we think or feel, but instead must choose our words according
the Bible’s criteria – helpful, meeting needs, beneficial.
The wise person knows how powerful words can be and uses them carefully. Constructive
honesty requires that we know the difference between what we think or feel and what we
should share. Wisdom also means that we know our spouse well enough to decide what
should be shared, how to share it, and when to share it, or when to just keep our thoughts to
ourselves. This is necessary because there are some kinds of honest expression that are
loaded with corrosive content:
A. Exaggeration – using absolute terms like only, always, and never
Imagine your spouse has said some harsh things to you. After a few minutes he or she
cools off and tries to apologize. At this point you say, “You know, it would help if you
weren’t so critical all the time! You never say anything nice to me!” How would your
spouse respond? By becoming defensive, right? Is your spouse still ready to apologize?
You were right to say how hurtful the angry criticism was, but the truth was distorted by
offensive exaggerations. Consider how different it would have been if you had said,
“You know it really hurts me when you lose your temper like that. And sometimes I feel
like you are disappointed with me more often that you are happy with me.” It might have
deepened your spouse’s understanding of what happened, which would have deepened
his or her apology rather than negating it.
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B. Using trait names – reducing the other’s identity to his or her sinful behavior
Sometimes in a heated argument, spouses say things that are especially destructive.
Instead of saying, “I feel like you weren’t being honest with me,” they say, “You’re a
liar.” Instead of saying, “You really hurt me when you said …” they say, “You’re a
jerk!”
Trait names reduce a spouse’s identity to his or her sinful behavior. Like exaggeration,
using trait names communicates, “You are no more or no better than what you’ve just
done.”
C. Mind reading – assuming the worst
Bill and Mary had a real blowout and said some very ugly things. Sometime later Bill
came home with a dozen roses, planted a passionate kiss on Mary, and announced that he
had arranged for a babysitter and that they were going out to Mary’s favorite restaurant.
Mary angrily pushed Bill away and said, “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to!
You want me to just forget all the mean things you said by sweeping me off my feet,
buying me dinner, and even expecting me to have sex with you tonight! Well, you can
just forget it!”
Mary acts as if she can read Bill’s mind; as if she not only knows what Bill is doing, but
why he is doing it. Is Mary right about Bill? It is true that surprises and gifts have
become Bill’s regular response to fights, and that the gifts have the effect of burying the
conflict rather than resolving it. But does that mean that Bill is being manipulative?
Does that mean he’s just after sex? Maybe, but it could also be that Bill simply doesn’t
know of any other way to recover. Maybe he doesn’t know how to solve the problem and
is afraid to engage in it again. The point is, we don’t know.
D. Shaming
At one point during a couple’s counseling session, the wife became so angry and
desperate for the counselor to side with her against her husband that she blurted out,
“You don’t understand how sick he is! Did I tell you what he did in college?!”
Her husband jerked his head around and stared wide-eyed at her. Before she could say
another word the counselor held up his hand and said, “Stop! Don’t say another word!”
The counselor feared (probably with good reason) that the next thing out of her mouth
could have been so shameful for the husband that the counseling, and possibly the
marriage, would be over. Her husband would have been humiliated, and likely enraged,
by whatever she was going to share.
One of the biggest challenges to honesty is shame, our sense that there are things about us
that make us unacceptable and unlovable, things that we feel we must hide. Marriage
gives us an opportunity both to give and to receive the same kind of love that God gives
us, a love that communicates that we can be known and loved. It is especially egregious,
then, when in a moment of anger a spouse takes something you’ve shared in a moment of
intimacy and safety and uses it as a weapon against you. When you shame your spouse
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in this way, you are not only humiliating your spouse and breaking trust, you are
actively attacking the work of the Gospel in his or her life. Where God says, “You are
forgiven,” you are saying, “You will always be guilty.” Where the Gospel says, “You are
now clean,” you say, “You are still filthy.” When you shame your spouse you aren’t just
offending your spouse, but God Himself.
All of these ways of distorting the truth are ways of sinfully protecting ourselves. We
take the focus off of ourselves by attacking the identity of our spouses, reducing them to
the behavior that hurt or offended us. And they never work because they are
manipulative. By using our spouses to defend ourselves we are treating them like objects
that exist for us rather than honoring them in love. Ultimately, manipulation only makes
things worse.
Read the following scenario and identify the distortions of truth being used:
“Stephanie, we’re all in the car! We’ve been waiting for you for 10 minutes and now
we’re late! Can you please hurry up?”
“I thought you said we needed to be there by 5:00. It’s only 4:30; we have plenty of
time!”
“You always do this and make everyone late. You know I hate being late, but all you
care about is yourself. Just pick out something to wear and wear it.”
“Scott, I would have been down already if you had gotten the kids ready like I asked
you to. But like always, you were probably watching TV. If we’re late it’ll be because
of you – don’t blame me. You’re lazy! Show some patience for once in your life!”
“I will not be patient! Do you remember what happened last time you made us late?
And whose fault was that?!”

33

Community Bible Church

Marriage Matters

Homework:
Honesty that builds relationship affirms God’s love for our spouses, is based on a careful
understanding of them, and is sensitive to the timing of our words.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, read the following pages and complete all the activities and questions.
In the book of Ephesians, before we’re told to live a life worthy of our calling (Ephesians 4:1),
we are reminded in chapters 1-3 of who we really are and what we have in Christ.
1. Read Ephesians 1-3. Who are you and what do you have in Christ?

2. How can remembering who you and your spouse are in Christ help you communicate truth in
love?

3. Identify two or three strengths your spouse has that could be used in a positive way in your
communication with each other.

4. List some things you want to work on in your communication with your spouse.

Remembering who you are in Christ may be a positive way to begin those difficult
conversations. How different would difficult conversations be if they were punctuated with
some of the following attitudes and statements?
o

“I know God wants better for us. Let’s take some time to cool off and pray.” Bring
God into the discussion, not to come across as spiritually superior, but to remember that
He is as real a part of your marriage and your problems as anyone.

o

“Even if we disagree, let’s assume God has something to teach both of us.”
Remember that God intends to work through our marriages to help us to grow. Even in
conflict, speak to one another in a way that communicates a willingness to learn and
grow.

o

“One of the things I’ve always loved about you is your (fill in the blank with whatever
fits your spouse and the situation). We don’t have to hide from this problem.” How
can you draw on strengths that each of you brought to the marriage? This is away of
remembering and recognizing that God has given us gifts to strengthen and bless each
other.
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If you remember from Hebrews 4:14-16, because Christ stepped into our world and sympathizes
with our weaknesses, we can approach Him with confidence. God’s love is “incarnational.”
That means that God hasn’t loved us from afar, but in Jesus He has visited our world,
experienced what we experience, and faced what we face.
Our marriages require that same process. We need to visit each other’s world with the intention
of truly understanding each other. Here are a few basic ingredients to being incarnational:
o

Let your spouse know what you want to understand. Ask questions to which you
truly want an answer without assuming you already know it. Be humble enough to be
willing to hear something new and learn from it.

o

Check out your understanding. Put what you think you’re hearing in your own words
and see if your spouse agrees with you. Do this as many times as you need to until your
spouse agrees that you understand. You don’t have to agree with what your spouse is
saying, but your spouse does need to know that you at least understand what he or she is
trying to say. There is no point in moving on to the next idea or speaking to what you’ve
heard if your spouse doesn’t believe you understand what has already been said.

o

Emotionally respond to what you hear. Your spouse needs to know what you are
affected by what he or she has shared. That doesn’t mean generating phony emotions.
Just be honest about what you do feel. If you feel uncertain about what you’ve heard
then share that. If you need more time to process it, share that. But your spouse needs to
know that you care about what is important to him or her.

Timing
One of the results of knowing and understanding your spouse is developing a sense of timing.
Speaking the truth in love isn’t just about word choices, but also about where and when you
choose to speak. Having the right thing to say at the right place and at the right time brings joy
to the one who gives it and the one who receives it. Take the time to find out the kind of truth
your spouse needs when he or she needs it. When do they need encouragement? When do they
need advice? When do they simply need some time to think things through on their own before
talking about it? If you aren’t certain, ask!
Think of ways you can honestly affirm God’s love for your spouse. Where do you see God’s
goodness reflected in their character or how they’re growing as a person? How can you
communicate this to them?
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, complete the following activities and questions.
Go somewhere where you can have a conversation. Use a few of the following questions as
starting points.
o How is your relationship with God? What has been good? What do you feel you should
improve?
o How do you picture our lives ten years from now?
o What do you feel would be the greatest thing you would still want to accomplish in your life?
o What sin has a tendency to still have control over you the most?
o What could I do to help you feel safe to share your thoughts with me?
o Is there anything else you feel you should share with me?
o Share your list of things you want to work on in communicating with your spouse. What
fears may be obstacles to this process? What can you do to help eliminate the fears of your
spouse?
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Conflict Can Be Good1
I. The Nature of Conflict
A. Conflicts are often battles for things we want.
Consider the following scenario:
Jack sits at the kitchen table paying some bills, when Michelle bursts into the room.
MICHELLE: Do you think it is too much to ask for a little help putting the kids to
bed? Couldn’t you hear the grief they were giving me?
JACK:

It sounded like you had everything under control.

