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To our sons, Mark Jr. and Grant; to our son-in-law, Hampton; and to every man who desires to love his wife well.















INTRODUCTION



Before I married Susan, there were many things that attracted me to her. Two of those were her creativity and playfulness. She was very different from me. I was more disciplined and executed well on tasks. In many ways we are opposites. Before marriage opposites attract; however, many times after marriage, opposites attack. The things that once were cute and alluring can become the things that drive you the craziest.


Unfortunately, in my younger years, I thought pretty highly of myself. Early on in our marriage, I thought so much of myself that I thought Susan should be more like me. I wouldn’t say that out loud, but I thought things like, “If Susan was more organized and disciplined like me, then she would be able to keep the house cleaner.” Or, “I wish Susan just got things done that I want done when I want them done. I mean, when I commit to do something for her, I’m on it and check it off the list.” I became more and more critical of her.


Susan: In my mind Mark was like an ice cream shop. It seemed like every week there was something he wanted me to work on or change about myself. I called it the flavor of the week because it was always different from last week but equally important. I’m a people pleaser, so I constantly felt as though I wasn’t doing anything right. It was really hard for me to produce every “flavor” he wanted. I began to doubt myself, and my confidence was failing for the first time in my people-pleasing, overachieving life. After consistently being criticized I started to change and become more serious. I started to become more like Mark.


Since I thought Susan should think and act more like me, I didn’t think about the incredible gifts of creativity and relational skills that Susan had. I didn’t celebrate the unique strengths that make Susan, Susan. When she ultimately became more like me, I was surprised to find that I didn’t like it. I missed her. The last thing we needed was two of the same person. We make a much more powerful team when our unique gifts are brought together. We are much more complete. I don’t need Susan to change. I need to love her for who she is. That has been the life’s work of our marriage. It is learning how to love one another well.


The road has been long and challenging, but also good and full of joy. Susan would tell you that I am a different husband today than in those early days of marriage. Don’t get me wrong—I am still a work in progress today and will continue to be, but I have become much better at loving my wife. Any improvement that has been made began with a decision. Most people in the world believe that love is a feeling. That may be partially true, but it’s also a decision. Because I loved my wife I made a decision to change and, perhaps more important, show that change through my actions, attitudes, and words. The transformation has come little by little. Every day I attempt to take another step toward a better marriage. Unconditional love calls us to sacrifice and give selflessly whether or not we get anything in return. As a husband, that is what I am committed to living out.


But it’s hard. Really hard. I continue to fall down and get up and try again the next day. Our fast-paced lives of schedules, obligations, technology, and financial burdens make loving each other well even more complicated. That’s why we have broken down what we have learned into the lists in this book. No matter how busy you are, using it will help you love your wife well. Each day it will help you take the steps to love her more deeply when you feel like it and when you don’t; when the love in your marriage is a two-way street and when it’s a one-way street.


How do we know that these lists are vehicles to carry love into a marriage? For over two decades we’ve been writing and sharing marriage content. Our posts have received tens of millions of page views during that time.


A careful analysis of our Google Analytics reports, combined with our experiences over these years, tell us that there is a recurring theme with most of our high-ranking marriage posts. Each post addresses one or all of the following common denominators: expectations, evaluation, or improvements. People are searching for ways to manage their expectations, evaluate how they are doing, and improve their marriage. The lists in this book will help you to do that conveniently and consistently. You are going to be tasked with understanding your expectations and how they have affected your marriage. Second, you will be asked to evaluate yourself and your marriage. Third, you’ll be challenged to make improvements, however small or large, with each list.


Expectations


We all bring expectations into marriage and develop expectations during the marriage. Our personalities, upbringing, experiences, and influences all shape those expectations. I had many expectations for Susan and myself that needed to change.


And that is the goal—to change the expectations that need to change. To do that we will have to answer some great questions. The big question is: What do I expect? Other questions include: Are my expectations realistic? Are they fair? What should I expect of myself in marriage? What should I expect of my wife?


