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INTRODUCTION
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We never set out to write a book about marriage. In fact, if you had told either of us twenty years ago that we’d be co-authoring one together, we might have laughed—or cried—depending on the day. Both of us had been through failed marriages, and each of us carried the scars and regrets that come with them. We knew the ache of dashed hopes. We knew what it was like to wake up and realize that what we thought would last forever had slipped through our fingers. For a time, we wondered if we were simply destined to get it wrong. To be honest, our failed marriages caused us to feel as though we were not qualified to write a book on this subject. Instead, our failures taught us valuable lessons, which we are now sharing with you.

But God, in His kindness and mercy, was not finished with us. He began writing a different story—one marked by redemption, grace, and second chances. Through His wisdom and providence, we found each other, and today we enjoy a marriage that is vibrant, joyful, and rooted in trust. That doesn’t mean it’s perfect. We still make mistakes. We still have disagreements, and regrets about the times we didn’t perform to expectations. But over the years, we’ve learned some beneficial principles—biblical, practical, hard-earned—that have helped us avoid the pitfalls of our past and build something new, solid, and lasting.

We’re not offering theories from an ivory tower. What you’ll read in these pages comes from two people who have been where you might be right now—disappointed, frustrated, maybe even afraid that the damage is too deep to repair. Or perhaps you’re engaged, or newly married, and you want to start strong. Wherever you are on the journey, we want you to know there is hope. God’s blueprint for marriage still works, and His wisdom is available to anyone who asks.

This book is our way of passing along what He’s taught us: the lessons that came through scripture, the insights that came through prayer, and the perspective that came through failure and healing. We’ll share openly about our own missteps—not to dwell on the past, but to show you that even broken beginnings can lead to beautiful endings when God is in the center. Along the way, we’ll weave in biblical truth, personal stories, and practical steps you can take to strengthen your marriage starting today.

Our prayer is that as you read, you’ll find encouragement where you feel weary, clarity where things have been confusing, and fresh hope for what’s ahead. Whether you’re building from the ground up or repairing what’s been damaged, you can have a marriage that is not just good, but life-giving—one that reflects the heart of God and stands the test of time.

So let’s begin.
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1 
The Covenant Foundation
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| Dave’s perspective | 

Before we discuss the practical habits and spiritual principles that can make a marriage thrive, we must start at the beginning. Every lasting structure is built on a foundation that can bear its weight, and marriage is no different. The blueprint God designed is not just old-fashioned wisdom; it’s a timeless truth that still holds true in a world that has forgotten where love comes from. In this chapter, we’ll explore that foundation—not as a set of rigid rules, but as a living covenant that breathes life into a relationship. Whether you’ve been married for decades, are just starting out, or are somewhere in between, understanding God’s original design will give you the clarity and confidence to build something that will endure.  

Every building needs a foundation. It doesn’t matter how beautiful the walls are or how carefully the roof is designed—if the base is weak, the whole structure is in danger. Marriage works the same way. You can have all the romance, chemistry, and good intentions in the world, but if your relationship isn’t resting on something solid, the storms of life will erode your once strong marriage.

When God designed marriage, He didn’t give us a casual arrangement. In the beginning, when He brought Adam and Eve together, He declared, “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24). Those weren’t just poetic words for a wedding ceremony—they were God’s blueprint. In that single sentence, He laid out the principle of leaving, joining, and becoming. It’s more than a legal union. It’s a spiritual covenant.

That word “covenant” is important. In the Bible, it is not a temporary agreement based on mutual convenience—it’s a sacred, binding relationship sealed in God’s presence. When we stood before Him on a windswept beach and vowed to love and honor each other, we entered into something far more powerful than a contract. Contracts are designed to protect individual interests. Covenants join two lives together for a shared purpose. A contract says, “If you fail me, I’m free to walk away.” A covenant says, “Even after failure, I’m not leaving. We’ll work through it together.”

Denise and I understand that idea now, but in our earlier marriages, we didn’t fully grasp the concept. Looking back, we can see how we treated marriage more like a partnership with performance clauses. We wanted to be happy, and as long as our needs were met, the relationship felt strong. But when disappointment set in, when expectations weren’t met, cracks formed. The foundation was not stable, and our former marriages failed. Without realizing it, we had built our lives on shifting sand.

Every marriage will face seasons of strain—financial pressures, misunderstandings, emotional distance, health issues, or outside interference. The question is not whether those seasons will come, but whether the foundation can handle them. When your marriage is built on covenant, those storms don’t have the final word. You remember your vows. You lean into God’s grace. You fight for each other instead of against each other.