MICHELLE: I’m just saying it would be nice to have a little help from you once in a
while.
JACK:

I help! What do you think I’m doing now? I’ll gladly let you pay the
bills and I’ll put the kids to bed next time!

MICHELLE: You never listen to me! (Michelle storms away)
JACK:

(yelling) I am listening! You’re just not making any sense!

B. Your spouse is not the enemy.
Be strong in the Lord and in his mighty power. 11 Put on the full armor of God, so
that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes. 12 For our struggle is not
against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the
powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.
13 Therefore put on the full armor of God, so that when the day of evil comes, you
may be able to stand your ground, and after you have done everything, to stand. 14 Stand
firm then, with the belt of truth buckled around your waist, with the breastplate of
righteousness in place, 15 and with your feet fitted with the readiness that comes from the
gospel of peace. 16 In addition to all this, take up the shield of faith, with which you can
extinguish all the flaming arrows of the evil one. 17 Take the helmet of salvation and the
sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.
18 And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With
this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the Lord’s people.
(Ephesians 6:10-18)
What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don’t they come from your desires that
battle within you? 2 You desire but do not have, so you kill. You covet but you cannot get
what you want, so you quarrel and fight. (James 4:1-2a)
1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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“Do not judge, or you too will be judged. 2 For in the same way you judge others,
you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you. 3 “Why do
you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank
in your own eye? 4 How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your
eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? 5 You hypocrite, first take the
plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your
brother’s eye. (Matthew 7:1-5)
These passages teach that:
o The source of our quarrels and conflicts is our own desires – we don’t get what
we want.
o Our struggles are against spiritual forces of evil. Our spouse is not our enemy,
Satan and sin are.
o The weapons of our conflict are spiritual: truth, righteousness, the gospel, faith,
salvation, and the sword of the Spirit.
o Since quarrels come from internal desires, we should begin by examining
ourselves. Once we know ourselves as broken image-bearers, worshipers gone
wrong, and rebels against God, we must include ourselves in all of the things that
have made our life difficult.
o It is things like pride, fear, a desire to be right, and self-righteousness that keep us
from examining ourselves first.
o We will be ready and willing to first “take the plank out of [our] own eye” when
we accept the fact that we are sinners, that it is good to have our hearts and
weaknesses exposed so that we can grow and change, and know that God gives
grace to the humble.
II. Examining Our Own Hearts
In conflict we are tempted to immediately place blame on our spouses, but the Bible teaches
us to examine our own hearts and look for desires that we need to repent of because they
have become more important to us than loving God or our spouse.
If quarrels are caused by the desires within us, we should first identify those desires. The
question “What do you want?” is different from “What are you fighting about?” What you
are fighting about is the set of circumstances that precipitated the conflict. What you want
concerns the real issues that drive the conflict. The Bible challenges us to dig beneath the
details of the event, and uncover deeper issues of the heart.
For example, in the conflict between Jack and Michelle on p. 37, it is likely that Michelle
wanted more than just “help with the kids.” She feels angry because she wants something
deeper that hasn’t been put on the table for discussion. Perhaps she wants to be treated
differently by her husband. Maybe beneath the bedtime event is a sense that her husband
doesn’t value time with the kids. Or maybe she feels her husband doesn’t value or respect
her role as a parent. She wants him to express appreciation and respect for what she does,
even if he doesn’t view those duties as part of his role. Or perhaps, at root, she simply
doesn’t feel like her husband values her as a wife. It feels that he just views her as domestic
help – a nanny, cook, and maid. It isn’t so much that she wants him to put the kids to bed
with her; she wants her husband to treat her like she is more than hired help. She wants him
to want her for her.
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If Michelle had the honesty to admit what she wants, she could speak with Jack differently:
“I just realized that when I was angry at you for not helping me put the kids to bed, it was
really about something else we need to talk about. But first I want to tell you I’m sorry I
snapped at you in my anger. It was wrong and I ask you to forgive me.”
If both spouses take this biblical approach to conflict, then they can see godly conflict
differently – that it exists to create winners and to defeat sin; the purpose is not to destroy the
weaker but make him/her stronger and more godly; we can face godly conflict as a team, not
as opponents.
III. A Biblical Approach to Conflict
Left to our own devices, we handle conflict in one of three ways: we appease, we ignore, or
we win. When we appease, we look for a way to satisfy the other so there is no reason for
conflict. When we ignore, we pretend the problem doesn’t exist. When we win, problems
are settled because we defeat the other party through persuasion and intimidation. All three
of these methods are flawed and easily corrupted by the deceitful desires and fears of our
heart. The question is: What does love look like in conflict?
The following passages require something similar to appeasing, ignoring, and winning. But
yielding, waiting, and confronting are motivated not by selfish desires, but love for God and
our spouse.
Scripture

Approach

Starting a quarrel is like breaching a dam;
so drop the matter before a dispute breaks out.
(Proverbs 17:14)

Yield

It is to one’s honor to avoid strife;
But every fool is quick to quarrel.
(Proverbs 20:3)

Yield/Wait

Do not hate a fellow Israelite in your heart.
Rebuke your neighbor frankly so you will not
share in their guilt. Do not seek revenge or bear
a grudge against anyone among your people, but
love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord.
(Leviticus 19:17-18)

Confront

If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their
fault, just between the two of you. If they listen to
you, you have won them over. But if they will
not listen, take one or two others along, so that
‘every matter may be established by the testimony
of two or three witnesses.’ (Matthew 18:15-16)

Confront
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If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at
peace with everyone. (Romans 12:18)

Yield/Wait

The wisdom that comes from heaven is first of all
pure; then peace-loving, considerate, submissive,
full of mercy and good fruit, impartial and sincere.
Peacemakers who sow in peace reap a harvest of
righteousness. (James 3:17-18)

Yield/Wait

The Bible gives us more than one strategy because different people and situations require
different approaches. How do you know which one to use? Since our foundation is God’s
love, ask yourself which approach would most benefit your spouse. Answering that question
requires more than a technical understanding of one approach or another, it requires you
know yourself and your spouse.
IV. Love is More Than Right and Wrong
Working through conflict in a godly way requires that you grow in wisdom and act in love.
You need the wisdom to size up your own heart, your spouse’s heart, and the situation as best
you can, and to act in faith and love.
Now about food sacrificed to idols: We know that “We all possess knowledge.” But knowledge puffs up while love builds up. Those who think they know something do not yet know as
they ought to know. But whoever loves God is known by God.
So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that “An idol is nothing at all in
the world” and that “There is no God but one.” For even if there are so-called gods,
whether in heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many “gods” and many “lords”), yet for
us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and
there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we
live.
But not everyone possesses this knowledge. Some people are still so accustomed to idols
that when they eat sacrificial food they think of it as having been sacrificed to a god, and
since their conscience is weak, it is defiled. But food does not bring us near to God; we are
no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.
Be careful, however, that the exercise of your rights does not become a stumbling block
to the weak. For if someone with a weak conscience sees you, with all your knowledge, eating in an idol’s temple, won’t that person be emboldened to eat what is sacrificed to idols?
So this weak brother or sister, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. When
you sin against them in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ.
Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother or sister to fall into sin, I will never eat meat
again, so that I will not cause them to fall. (1 Corinthians 8:1-13)
The Corinthian church was beset with problems: disputes over which leaders to follow
(1 Corinthians 1:10-17); sexual immorality (1 Corinthians 5:1); divorce (1 Corinthians 7);
even how to maintain order during services (1 Corinthians 14). 1 Corinthians is full of
practical advice. But, wisely, it does more than just give instructions on what to do. It gives
its readers a principle to guide them in not only solving their current problems, but the many
problems that, undoubtedly, would arise in the future.
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In 1 Corinthians this principle of always seeking to do what is in the best interest of others is
applied to a very real problem of the early church: there was debate as to whether it was
acceptable for Christians to eat food that had been sacrificed to idols. In the ancient world,
pagan religions would sometimes sell meat in the marketplace that had been used in ritual
sacrifice. Some Christians had no qualms eating such meat. Others felt this was wrong, that
the meat had been defiled because it had been used in pagan sacrifice. Who was right? How
should this conflict be resolved? The issue of ritually sacrificed meat may seem strange,
foreign, and irrelevant to us, but the strategies given for handling the conflict are very
helpful and relevant for dealing with conflict in marriage. The Bible teaches that:
o We can be right in principle, but so wrong in the way we act on that principle that we’re
harming others and not acting in love. Love always helps others to grow by building
them up.
o We should never use our “rights” in a way that harms others.
o We should take different approaches to conflict, depending on what would build up our
spouses.
Something to Consider:
Real peace is more than the absence of conflict; it is the fruit of the Holy Spirit that is cultivated
only by the eradication of sin, and usually through conflict. We must then take seriously the
Bible’s call to do battle against sin where we find it – in our hearts and in our relationships. This
means identifying the real enemy – not our spouse, but our sin. When spouses learn the
difference between attacking each other and attacking sin, conflict takes on a whole new
meaning.
Learning to work through conflict in a godly, constructive way will always be more than
following a prescribed set of steps. It requires that you grow in wisdom and act in love. You
need the wisdom to size up your own heart, your spouse’s heart, and the situation as best you
can, and to act in faith and love.
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Homework:
The Bible teaches us that conflict does not have to be destructive. In fact, God promises to use
conflict to expose and eradicate sin and help us grow in love.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, complete these activities and questions.
We learned in the lesson that people have a natural tendency to handle conflict in one of three
ways: by appeasing, ignoring, or winning.
1. Which of these strategies do you tend to use?
2. Why do you think you handle conflict this way?
3. What connection, if any, do you see between your style of resolving conflict and the inner
desires you identified in Unit 2?
4. Which biblical approach is most difficult for you: yielding, waiting, or confronting? Why?
5. Write about a recent conflict with your spouse. Include details about how you handled it.
Think about how God would have wanted you to handle it.