Evaluation


In his book Leadership Is an Art, former CEO Max De Pree says that “the first responsibility of a leader is to define reality.” We need to stop and measure ourselves. We need to take the time to assess the track we are on before it becomes a runaway train. How are we doing as a couple, relationally? That’s one question you need to answer, but you also need to have a clear understanding of how your wife feels about your relationship. Does she feel connected, loved, and supported?


Most of the time, couples measure themselves against a very subjective standard: other people and other couples. It’s called comparison. The problem with doing so is that others are always an unknown target. We never know what’s really going on behind the closed curtains of their lives, and we don’t know whether they are even pursuing a true standard. Thus, couples need an objective standard to measure against. One that is always true. God is truth and His revealed, God-breathed Word is completely true. In our lists to love by we always strive to communicate God’s precepts and principles for marriage. When people evaluate against God’s standards, either their existing expectations will be reinforced or negated, or a new expectation will be created.



Improvements



Once you know what you should expect and have evaluated how you both see your marriage, you can pursue the answer to the question: How can we do this better? Couples crave love. If you are reading this book you most likely want to love and be loved. You want a more intimate and fulfilling union. The best place to start is by asking: How can I do this better? What should I do? What should I say?


WAYS TO USE THIS BOOK


The book is structured with thirty lists. At the end of each list, there is a section called “Taking the Next Step.” This is your opportunity to take simple steps to the marriage you want. These steps may include answering questions, self-evaluation, or simple steps to make changes. There are several ways you can use this book to improve your marriage.


Go day by day and repeat. Consistency over time equals impact. The best way to form habits to love well is by committing each day to the thoughts, attitudes, and activities at hand. The lists in this book are easy to read and comprehend. Focus on one each day. Study it, take some time to meditate on it, and apply what you have learned. Don’t be overwhelmed. Take small bites. When you have completed the book the first time, start over and go another thirty days. It will reinforce everything you have learned, and you can choose a different task to focus on from the month before. For example, if it is the seventh day of the month you can focus on one thing from List 7 that your wife would like most. You can then make notes on your wife’s reaction and on your progress. If a month later you have mastered that item you can choose another task from List 7 to work on for the next month.


Some of the action points are not easy to live out, and change does not happen overnight. But little by little, absorbing the truths laid out in this book will bring you closer and closer to the marriage you want.


Skip around. You may have specific challenges in your marriage that you know need work. Before skipping right to those things, we recommend that you begin with List 1. This will lay the groundwork for much of the book. Then go to the specific lists in the table of contents in need of attention in your marriage. You may want to camp out on a certain subject for a significant amount of time before moving on. Some of the concepts in this book, while simple to understand, represent a profound foundational shift that may require an investment of time and energy. Take as much time as you need.


Discuss it with your wife. Involve your wife in what you are processing. There is a counterpart to this book for her called Lists to Love By for Busy Wives. It contains content that is unique to wives, but it also includes some of the same principles and exercises as this book.


Each list will have questions and subjects to discuss with her. The whole purpose of this book is for you to learn how to love her and connect on a deeper level. Her perspective and input are richly essential. Listen to it and value it. Treat her opinion like holy ground. If there is one thing I would like you to learn faster than I did is that the purpose of this book is not to change your wife, as I tried to, but to change yourself and increase your active love of her.
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7 Truths About Marriage


We both grew up on the coast of Florida and did quite a bit of boating. We threw a lot of anchors from the bow. Because the ocean floor in our area is very sandy, it was really important that the anchor was firmly secure. When a boat is effectively anchored it will stay in the same area. The wind, waves, and current will attempt to move it, but it will never travel far before the attached rope holds it from wandering. Anchoring takes more than just throwing the heavy item into the water. It takes focus and technique. A captain needs to be sure that the anchor has grabbed the sea floor, otherwise the boat will potentially drift off, running the risk of grounding or crashing into reefs or rocks.


So before we get into the rest of our lists, we must first be firmly grounded in truth. There are certain principles that are important to hold tight to so we do not drift off into dangerous places. There are seven truths that we have come to know that keep us grounded. They become particularly important when we experience rough patches in our relationship.


Truth 1. Marriage is not a quick sprint; it’s a lifelong marathon.