A covenant also redefines how we see our roles. Too often, the concept of “roles” in marriage has been twisted into something God never intended—where one partner dominates and the other is silenced. But Ephesians chapter five paints a different picture. Paul wrote: “Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ” (Ephesians 5:21). Yes, there is headship in the sense of spiritual covering, but it is rooted in sacrificial love, not control. Husbands are called to love their wives “just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her” (v. 25). Wives are called to honor and respect their husbands. It’s mutual service, each one looking for ways to lift the other higher.

When we begin to see marriage this way—as a living covenant designed for mutual flourishing—it changes everything. Instead of keeping score or fighting for personal gain, we fight to protect what God has joined, and pursue His purposes for our lives.  That’s why covenant thinking matters. It shifts the focus from “me” to “we,” from temporary happiness to long-term faithfulness, from surviving to thriving.

If your marriage is on shaky ground right now, please hear this: God can rebuild any foundation. It will take time. It may require humility and forgiveness you don’t feel ready to give. But He is a master builder, and He knows how to take what’s broken and make it stronger than before. And if you’re starting your marriage journey, this is the time to lay a solid foundation. Choose now to see your vows as more than promises—they are sacred commitments made before God, meant to endure through every season.

We’ve both learned, sometimes the hard way, that marriage is not just about finding the right person—it’s about being the right person. A covenant isn’t kept by feelings alone; it’s kept by daily choices to love, honor, forgive, and protect. It’s built one day at a time, brick by brick, choice by choice, with God’s Word as the blueprint and His Spirit teaching you how to build. 

Next, we’ll look at the practical ways to protect and strengthen your marriage. But everything we’ll share rests on this truth: a covenant marriage is worth fighting for. And it begins with a decision to build on the foundation God designed from the start. 
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2 
God, the Divine Matchmaker
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| Dave’s perspective | 

Some people have a knack for choosing the right spouse. They know the qualities they want in a partner, they pick well, and they build a life that lasts. I’m not one of those people. If anything, I had the opposite talent. My track record made it painfully clear that my “picker” was broken. I went for women who were beautiful and charming, but I rarely looked under the hood. Compatibility issues were always there—I just ignored them, hoping they would go away. But they never did. Instead, those differences eventually became irreconcilable and ended the relationship.

Years ago, I found myself newly divorced, and I knew something had to change. I didn’t just need a fresh start; I needed a new approach. The first step was admitting that I wasn’t qualified to make this decision on my own. I’d been choosing based on my own preferences, and it hadn’t worked out. This time, I wanted God’s choice.

I joined an online dating platform, started browsing, and soon learned that finding my next wife this way was going to be a slow process. While sifting through hundreds of profiles, reading details, and looking at photos, I was quietly ticking boxes in my head. But I wasn’t seeing the qualities I was looking for—someone who believed the Bible, had emotional stability, and, if I were lucky, maybe even a good singing voice. For months, no one caught my eye.

Then I saw her—Denise.

Her profile stood out from the rest. It was detailed, thoughtful, and real. No vague clichés. No shallow self-promotion. Everything she had written checked the boxes I’d been praying about. I sent an inquiry and she replied.

That’s when something happened that I hadn’t experienced before in the dating process. I distinctly remember the Holy Spirit speaking to my heart: Trust that she is the right woman. Commit yourself to her completely. Show no signs of indecision or doubt. I decided to heed the instruction believing that I was hearing God correctly.

We exchanged several emails that first day—short, easy conversations that felt like they’d been waiting to happen. By my third email, I wrote something that was completely out of character for me: “We should skip the formalities and get married.” I wasn’t joking. And although I didn’t know it at the time, that statement touched something deep inside Denise’s heart.

You see, she had been single for six years after her second divorce. In that time, she’d met men who were happy to “date,” but none were willing to commit. Some had been wounded by women in their past and they were afraid of a repeat. Others seemed interested, but they would vanish after a short while, only to pop back into her life months later with no good explanation. She wasn’t interested in playing games anymore. My premature proposal may have been unconventional, but it sent a clear message: I was serious.

We began what you might call a long-distance courtship—3,000 miles apart, dating by text, email, and phone calls. (This was before video chat, so we never saw each other’s faces in real time.) After three months, I flew to Pennsylvania to meet her in person. Denise introduced me to her family and co-workers, and after a short visit, I flew home to Washington state. By then, we knew we wanted to spend our lives together. We planned a beach wedding three months later, having met in person just once.