6. Read James 4:6-10 below. Remember that God doesn’t expect us to do any of these things in
our own strength. But He can work through us – He can love through us and He can
dispense grace though us.
He gives us more grace. That is why Scripture says: “God opposes the proud but shows
favor to the humble.” Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee
from you. Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you
sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded. Grieve, mourn and wail. Change
your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom. Humble yourselves before the Lord,
and he will lift you up.
Write a brief but specific prayer repenting if you need to, thanking God for the love and help
He offers freely in Jesus, and asking for something particular in the way you handle conflict.
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, complete the following activities and questions.
Moments of marital conflict can be some of the most discouraging and destructive moments of
all. Because the Bible teaches that peace is a hallmark of the Christian who’s following Jesus,
conflict can be doubly discouraging for Christians. Not only do we live in the marital wreckage
it creates, but we feel like spiritual failures as well. Conflict can leave us feeling that we haven’t
only failed as husbands and wives but as Christians. But the Bible also teaches that God works
all things together for good, even conflict.
Read all of Genesis 3 together, paying special attention to verse 15: “I will put enmity between
you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will
strike his heel.”
1. Who is God addressing in verse 15? What is His message to him?
2. Try to explain why verse 15 is sometimes referred to as the very first proclamation of the
Gospel.

The conflict mentioned in verse 15 is going to be an epic battle that spans millennia; it is a battle
between two offering, Satan’s and Eve’s. Not only did God spare Adam and Eve, he also made a
way for humanity, their offspring, to be part of the solution. Although Satan desires to use
conflict for his purposes, God has overruled his plans and claimed conflict for Himself. God has
taken the conflict that Satan started and turned it against him.
Notice that God “places enmity” between Satan’s offspring and Eve’s offspring. Jesus is the
offspring promised in Genesis 3:15. In Christ, the great conflict that started in the beginning
reaches a climax. He crushes the serpent’s head, even as He is wounded – “struck in the heel” –
on the cross. Jesus is wounded on the cross for our sins, but it is Satan who receives the fatal
blow. By forgiving our sins and giving us new hearts, Jesus makes it possible for us to join
God’s family and grow and mature to be like Him. As God’s children through Jesus, we have
the freedom to say no to sin and yes to God. That’s where the battle continues for us. Jesus
landed the fatal blow, but we have to join the battle to see it fulfilled in our lives and our
marriages.
3. How might understanding that God intends to use your conflicts for good purposes change
your attitude toward conflict?
4. If Satan is the real enemy in conflict, what should your attitude toward your spouse be in the
midst of it?
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KEY IDEAS TO HELP YOU WITH CONFLICT:
Remember the big picture of conflict and don’t give in to discouragement.
Be alert to the dangers of defensiveness.
Deal with your own sin first.
Adopt the biblical approach that fits your knowledge of yourself, your spouse, and the need
of the moment.
o Don’t get stuck on who’s right and who’s wrong; always act to build up your spouse in love.
o
o
o
o
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“To Forgive is Divine”1
I. Learning to Forgive as God Forgives.
Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone.
Forgive as the Lord forgave you. (Colossians 3:13)
Embracing what Jesus has done for us and extending that in thought, word, and deed to
others is the essence of forgiveness. In forgiving one another we, in a sense, draw on the
forgiveness that Jesus has given us by making a decision to release another from the penalty
of sin. Rather than pushing each other away, we push sin and judgment away and draw near
to each other. Put as simply as possible, forgiveness is releasing the other from the penalty
of sin so the relationship can be restored.
We are called to do something when we forgive and it is important to have practical steps in
mind as you learn to forgive your spouse as God has forgiven you.
A. God decided to release us from the penalty of our sin.
God’s forgiveness is based on the fact that Jesus paid our penalty. Our sin is removed as
far as the east is from the west (Psalm 103:12). Because we ourselves have been
forgiven, we can extend forgiveness to the one who has wronged us. Sticking to that
decision requires us to refuse to dwell on how we’ve been wronged or bring it to mind.
That means, for example, no subtle digs and not using it as a trump card in the next
argument.
B. God decided to sacrifice in order to forgive.
God decided to absorb the cost of our sin. Repairing the relationship means accepting the
wound and choosing to draw near to the one who has sought to harm him. God doesn’t
seek revenge or look for opportunities to pay us back for our sin. Likewise, we have to
choose to draw near to our spouse without the lingering threat of some form of payback.
We too will need to be willing to absorb the cost, facing the pain of the offense and the
discomfort of talking about it.
C. God decided to accomplish good through our sinfulness.
God doesn’t just forgive our sins, but promises to use even our messes for good. When
we forgive our spouses, we have to trust that God will work for our good and the good of
our marriage. Forgiveness becomes an opportunity to reflect the image of Christ and to
mature our faith. You have to trust that God will both heal your hurts and use your
sacrifice to restore your relationship. When you forgive you have to trust that you are not
being a fool, but that God will work through your forgiveness. Your forgiveness does not
guarantee a change in your spouse, but it does guarantee that you will grow and that you
will be protected from bitterness. Trust that forgiveness is the path that God provides to
draw back the curtains that separate you and your spouse.
1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.

45

Community Bible Church

Marriage Matters

D. God decided to allow us to grow.
God’s forgiveness is ongoing because we, of course, continue to sin. When we forgive
our spouses, we can’t expect perfection from them, but have to be willing to let them
grow. And we have to understand that even our own ability to forgive will have to grow.
It’s best not to think of these as sequential steps, but as different aspects of forgiveness.
In the process of forgiveness there will be times when you will need to focus on one
aspect more than others and you will likely have to revisit each aspect numerous times.
II. How Forgiveness Works
Read the following scenario and determine what Jonathan will need to do to forgive his wife.
After the church service, Jonathan was talking to Robert about the upcoming holiday.
The conversation was light and amusing until Robert said, “I guess it may feel a little
awkward if you’re back at your in-laws this year.”
“What do you mean?” asked Jonathan.
“Oh, well my wife mentioned how you said some things that maybe you wish you hadn’t
last time you were there.”
Jonathan felt like he had just been betrayed and sentenced all at the same time. How
could his wife have talked to Robert’s wife about that, especially since he had very
clearly expressed his embarrassment and asked her to not talk about it with anyone?
Jonathan felt hurt and angry.
Jonathan may well be tempted to punish his wife by being angry with her; he may be tempted
to defend himself in front of Robert by gossiping about her; he may be tempted to hold on to
it and use it against her later.
To release her from any penalty he will need to confront her about it, be honest about what
he is feeling, allow her the opportunity to ask forgiveness, and then choose to release her
from any penalty and restore the relationship.
He will need to sacrifice the desire to make her pay or use the sin against her; he will need to
sacrifice the comfort of just ignoring it; he will need to accept the pain and hurt that was
caused.
He will need to trust that God can bring good out of the situation for him, his wife, and
Robert; he needs to remember that he too is a sinner in need of mercy and that God is
working and is patient; he needs to remember verses like Colossians 3:13.
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Homework:
To facilitate forgiveness in marriage, focus on how your spouse has blessed you, how much
you’ve been forgiven, and how you are subject to the same temptations and weaknesses.
Complete this homework before the next session. Record your thoughts and responses below.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, complete these activities and questions.
Read Psalm 51 and answer the questions.
A psalm of David. When the prophet Nathan came to him after David had committed
adultery with Bathsheba.
1 Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; according to your great
compassion blot out my transgressions. 2 Wash away all my iniquity and cleanse me from
my sin.
3 For I know my transgressions, and my sin is always before me. 4 Against you, you
only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight; so you are right in your verdict and
justified when you judge. 5 Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother
conceived me. 6 Yet you desired faithfulness even in the womb; you taught me wisdom in
that secret place.
7 Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.
8 Let me hear joy and gladness; let the bones you have crushed rejoice. 9 Hide your face
from my sins and blot out all my iniquity. 10 Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a
steadfast spirit within me. 11 Do not cast me from your presence or take your Holy Spirit
from me. 12 Restore to me the joy of your salvation and grant me a willing spirit, to sustain
me.
13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, so that sinners will turn back to you. 14
Deliver me from the guilt of bloodshed, O God, you who are God my Savior, and my tongue
will sing of your righteousness. 15 Open my lips, Lord, and my mouth will declare your
praise. 16 You do not delight in sacrifice, or I would bring it; you do not take pleasure in
burnt offerings. 17 My sacrifice, O God, is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart you,
God, will not despise.
18 May it please you to prosper Zion, to build up the walls of Jerusalem. 19 Then you
will delight in the sacrifices of the righteous, in burnt offerings offered whole; then bulls will
be offered on your altar.
1. Look at the psalm phrase by phrase. What burdens does David carry because of his sin?