A marathon is a long-distance race covering over twenty-six miles. Anyone who has run one will tell you it takes intense training, commitment, discipline, growth, endurance, and resolve. Marriage is the same way. There are attitudes and personality traits that will need training. There are relational muscles that need strengthening. And, most important, it is essential that both a husband and wife enter the marital race to go the distance and finish well.


Truth 2. Marriage is not a fifty-fifty partnership; it’s a 100%-100%, give-it-all-you’ve-got relationship.
 

All too often, we’ve heard others say, “Marriage is a fifty-fifty partnership.” But that’s not true. When we excuse ourselves from putting one hundred percent into the relationship, we will constantly be comparing our efforts against our spouse’s and questioning who does more in the relationship. In such a scenario, husbands and wives may even find themselves keeping a marital scorecard of who spends more, disciplines more, does the dishes more, cleans more or works more. Marriage is a 100%-100%, give-it-all-you’ve-got relationship. Marriage takes total commitment. You can’t hold anything back. Day in and day out, you have to leave it all on the field.


Truth 3. Marriage is not always a stroll in the park; it’s hard work.


Marriage is not easy. A good marriage requires hard work and “heart work.” Like most other things in life, when we really work on our marriage, it only gets better and better. And when we really invest our time and energy into our relationship, more often than not, heart transformation occurs as well, which then brings a man and a woman into a more intimate union.


Truth 4. Marriage is not just about two people; it’s about two people becoming one flesh.


Our deep desire in marriage is to know and be known, physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Marriage is about a man and a woman connecting and sharing on all these levels; two separate lives that come together and form one life. A man and a woman unite and set one direction and vision for their life together. They share in each other’s pains and triumphs. They share one another’s bodies fully with each other. In no other relationship does God call for this type of physical union other than in a husband-and-wife relationship.


Truth 5. Marriage is not just “for better,” it’s also “for worse.”


The most obvious moment of awe in a wedding is when the bride enters, and everyone stands and looks at her. She is glowing. She is striking. Her smile lights up the sanctuary. Awe is also in the face of the groom, who admires and desires her like no other can. The couple then recites their vows, which often include a promise to love one another “for better or worse.” But on that day, few brides and grooms are thinking about the “worse” part… they can’t imagine there ever being any speed bumps in life or in the relationship. The true character and depth of your committed love for your wife will not be shown in the best of times, but in the worst. Getting through difficult times while staying dedicated to each other shows the power of commitment.


Truth 6. Marriage is not just about happiness; it’s about holiness.


Marriage is a holy union between God, a husband, and a wife—a union established to glorify God. God uses marriage to mold and shape us more into His likeness. He exposes our selfishness, refines our attitudes, and builds our character so we may be a better reflection of God. As author John Piper says, “Marriage exists to magnify the truth and worth and beauty and greatness of God.”


Truth 7. Marriage is not about getting from your wife; it’s about giving to your wife.


Focusing on ourselves will only produce misery. We are called by God to love and sacrifice for our wives. Marriage is about giving over getting.


 



TAKING THE NEXT STEP





[image: image] On a scale of 1 to 5, where would you rate yourself in your marriage with regard to each truth, with 1 being “Tired and Despairing” and 5 being “Energized and Hopeful”?


[image: image] Truth 1. Running the Marathon: Marriage is a long-distance race that requires intense training, commitment, discipline, growth, endurance, and resolve. 
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Truth 2. Giving 100%: Marriage is a 100%-100%, give-it-all-you’ve-got relationship. Marriage takes total commitment.
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Truth 3. Working Hard: A good marriage requires hard work and “heart work.”
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Truth 4. Becoming One: Two separate lives come together and form one life physically and spiritually.
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Truth 5. For Worse: Marriage is not just “for better,” it’s also “for worse.”
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Truth 6. Holiness: God uses marriage to mold and shape us more into His likeness.
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Truth 7. Giving over Getting: Marriage is not about getting from your wife; it’s about giving to your wife.
1      2      3      4      5


[image: image] Where in your marriage are you tired and where are you energized?





[image: image] Which truth is most important to you in your marriage right now?





[image: image] Ask your wife: Which of these truths is most important to you right now? Why?
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