2. David defiled Bathsheba and murdered Uriah, her husband. Yet what point is he making in
verse 4?
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3. How is this instructive as we consider and confess our own sin? (see Psalm 32:1-5)

4. David’s remorse over his sin could have left him wallowing in despair; instead, what hope
does he express in verses 13-15? How is this psalm in part an answer to that hopeful prayer?

5. What kinds of sacrifices does God want from us? (see verse 17) How is this illustrated in
Luke 18:9-14?

6. What difference does the study of this psalm – the tragedy behind it and God’s merciful
rescue of David – make in your day-to-day relationship(s)?

7. It has been said that our main job as Christians is not to avoid sin, but to recognize sin.
Explain what you think this means. (Something to think about: are you personally more in
danger of underestimating your sins or overestimating them?)

Something to Consider:
The gospel is proclaimed when we confess and forgive well. Confessing sin is a proclamation
that there is a way back from failure, that there is a way to rescue relationships and ourselves
from brokenness. We don’t have to hide our sin from each other. Forgiveness proclaims that
healing is available, that after a sin you don’t have to live on a never-ending treadmill hoping to
earn your way back into a relationship. In these ordinary moments it forces us to remember and
point each other to God’s amazing forgiveness.
The reverse is also true. When we refuse to confess and forgive we proclaim hopelessness and
despair. We proclaim that the only hope we have of overcoming sin is covering it in the same
pointless exercise that Adam and Eve tried at the beginning of the world – and of marriage. We
proclaim that sins are never really forgiven but may be forgotten if enough time goes by and you
work and work and work really hard to make the other person feel good about you again. When
we ignore God’s corrective, we lead others astray.
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1. What sins are you keeping hidden that you need to confess?

2. What has kept you from confessing them?

3. If you feel that confession should not be made to your spouse, to whom then will you confess
the sin?

One more thing …
Surprise your spouse with a “love note” this week. It can be a store bought card, but be sure to
include how you feel about your spouse – what you like, appreciate and admire about him/her.
Express thanks for what he/she has done for you.
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, complete the following activities and questions.
Read the passage below from Matthew 18:21-35, and then answer the questions.
21 Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, “Lord, how many times shall I forgive my
brother or sister who sins against me? Up to seven times?”
22 Jesus answered, “I tell you, not seven times, but seventy-seven times. 23 “Therefore,
the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 24 As
he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand bags of gold was brought to him.
25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and his wife and his children and
all that he had be sold to repay the debt.
26 “At this the servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I
will pay back everything.’ 27 The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt and let
him go. 28 “But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed
him a hundred silver coins. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what you
owe me!’ he demanded.
29 “His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, ‘Be patient with me, and I will
pay it back.’
30 “But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he
could pay the debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were outraged
and went and told their master everything that had happened.
32 “Then the master called the servant in. ‘You wicked servant,’ he said, ‘I canceled all
that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your
fellow servant just as I had on you?’ 34 In anger his master handed him over to the jailers to
be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.
35 “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your
brother or sister from your heart.”
1. What do you think lies at the heart of Peter’s question in v. 21?

2. The first servant owes his master a vast sum of money. Why do you think Jesus uses such an
outrageous debt (ten thousand bags of gold) for the servant to owe?

3. The servant’s plea for a chance to pay it all back is absurd. How does the master’s action in
verse 27 exceed the servant’s unrealistic request? How does this action reflect God’s
treatment of you in Christ? (see Colossians 2:13-14)
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4. What was wrong with the servant demanding his 100 silver coins back? Why is the master
so angry?

5. The sum owed by the second servant is nothing in comparison to what the first servant owed.
What does the difference in these two debts tell us about God’s forgiveness of us, and our
forgiveness of others?

6. When you are consumed by your own hurt, where does forgiveness come from?

Something to Consider:
Our ability to forgive comes from appreciating and living out God’s forgiveness. We have been
forgiven a tremendous debt – ten thousand bags of gold worth, more than you could ever hope to
repay. If you don’t understand yet how much you’ve been forgiven, then for now begin to
develop an appreciation for it by remembering that your forgiveness required the suffering and
death of God’s own perfect Son. When you appreciate and live out of the joy and gratitude of
God’s forgiveness, it becomes easier to forgive others. In a sense, you forgive out of the
abundance of forgiveness you’ve received. It isn’t about looking inside yourself to find an
appropriate emotional response; it’s about focusing on God’s love and grace and asking for the
ability to pass it on to your spouse.
In addressing Christians who were living with all of the challenges of getting along with each
other the Bible says, Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever
is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or
praiseworthy—think about such things. (Philippians 4:8)
1. Make a list of qualities you like and appreciate about your spouse.

2. How has God used him or her to make you more like God? How, then, can you give thanks
for your spouse?
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You can build on the ways that you like and appreciate your spouse by considering how he or
she has been a blessing to you. This is a bit broader than just considering what you like about
your spouse. Being blessed by your spouse includes how God has used him or her to help you
grow. How are you a better person because your spouse is in your life?
3. Are there ways that you find forgiveness especially hard in marriage? Explain.

4. Are there ways you make it more difficult for your spouse to forgive? Be ready to hear what
he/she has to share.

5. As you consider the aspects of confession and forgiveness addressed in this lesson, what
have you learned that you can apply to marriage?
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Building Intimacy1
I. Intimacy Requires Safety and Understanding.
The Bible describes our relationship with God as one of intimacy:
You have searched me, Lord, and you know me. 2 You know when I sit and when I rise; you
perceive my thoughts from afar. 3 You discern my going out and my lying down; you are
familiar with all my ways. 4 Before a word is on my tongue you, Lord, know it completely.
(Psalm 139:1-4)
God … has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord. (1 Corinthians 1:9)
Yes, my soul, find rest in God; my hope comes from him. 6 Truly he is my rock and my
salvation; he is my fortress, I will not be shaken. 7 My salvation and my honor depend on
God; he is my mighty rock, my refuge. 8 Trust in him at all times, you people; pour out your
hearts to him, for God is our refuge. (Psalm 62:5-8)
In the passage immediately above, notice the use of ‘my’, indicating intimacy between the
psalmist and God.
Intimacy is about more than sharing things your spouse may not know. It’s also about
sharing things that you both already do know. Our relationship with God provides a good
example of how entrusting another with what he or she already knows is an important part of
intimacy. God reveals Himself to us and, in turn, asks us to reveal ourselves to Him.
Obviously, we need Him to reveal Himself to us; if He didn’t choose to reveal Himself to us
it would be impossible for us to know Him. But it seems odd that God would ask us to
reveal ourselves to Him. After all, He knows absolutely everything about us. In fact, He
knows more about us than we know about ourselves!
What’s the point of talking to God when He knows what you’re going to say before you say
it? Nevertheless, God does ask us to pray, and not just to produce a laundry list of our wants
and needs, but to actively share our deepest thoughts and concerns with Him (see Psalm 62:8
above). Many of the Psalms consist of the heartfelt cries of joy, anguish, fear, terror, anger
and dismay of God’s people. These heartfelt cries weren’t shared once and forgotten, but
echo through the centuries as God’s people, past and present, pour out their hearts to God.
God doesn’t gain insight or understanding from the Psalms or from our personal cries to
Him, so what’s the point? Our relationship with God isn’t about telling God something new,
it’s about entrusting Him with what is important to us, and finding that He cares and even
delights in it.
Illustration: Mom interacting with her son when he arrives home from school

1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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Our hearts, and our relationship, can get lost in the details. We become household managers
rather than friends and lovers. What you think and feel about the details of your life are
critical to really knowing and being intimate with your spouse. But realize, too, that intimacy
isn’t about just listening for something new, it means being interested in and expressing
concern for what you’ve heard countless times before, remembering that it’s been repeated
countless times because it’s important to your spouse. So before you roll your eyes and
remind your spouse that he or she is telling you the same thing you heard yesterday, remind
yourself that your spouse is entrusting you with something he or she finds important. Delight
in the fact that you are being entrusted again and again with the important matter of your
spouse’s heart.
II. Intimacy Requires Love and Acceptance.
Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It does not
dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs.
6 Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It always protects, always trusts,
always hopes, always perseveres. (1 Corinthians 13:4-7)
Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.
(Romans 15:7)
Building trust in a relationship requires you to grow in your trust of God, otherwise you will
not be willing to risk revealing yourself. Further, expressing love and acceptance to your
spouse will require God’s grace to help you remember that you are the undeserving recipient
of God’s love and acceptance. We don’t earn God’s love and acceptance, and we should not
require our spouses to earn ours.
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Homework:
Sex is a specific form of intimacy that should grow out of the same foundational elements of
intimacy that God offers us.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD AND WITH EACH OTHER
Work through the homework individually first, then come together with your spouse and go over
it together. As you and your spouse work together through the homework remember three
important things: First, remember the importance of accepting your spouse and making him/her
feel safe. Next, work on speaking the truth in love – share what will most benefit the needs of
your spouse and your marriage as a whole. Last, be willing to examine your own heart.
Working through problems of intimacy can be difficult for many reasons. For one, intimacy
often seems to be more of an experience than a choice or behavior. It’s hard to do intimacy. It
seems to just happen … or not. How do you control or change something as seemingly wild and
unpredictable as intimacy? Intimacy often comes as a surprise. One evening, completely
unplanned, you end up sitting on the floor with your spouse looking at old photos, reminiscing,
and falling in love all over again. On another evening you hire a babysitter, go out to your
favorite restaurant and sit in awkward silence with no idea what to say. Much of what you have
been considering and developing in this study are elements of intimacy – honesty, acceptance,
getting to know each other better, being willing to share your heart. In this section however, we
want to focus in on the physical aspect of intimacy.
Two critical ingredients of intimacy are safety and understanding, but creating both takes effort.
Again, thinking carefully about how God offers both as He relates to us can help us take specific
steps toward offering them to one another in marriage.
Think back to Session Two. Why is worshipping Jesus the answer to building trust and intimacy
in your marriage?
HAVE YOU BEEN COMMUNICTING HONESTLY WITH YOUR SPOUSE?
Recall the discussion of Psalm 62:5-8 on page 53. Reread the passage and ask each other the
following questions:
1. Do you feel safe to communicate and entrust your heart to me?

2. Do I ever seem annoyed with you when you communicate with me?

3. Do I ever seem to judge your heart and intentions?
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SEX AND INTIMACY
Sex can seem mysterious. One spouse wants to have sex more often than the other. One spouse
is more adventurous than the other. One spouse enjoys prolonged foreplay and the other doesn’t.
No one asks for these preferences. Are preferences problems to be solved? Who’s to say one
spouse’s preferences are right and the other’s are wrong?
Sex is a subset of intimacy, a particular form of intimacy reserved by God for the most intimate
of all human relationships, marriage. And as we shall see, just as Christ is central to our
understanding of marriage, so He is central to our understanding of sex.
God intended sex between His image bearers to take place within marriage. The “one flesh”
relationship of marriage described in Genesis 2 is both a picture of an inner connection – a
spiritual and psychological intimacy – and a physical connection. Adam and Eve were created to
become one at every level. Marriage and sex were designed to go together.
Marriage was created so we could fully image God in the world. To be accurate image
bearers, we need to exist in relationships of commitment and love. Jesus is the image of God and
His relationship with us, His church, is a model we are to follow. Marriage, in particular, mirrors
Jesus’ relationship with us in unique ways. It is a life-long relationship based on a promise of
love and grace that creates oneness.
If marriage is a unique expression of Christ’s love for the church and sex is a unique expression
of marital love, then shouldn’t we, mustn’t we, say that marital sex should image Christ’s love
for the church?
Understanding that God intends sex to be an expression of intimacy has several important
implications:
We can’t simply think of sex as a function of biology. We don’t have sex simply because we
are animals, driven by hard-wired biological urges that we cannot understand. Sex is both a
physical experience and an expression of our hearts. In other words, the mysteries of sex are
more mysteries of our hearts than mysteries of our bodies. Note: Because sex, obviously,
involves biology, it is important to be alert to physical conditions that can contribute to sexual
problems. Physical conditions that sometimes contribute to sexual problems include
cardiovascular disease, neurological disorders, diabetes, and hormonal imbalances. Also,
alcohol and drug abuse as well as certain prescribed medications including some antidepressants
can have side effects that affect sexual function. You should always consult a physician if you
suspect that there are physiological factors affecting sexual intimacy.
The quality of our relational intimacy will shape our sexual intimacy. When we don’t
connect well “on the inside” we aren’t likely to connect well “on the outside.” A lack of
intimacy in other areas of marriage will often result in problems of sexual intimacy. As many
wives have tried to instruct their husbands: “Sex begins in the kitchen.” In other words, good
sex doesn’t just happen in the bedroom; the foundation for good sex is built with loving, caring
interactions in every other room of the house. So solving problems of sexual intimacy often
means tracing problems of intimacy in the bedroom back to their roots in problems of intimacy
in the rest of the relationship. An impatient, angry husband in the family room will often be an
impatient, angry lover. A wife who has trouble expressing her wants and desires in the den will
have trouble expressing wants and desires in the bedroom.
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Understanding how to improve intimacy in the bedroom means learning intimacy from Christ.
The way Christ builds trust and intimacy with us teaches us how to build trust and intimacy with
our spouses. And as always, this involves more than simply imitating Jesus. It means
worshipping Him.
1. What elements must be present in a relationship for intimacy to exist?

2. As a couple, discuss how the elements you listed above are also necessary for physical
intimacy.

Think for a moment about the basic mechanics of sex. Husband and wife disrobe, allowing
another to see them as few, if any, have ever seen them in their adult lives. There is, quite
literally, nowhere to hide, no way to defend yourself from a critical eye or a violent hand. It
would be devastating to be laughed at or criticized. You want to be physically valued, accepted,
and embraced. What follows is mutual contact. You touch and allow yourself to be touched on
the most sensitive parts of your body. The husband enters his wife, literally touching her on the
inside. You give the other the power to bless you with pleasure and warmth – or to harm you in
a terrible way. Can you see how safety and acceptance are important?
How about service and sacrifice? You may have noticed that men and women respond at
different rates – men typically climax much more quickly than women. If a man wants to be
selfish, he can do so easily, leaving his wife unsatisfied, frustrated, and feeling used. To please
his wife, a husband needs self-control, not because it’s easy but because he wants to serve and
bless his wife by pleasing her.
How about honesty and communication? Husbands and wives have their own preferences,
wanting to be touched in some ways and not in others. Without good communication, both
verbal and nonverbal, how do you know if you are giving your spouse pleasure? How does your
spouse know how to love you if you don’t communicate.
Almost every characteristic of heart-level intimacy has a critical counterpart in the area of
physical intimacy. The outer is always a fruit of the inner. You might notice, too, that we’ve
already learned how to strengthen many of the elements for intimacy. Learning to honor rather
than manipulate your spouse fosters intimacy. Learning how to speak the truth in love fosters
intimacy. Learning how to navigate conflict well fosters intimacy.
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CREATING SAFTETY AND UNDERSTANDING IN COMPANIONSHIP
Sometimes we make intimacy almost impossible by conjuring it out of thin air. But intimacy
must be about something; it must have a foundation. Trying to create intimacy out of your
desire for intimacy doesn’t work any more than trying to create friendship out of an enthusiasm
for friendship. Finding simple things to enjoy together and making them a priority may rebuild
some of the intimacy you once felt in your relationship. Intimacy isn’t a luxury; it’s an important
part of worshiping God through your marriage – loving him by loving each other as He loves
you.
1. What interests, joys, or enthusiasms do you enjoy with your spouse? (If you can’t think of
any, go back to when you first met: What brought you together? What did you enjoy doing
together?)

2. Brainstorm together a list of things that you might enjoy doing together. During the brain
storming process don’t be critical, just write down as many as you can as soon as they come
to mind. Keep it simple at first: walking the dog, grocery shopping, playing cards, reading
together, etc.

LET’S CELEBRATE
Another way to describe marital intimacy is with the word celebration. The love that God has
given us in Jesus truly is something to be excited about and to celebrate. It is a love so supreme
and powerful that when we are really in tune with it, it just has to find physical expression. One
of the images that we find in many places in the Bible is the return of Jesus portrayed as a
wedding feast. The book of Revelation gives us this wonderful image:
Then I heard what sounded like a great multitude, like the roar of rushing waters and like
loud peals of thunder, shouting: “Hallelujah! For our Lord God Almighty reigns. 7 Let us
rejoice and be glad and give him glory! For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and his
bride has made herself ready. 8 Fine linen, bright and clean, was given her to wear.”
(Revelation 19:6-8)
Tell each other how you feel about the level of intimacy in your marriage. Be open to hear what
your spouse has to say. Discuss things you could do as a couple to increase the level, if
necessary.

58

Community Bible Church

Marriage Matters

His Role, Her Role1
I. Jesus and Authority
Jesus recognized two things about authority: first, it exists for the benefit of those who live
under it, and second, it must be an expression of love. As Jesus’ followers, our
understanding and expression of authority should be as radical, surprising, and utterly
other-oriented as Jesus’.
35 Then James and John, the sons of Zebedee, came to him. “Teacher,” they said, “we want
you to do for us whatever we ask.” 36 “What do you want me to do for you?” he asked.
37 They replied, “Let one of us sit at your right and the other at your left in your glory.”
38 “You don’t know what you are asking,” Jesus said. “Can you drink the cup I drink or be
baptized with the baptism I am baptized with?” 39 “We can,” they answered. Jesus said to
them, “You will drink the cup I drink and be baptized with the baptism I am baptized with,
40 but to sit at my right or left is not for me to grant. These places belong to those for whom
they have been prepared.” 41 When the ten heard about this, they became indignant with
James and John. 42 Jesus called them together and said, “You know that those who are
regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their high officials exercise
authority over them. 43 Not so with you. Instead, whoever wants to become great among you
must be your servant, 44 and whoever wants to be first must be slave of all. 45 For even the
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for
many.” (Mark 10:35-45)
James and John ask these questions of Jesus because they recognize that He has the authority
to offer the positions they seek, and that He will one day rule on a throne. They want to have
authority from Jesus, and the recognition and power that go with it. They may well even be
picturing ease and comfort as they are in position to order others around to do their bidding.
Jesus does not deny His authority, but He does say that being in authority is not about ease
and comfort, power and glory. Instead, authority requires sacrifice, responsibility, and
testing. This is contrary to the “lord it over” approach that Jesus denounces in verse 42, that
often includes demanding submission, showing disrespect, etc.
Instead of the worldly approach to authority, Jesus says that His followers exercise authority
by serving others, assuming the position of a servant, meeting people at their level, assuming
their station in life, doing without for their benefit, and making decisions for their well-being.

1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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II. Jesus and Servanthood
Below is an event in the life of Jesus in which He illustrates what He meant when He said in
Mark 10:45, “The Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve …”:
4 [Jesus] got up from the meal, took off his outer clothing, and wrapped a towel around his
waist. 5 After that, he poured water into a basin and began to wash his disciples’ feet, drying
them with the towel that was wrapped around him. 6 He came to Simon Peter, who said to
him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” 7 Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I
am doing, but later you will understand.” … 12 When he had finished washing their feet, he
put on his clothes and returned to his place. “Do you understand what I have done for you?”
he asked them. 13 “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am.
14 Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one
another’s feet. 15 I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you.
16 Very truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater
than the one who sent him. 17 Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do
them. (John 13:4-7, 12-17)
And here is a well-known statement regarding the form of Jesus’ earthly ministry:
If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love,
if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, 2 then make my joy
complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind.
3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above
yourselves, 4 not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.
5 In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: 6 Who,
being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his
own advantage; 7 rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant,
being made in human likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled
himself by becoming obedient to death—even death on a cross! 9 Therefore God exalted him
to the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 10 that at the name of
Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every
tongue acknowledge that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.
(Philippians 2:1-11)
Both of these passages are about how Jesus used His authority to serve, and offer us a
sampling of attitudes and characteristics of one who is a servant of others: He/she will be
willing to give his/her own life for the sake of others. He/she will do the hard work of
serving another practically. He/she will give up his/her own right to be served, and he/she
will not use his/her authority for their own advantage. These passages show us God’s grace
toward us in demonstrating how Jesus stooped down to where we are, to provide what we
need.
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III. The Role of the Husband
God calls husbands to love their wives as Christ loved the Church and gave Himself for her:
21 Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ…. 25 Husbands, love your wives, just as
Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the
washing with water through the word, 27 and to present her to himself as a radiant church,
without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless. 28 In this same way,
husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself.
29 After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as
Christ does the church— 30 for we are members of his body. 31 “For this reason a man will
leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”
32 This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about Christ and the church. 33 However,
each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself. (Ephesians 5:21, 25-33a)
This passage uses some form of the word ‘love’ seven times, and compares a husband’s love
for his wife to Christ’s love for His Church. Rather than providing a list of responsibilities,
the focus is on love, because our responsibilities are to be founded on the love of Christ. Our
love is to extend to a willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice, but we can be sure that we
will NOT make that sacrifice if we are unwilling to make the much smaller, day-to-day
sacrifices of loading the dishwasher, tucking the kids into bed, putting a load of laundry into
the dryer, or taking a few minutes to pray with your wife over something she’s anxious
about.
If not grounded in Christ’s love, a husband’s authority can be easily misused:
By hindering his wife’s growth. A husband might use his authority in a controlling way and
insist on making all the decisions. But doing this will not encourage either partner to grow in
wisdom. A desire for control may expose a lack of trust in God. It may be a way to combat
fear. He may fear rejection. He may micromanage out of a sense of insecurity. He may fear
that if he does not personally hold everything together it will fall apart. He may have an
appetite for power or simply having things done for his own convenience. To the extent that
a husband uses his authority to manage his own fears and feed his own desires, he is
subverting Jesus’ authority and enthroning himself.
By not knowing his wife. A husband can’t make wise decisions about how to love his wife if
he doesn’t know her – her hopes, dreams, fears, desires, strengths, and weaknesses. Patient,
careful communication allows a couple to build unity in marriage and reveals unilateral
decision-making for the failure to love that it really is.
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IV. The Role of the Wife
God calls wives to submit to their husbands as they submit to the Lord. Having an accurate
understanding of biblical authority makes it much easier to understand what submission
looks like in a marriage.
18 Be filled with the Spirit…. 22 Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to
the Lord. 23 For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his
body, of which he is the Savior. 24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should
submit to their husbands in everything…. the wife must respect her husband.
(Ephesians 5:18b, 22-24, 33b)
The Bible instructs wives to submit to and respect their husbands. But in submitting to her
husband, a wife is ultimately submitting to God Himself, because accepting and respecting
her husband’s authority is a way of entrusting herself to Christ’s care and authority over her,
just as the entire Church must do. God instructs wives to allow their husbands to love and
care for them, and to trust that God will care for them even when their husbands do not.
Given our fallenness, this may seem impossible to do, but the power to carry it out comes
from God the Holy Spirit (v. 18).
Some misinterpret submission to mean passivity or silence. But notice in Psalm 13, as David
prays to God by appealing to Him to act:
How long, Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me?
2 How long must I wrestle with my thoughts and day after day have sorrow in my heart?
How long will my enemy triumph over me? 3 Look on me and answer, Lord my God.
Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep in death. (Psalm 13:1-3)
Psalm 13 provides a quick study in honest, open communication. It may be startling to think
that David could be that honest with God without being considered disrespectful. But David
is being submissive in a godly way. He’s being honest in a way that honors Who God really
is. David is saying, in effect, “God, I know that You’re truly good and I’m having trouble
understanding why You’re not doing things differently. Help!”
Be careful that your understanding of submission isn’t missing important elements of love.
For example, some equate correction with disrespect, but as we’ve seen (see pages 37-44),
the Bible considers correction one of the most basic responsibilities of love. A wife’s
responsibility to love her husband is certainly not less than her obligation to any other person.
So respectfully correcting a husband is part of a wife’s love for him. In the context of the
role God has given you as a wife in marriage, ask yourself: How am I expressing love to my
husband and encouraging him to mature into the image of Christ?
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V. Remember Your Common Calling
Marriage roles must reflect the character of Christ:
21 To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that
you should follow in his steps. 22 “He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his
mouth.” 23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he
made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly. 24 “He himself bore
our sins” in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness;
“by his wounds you have been healed.” 25 For “you were like sheep going astray,” but now
you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.
Wives, in the same way submit yourselves to your own husbands so that, if any of them do
not believe the word, they may be won over without words by the behavior of their wives,
2 when they see the purity and reverence of your lives.
Husbands, in the same way be considerate as you live with your wives, and treat them
with respect as the weaker partner and as heirs with you of the gracious gift of life, so that
nothing will hinder your prayers. (1 Peter 2:21, 3:2, 7)
The instructions to both wives and husbands in this passage begin with “in the same way”.
“In the same way” as what? The answer goes back to verses 2:21-25 which show that Jesus
both leads and submits. He is the head of His people, and He submits to authority. As Jesus
led and submitted, He endured great hardship. But He trusted God to work through even the
most difficult moments. Rather than lashing out at the sins of others, Jesus displayed love,
mercy, and patience.
This means that, whatever your role, whether leading, following, or both, you are called to
look to Jesus, not merely as your example, but most importantly as the only One Who can
empower you to live out your ultimate calling to love.
In addressing people who were squabbling about their roles in the church, the Bible says:
If I speak in the tongues … of angels, but do not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a
clanging cymbal…. and if I have a faith that can move mountains, but do not have love, I am
nothing. (1 Corinthians 13:1-2)
No matter your role in marriage, no matter how important you think your role is, no matter
how good you are at it, if you’re not acting in love, then what you do has no value. The
different roles in marriage are but different expressions of love.
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Homework:
Loving your spouse in their role includes knowing your spouse and valuing their individual gifts
and abilities.
Complete this homework before the next session. (Notice, husband and wife, that you have
individual homework tailored just for you.) Record your thoughts and responses below.
HUSBANDS: BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, complete these activities and questions.
Reread the following Bible passages from the lesson: Mark 10:35-45; John 13:4-7, 12-17;
Philippians 2:1-11; and Ephesians 5:18, 21-33.
Keeping Jesus’ perspective on servanthood and authority in mind, consider these questions:
1. Think of some specific instances where it has been difficult for you to love your wife as
Christ loves the Church.

2. Think of specific ways you can display more of a servant’s attitude in your marriage.

Pray and ask for God’s grace and wisdom so that you can love and serve your wife in the way
God wants you to.
Husbands: Something to Consider:
In relationships, we are always moving toward others, away from others, or against others. Love
can move us in any of these directions, but when we find ourselves regularly moving in one
direction rather than the others it can be a sign that we aren’t following love, but the desires and
fears of our hearts that may have become idols.
o Idols can move us toward our wives. When our hearts are ruled by desires and fears, we cave
into every whim or desire of our wives, all the while thinking we are serving as Christ does.
o Idols can drive us away from our wives. We can exercise authority in a distancing way, only
showing up in our marriage to say no to the things that inconvenience or trouble us, while
otherwise being underinvolved.
o Idols can move us against our wives. We can be cruel tyrants, demanding and controlling the
details of home life out of our lust for power and control or out of our fear of rejection and
failure.
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Every area of marriage is an expression of worship, either reflecting your love for God or your
love for something else. Often a battle that seems to be about marriage roles is, instead, about
deep heart issues.
1. In which direction do you most often tend to move: toward your wife, away from her, or
against her? Is there a fear or selfish desire that is motivating the direction?

2. Try to think of one thing you can work on so that there is balance in your movement.

3. What have you been unwilling to do or let go of because you saw it as “unmanly”?

4. What should you be doing in view of the truth that your first duty is to love and to serve?

A good way to start serving your wife is to ask her to tell you some ways she would like to be
helped. This might include something practical like sorting through the finances, or something
more personal like spending time talking at the end of the day.
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WIVES: BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, complete these activities and questions.
Reread the following Bible passages from the lesson: Mark 10:35-45; John 13:4-7, 12-17;
Philippians 2:1-11; and Ephesians 5:18, 21-33.
Keeping Jesus’ perspective on submission in mind, consider whether or not you respect your
husband.
1. Ask your husband whether he thinks you respect him.

2. Ask him what it is you do that makes him feel respected.

3. Ask him what you do that makes him feel that you don’t respect him.

Understand respect as a form of love:
In relationships where one member has authority, it is important to recognize that respect is an
important element of loving the one in authority. In addition to urging wives to submit to their
husbands, the Bible also reminds them to show respect (Ephesians 5:33).
Act in love even when you are disappointed:
Instead of turning from your husband in disappointment, can you think of a way you can turn
toward him with encouragement, a kind word, even your prayers? The shortcomings of your
husband can be an opportunity to stroke your own pride or sense of spiritual superiority and
indulge in good old-fashioned grumbling. These responses reveal a lack of respect for God more
than a lack of respect for your husband. Remember, you have a Savior Who trusted God in His
worst moments. He can help you in those moments when your trust is running low.
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1. What qualities do you most appreciate and respect in your husband? Do you communicate to
him your appreciation and respect these qualities?

2. Do you tend to support and encourage your husband or do you tend to challenge and demean
him?

3. Have you been able to respect your husband in spite of mistakes?

Love speaks, exhorts, corrects, and says no to evil. If you or your children are being verbally,
physically, or sexually abused, love your husband by saying no to his sin. You need help to do
this. Please turn to a trusted family member, friend, pastor, and/or counselor to get the support
that you need.
Wives: Something to Consider:
Remember that in relationships, we are always moving toward others, away from others, or
against others. Love can move us in any of these directions, but when we find ourselves
regularly moving in one direction rather than the others it can be a sign that we aren’t following
love, but the desires and fears of our hearts that may have become idols.
o When our hearts are ruled by desires or fears that move us toward others we can become
wives who love to serve our husband’s every desire while really serving our own desire for
acceptance or living in fear of our husband’s wrath, all the while calling it submission.
o Idols can drive us away from others. Wives can use their husband’s authority to avoid
difficult conversations, conflicts, and decision-making that following Christ requires, by
asking the one in authority to fight all of their battles for them and shelter them from life.
o Idols can move us against one another. Wives can pick apart their husband’s authority by
second-guessing every move and being critical out of their own distrust or cravings for
control.
Every area of marriage is an expression of worship, either reflecting your love for God or your
love for something else. Often a battle over marriage roles is really about much deeper heart
issues.
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1. In which direction do you most often tend to move: toward your husband, away from him, or
against him? Is there a fear or selfish desire that is motivating the direction?

2. Try to think of one thing you can work on so that there is balance in your movement.

3. What have you been unwilling to do or let go of because you saw it as “womanly duty”?

4. What should you be doing in view of the truth that your first duty is to love and to serve?

A good way to start serving your husband is to ask him to tell you some ways he would like to be
helped. This might include something as practical as sorting through the finances, or something
more personal like spending time talking at the end of the day.
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, complete the following activities and questions.
God gives authority to some to ensure that in every arena of relationship someone is present who
is responsible for the care of others. It is a responsibility that we all share in at the most basic
level, the duty to love, and we may delegate certain duties that need special attention or ability
(income versus childcare, etc.), but the one in authority has an added responsibility to make sure
needs in every area are being met. Even if someone else is dropping the ball, the one with the
authority is required to notice and take action.
The Bible introduces the issue of authority in relationships in Ephesians 5 with:
Be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another with psalms, hymns, and songs from the
Spirit. Sing and make music from your heart to the Lord, 20 always giving thanks to God the
Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. 21 Submit to one another out of
reverence for Christ. (Ephesians 5:18b-21)
As we live in relationship with each other, guided by the Spirit of Jesus, we should live
“musical” lives with each other. Our words and actions should be hymns of praise to God and
encouragement to each other. Part of that music is a willingness to submit to one another, even
as Christians, in relationships structured by authority. It should look and sound much more like a
beautiful dance than a forced march.
In the marriage dance, the husband leads as he listens to the music of Christ. The wife hears the
same music and thus they are able to keep time in their own minds and coordinate their steps, all
the while enjoying themselves. In a clumsy moment one may step on the toes of the other, and
steps have to be reviewed and maybe an instructor consulted, but those moments don’t make up
what the dance is all about.
There is no simple, one-size-fits-all “to do” list for husbands and wives. Instead of giving you a
list of set duties, God, in the Bible, does something much better. He gives a few basic principles
to help you and your spouse define your roles in a godly way no matter what your life is like.
1. List the different responsibilities and roles that you have assumed in your marriage. Describe
how each is an expression of God’s love.

2. If you’re having difficulty sorting out your marriage roles, ask a simple question: How has
God gifted us?

3. Together, create something that describes how your marriage has grown as a result of your
time spent on this curriculum. It could be written, or recorded, or videoed. Make it in such a
way that it can be shared with others – family members, young couples or newlyweds, your
church leaders.
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Keep Your Eyes on the Prize1
I. Practicing Hope
Never allow yourself to think that your actions make no difference; that they won’t change
anything. One of the most important actions you can take is to make a daily decision about
what you are hoping for. Hope is more than a feeling; it is something you do.
“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and
where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where
moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where
your treasure is, there your heart will be also.” (Matthew 6:19-21)
“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it
again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.” (Matthew 13:44)
In these passages Jesus is cautioning us not to put our hope in “treasures on earth” – earthly
possessions, which are temporary because they can be destroyed or stolen. There are dangers
in putting our hope in earthly things. If your life is devoted to acquiring wealth, for example,
what will happen when you lose the very thing you’ve based your life on? What happens
when an identity thief ruins your credit, your house is destroyed in a flood, or the stock
market collapses? If you have given your heart to those things, they have become your
treasure. Your heart will suffer the same fate as your possessions. The flood that wipes out
your home will wipe out your heart. The thief that makes off with your wealth also makes
off with your heart. Instead, we should set our hearts on pleasing God, and when Jesus
returns He will bring our reward with Him.
So what it heavenly treasure? Ultimately, Jesus is our Treasure. It is His redemptive work
that in the end will remake everything on heaven and on earth, including our own hearts and
relationships. When you think of treasure that way, you realize that you have already
received a down payment on it. In the here and now, you have an intimate relationship with
Jesus, and His Spirit lives inside of you. You are connected with Him at all times and can
seek encouragement or share your thoughts, desires, and fears any time you choose to.
That’s where you should be placing your hope.
Keeping your eyes on the prize means that in moments when your actions don’t seem to
matter, you choose to place your hope in Jesus rather than anywhere else. You choose to
believe that Jesus is the real Treasure – not your spouse or anything else.
II. You’ve Gotta Have Faith.
You need faith in God to stay on the path in a difficult marriage. Faith is more than a feeling
that everything is going to turn out all right. Hebrews 11 gives us one of the most detailed
studies of faith in the entire Bible:
1

This material is a slightly modified version of the workbook accompanying Marriage Matters: Extraordinary
Change Through Ordinary Moments by Winston Smith, available in the CBC Resource Center.
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Now faith is confidence in what we hope for and assurance about what we do not see.
2 This is what the ancients were commended for. 3 By faith we understand that the universe
was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible.
4 By faith Abel brought God a better offering than Cain did. By faith he was commended
as righteous, when God spoke well of his offerings. And by faith Abel still speaks, even
though he is dead.
5 By faith Enoch was taken from this life, so that he did not experience death: “He could
not be found, because God had taken him away.” For before he was taken, he was
commended as one who pleased God. 6 And without faith it is impossible to please God,
because anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists and that he rewards those who
earnestly seek him.
7 By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen, in holy fear built an ark to save
his family. By his faith he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness that is
in keeping with faith.
8 By faith Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his
inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was going. 9 By faith
he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country; he lived in tents,
as did Isaac and Jacob, who were heirs with him of the same promise. 10 For he was looking
forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.
11 And by faith even Sarah, who was past childbearing age, was enabled to bear children
because she considered him faithful who had made the promise. 12 And so from this one
man, and he as good as dead, came descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and as
countless as the sand on the seashore.
13 All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the
things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance, admitting that they
were foreigners and strangers on earth. 14 People who say such things show that they are
looking for a country of their own. 15 If they had been thinking of the country they had left,
they would have had opportunity to return. 16 Instead, they were longing for a better
country—a heavenly one. Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has
prepared a city for them. (Hebrews 11:1-16)
This passage teaches that a Christian’s hope is in things like salvation, being rewarded,
finding that it was all worth it, etc. Since faith is not sight (“We live by faith, not by sight” –
2 Corinthians 5:7), we believe, for example, in Jesus though we do not see Him, we believe
that all things fit into God’s plan though we don’t see how, and we believe that indeed God
has a plan and purpose, though we don’t always see it in the moment.
Based on their faith, “the ancients were commended for” (verse two) taking action: Noah
builds a boat on dry land in anticipation of God fulfilling His warning to bring a flood on the
earth. Abraham and his family leave civilization and comfort to take a journey to a new
home they’ve never seen. The list goes on. These are men and women who take action, and
the Bible helps us see how their actions make a difference. Note that their actions are not
panicked reactions, rash grabs at control, or prideful attempts to be heroic; they are responses
to God’s promises and belief in His activity.
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Faith is about believing what God says is true even when experiences and emotions and God’s
promises don’t seem to add up. You will feel bad in the difficult moments of marriage. Being
called to faith isn’t a rebuke for negative emotions or an exhortation to positive thinking, but a
call to focus on God’s promises, love, and faithfulness even when they aren’t visible. True faith
is most obvious when it empowers you to action that is opposite to your emotions. Doing what
you feel like doing doesn’t take faith. Faith, being focused on the unseen Person and activity of
God, often calls you to move against your fears, doubts, disappointment, and anger. Rather than
denying these feelings, you have the freedom to acknowledge them and ask for help. Your
actions can be governed by your relationship with God. The power of that relationship, and your
faith in that relationship, becomes most obvious to you when it moves you to do what you
believe God is calling you to do instead of what you feel like doing.
The actions of faith flow out of a focus on God’s goodness, power, and activity. You take
actions in faith because, through Jesus’ sacrifice God acted to give you a new heart. Why would
you respond to your spouse’s harshness with gentleness? Why would you choose to speak truth
when it would be easier to remain silent? Why would you undertake an act of kindness when
kindness won’t be returned? Because you believe there is another Actor on the scene. Though
you can’t see Him with your eyes, you remember that He is good and rewards those who seek
Him (Hebrews 11:6).
III. Faith and Action
The passages below refer to a time in the history of God’s people when He had just freed them
from captivity in Egypt. In the plagues, Israel had seen amazing displays of God’s power. God
had been visibly active and had proven His love. Now God tells the Israelites to do more than
just observe His activity and power.
17 Remember what the Amalekites did to you along the way when you came out of Egypt.
18 When you were weary and worn out, they met you on your journey and attacked all who were
lagging behind; they had no fear of God. (Deuteronomy 25:17-18)
8 The Amalekites came and attacked the Israelites at Rephidim. 9 Moses said to Joshua,
“Choose some of our men and go out to fight the Amalekites. Tomorrow I will stand on top of the
hill with the staff of God in my hands.”
10 So Joshua fought the Amalekites as Moses had ordered, and Moses, Aaron and Hur
went to the top of the hill. 11 As long as Moses held up his hands, the Israelites were
winning, but whenever he lowered his hands, the Amalekites were winning. 12 When Moses’
hands grew tired, they took a stone and put it under him and he sat on it. Aaron and Hur held
his hands up—one on one side, one on the other—so that his hands remained steady till
sunset. 13 So Joshua overcame the Amalekite army with the sword. (Exodus 17:8-13)
The people of Israel were weary, worn out, and afraid. They had been slaves for generations.
They were not likely to have been trained to fight. But God had given Moses his staff earlier as a
symbol of His presence and power (see Exodus 4:1-5), and now calls on him to stand before the
people as they do battle as a symbol of both. The raising of Moses’ hands and staff indicated that
God was the One Who was ultimately fighting the Amalekites and determining the outcome of
the battle. On the one hand, God’s people couldn’t afford to believe the battle was entirely in
their own hands. If they did, they probably wouldn’t have had enough courage to step onto the
battlefield. On the other hand, they couldn’t afford to sit on the sidelines and just see what God
would do. God called them to action with the understanding that He would work through
them to determine the outcome.
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We need to regularly remind ourselves that we have a Savior Whose arms never get tired!
Hebrews 11 reaches a crescendo in chapter 12 as we are reminded of what a great Savior we
have in Jesus:
Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the Author and Perfecter of our faith, Who for the joy set before
Him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of
God. (Hebrews 12:2)
In Jesus we have a Savior Who has known and lived through all of our battles without
faltering or failing. Jesus stretched out His arms – in a very different way – on our behalf.
IV. Focusing on the Real Story – God’s Work
Remembering, by faith, is an important part of worshiping God and protecting our hearts and
our marriages. As Israel prepares to enter the Promised Land, God calls them together and
tells their story from His perspective:
2 Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the wilderness these forty years,
to humble and test you in order to know what was in your heart, whether or not you would
keep his commands. 3 He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with
manna, which neither you nor your ancestors had known, to teach you that man does not live
on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord. 4 Your clothes did
not wear out and your feet did not swell during these forty years. 5 Know then in your heart
that as a man disciplines his son, so the Lord your God disciplines you. (Deuteronomy 8:2-5)
God used hardships to reveal the hearts of His people. In the wilderness there were no
Egyptians to blame and no distractions that might allow them to avoid the subject. It was just
Israel, God, and the desert. As was the case for Israel, God allows us to suffer to expose
what lies hidden in our hearts – who we really are and what we really need.
God says in verse 3 that He was teaching the Israelites that they “do not live on bread alone
but on every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.” Bread is basic, not very exciting.
God wants us to humbly accept what we need and not feed our lusts by providing us with
everything we want. There is daily bread all around you. It is easy to overlook, easy to
become tired of, but it is what you need. Consider Jesus’ words in John 6:
32 Jesus said to them, “Very truly I tell you, it is not Moses who has given you the bread
from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven. 33 For the bread
of God is the bread that comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.”
34 “Sir,” they said, “always give us this bread.” 35 Then Jesus declared, “I am the
bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never go hungry, and whoever believes in me will
never be thirsty. (John 6:32-35)
Like every aspect of our lives, our memories are shaped by the condition of our worshiping
hearts. An important part of worshiping God and protecting our hearts and our marriages is
remembering by faith. This week, as you revisit your history, look for the ways it reveals
your need for Jesus and all of the ways that God has been bringing you to Him.
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Homework:
Having a positive sense of your marital history isn’t just a matter of getting your facts straight,
but of letting God provide an interpretive framework of meaning and purpose that provides hope
and connects you to Jesus.
BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD
On your own, complete these activities and questions.
How can you navigate life’s obstacles while keeping your eyes on the prize? In your Bible,
reread Hebrews 11. Continue by reading the beginning of Hebrews 12:
Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off
everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance
the race marked out for us. Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our
faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at
the right hand of the throne of God. Consider him who endured such opposition from sinful
men, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart. (Hebrews 12:1-3)
1. Who comprise the “cloud of witnesses” that surrounds us? What do they witness to? What
difference does it make for us to consider their lives?

2. What image does the author use to picture the Christian life?

3. On Whom should we fix our gaze as we run our race? What is the danger in being distracted
and looking elsewhere?

4. What kind of thoughts kept Jesus going in His own race and experience of suffering? (see
also Isaiah 50:4-9a.) In the midst of being humiliated and mistreated, what does Jesus focus
His thoughts on?

5. What common fears do we see in Isaiah 50:4-9a that Jesus overcomes?
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Something to Consider:
Will you obey and follow Jesus? You are faced with a decision: you can try to find your own
way through the dark moments of being sinned against, follow the wisdom of the world, or
create your own “light” if you choose. You can try to hide from the pain of being sinned against,
launch your own first strike, or find some other compromise. The choice is yours. But Jesus
makes it very clear: when you reject His path, His pattern of love, and choose your own, you are
in effect rejecting Him.
In preparation for “Building Your Relationship with Each Other,” think about some of the
difficulties you have experienced in your life. What made these situations difficult? Can you
identify any patterns?
What may the themes and patterns of these difficulties reveal to you about your own heart?
What has God been trying to reveal to you?
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BUILDING YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH EACH OTHER
As a couple, complete the following activities and questions.
Knowing where you’ve been has everything to do with where you’re going.
1. What is one of your favorite stories as a couple?

2. Recall an event in your marriage that really captures the story of your marriage, the highs and
lows, the beauty and the struggles.

3. Take some time to remember moments in your marriage where you saw God’s faithfulness
and care.

4. Have there been moments where something wonderful happened unexpectedly?

5. Can you think of a time when things turned out better than you thought they would?

6. What tangible evidence do you have of God’s love and care?
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Something to Consider:
John Gottman, PhD, a well-known researcher and author on the subject of marriage, argues that
one measure of the strength of a marriage is how husbands and wives view their past – how they
tell their story. Couples that have a positive view of their story are able to maintain a positive
view of each other and their marriage. In fact, reflecting on the positives of their history
becomes a resource for handling challenges in the present.
When you reflect on the story of your marriage you actively interpret it, highlighting some parts,
downplaying others, choosing words and images that provide a framework of meaning, purpose,
and direction. Unhappy couples often remember their story in a way that highlights the pain and
the struggle, and edit out the positive parts, even God Himself. Having a positive sense of your
marital history isn’t just a matter of getting your facts straight, but letting God provide an
interpretive framework of meaning and purpose that provides hope and connects you to Jesus.
1. What have you learned in this marriage course? How have you grown and changed? What
has God been doing in you and in your marriage?

2. What are some ways that you understand love better or love your spouse more because
you’ve been through tough times and persevered?

3. How has God taught you to seek and trust Him above all else?
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