That might sound reckless to some people. But here’s the thing: when you know you can’t trust your own judgment, and you’ve placed the decision in God’s hands, you can have confidence that doesn’t come from yourself. This wasn’t blind faith—it was trust in the One who sees the end from the beginning.

This principle isn’t new. In Genesis 24, when Abraham’s servant went to find a wife for Isaac, Isaac abandoned the opportunity to make his own choice. He trusted that the servant, under God’s direction, would bring home the right woman. And when Rebekah arrived, Isaac didn’t hesitate—he committed to her. Scripture says, “So she became his wife, and he loved her” (Genesis 24:67). Notice the order: love followed commitment. Isaac understood that love is not merely an emotion you stumble into; it is a deliberate decision to give yourself fully to another person. That choice created the foundation for their marriage. And it worked out. 

One of the little surprises of our marriage was discovering how our preferences lined up in unexpected ways. Denise doesn’t enjoy the pressure of planning meals and cooking every day, and I happen to love cooking. She never has to wonder what’s for dinner, and I get to relax in the kitchen, which is one of my favorite places to be. We’ve both learned that God’s matchmaking isn’t just about big-picture compatibility—it’s also about the little details that make life together more enjoyable.

There isn’t anything magical about online dating. Our success came when we let go of the need to control the process and allowed God to do what we couldn’t. Proverbs 3:5–6 says, “Trust in the Lord with all your heart and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways submit to him, and he will make your paths straight.” That’s precisely what happened.

If you’ve struggled to find the right person, or if you’re afraid of repeating the mistakes of your past, let our story encourage you. God knows how to bring two people together in a way that makes sense in His timing, even if it doesn’t make sense to anyone else. He’s the One who can see beyond attraction, beyond finances, into the kind of compatibility that will stand the test of time.

You don’t have to rush the process. You don’t have to manipulate it. You can let go of fear and trust that the God who designed marriage knows exactly how to put yours together. We’re living proof that when you let Him be the matchmaker, you get more than a spouse—you get a partner ideally suited for your life, your calling, and your future. 
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3  
Compatibility
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| Dave’s perspective | 

The word compatibility gets tossed around a lot in dating communities, but it’s often misunderstood. People talk about having “chemistry” or “common interests,” and those things can be important. But when we’re talking about a lifelong covenant, compatibility goes much deeper. It’s not just about whether you both enjoy hiking or can quote lines from the same movies. Relational compatibility means your values, goals, and needs fit together in a way that will stand the test of time.

We’ve both learned—through hard experience—that ignoring compatibility issues doesn’t make them disappear. In our earlier marriages, there were things we knew deep down that didn’t align, but we convinced ourselves that love would overcome them, or that the other person would eventually change. That’s a dangerous gamble. Love can cover many faults, but it doesn’t erase fundamental differences in values, faith, or emotional maturity. And there is never a guarantee that someone will change. Those differences eventually show up, and when they do, they can shake the relationship to its core.

That’s one reason our story is different. Our previous relationship failures helped us develop an understanding of the traits that were most important to us in a potential life partner. I wanted a Bible-believing, emotionally stable woman, and Denise was looking for a Godly man who would commit to a long-term marriage. Neither of us was seeking perfection, but we wanted alignment in the things that mattered most. If you haven’t had previous relationships that inform you of what matters most to you in marriage, it might be helpful to think deeply about these things and even make a list of traits you admire in other successful couples. 

Compatibility begins with shared beliefs. The bible is clear on this point: “Can two walk together unless they are agreed?” (Amos 3:3). When a couple doesn’t share the same spiritual foundation, it affects everything—how you make decisions, how you handle conflict, how you raise children, and how you face trials. Faith shapes your worldview, your priorities, and even your sense of purpose. Without alignment on these issues, the road ahead will be rocky.

Another layer of compatibility is emotional health. Everyone has wounds from the past, but not everyone has dealt with them. Emotional instability—whether it shows up as volatility, withdrawal, or unresolved trauma—can create behavioral patterns that are exhausting to live with. Part of choosing a partner wisely is paying attention to how they handle disappointment, stress, and conflict. Do they communicate honestly? Do they take responsibility for their actions? Can they manage their emotions without lashing out or shutting down? These are questions worth asking, because marriage has a way of magnifying, not minimizing, our personal strengths and weaknesses.

Then there’s the everyday rhythm of life. You don’t have to be alike in everything—I prefer silence when I’m working, and Denise likes to listen to podcasts—but you do need to find a harmony in how you approach daily living. Things like money management, work ethic, family expectations, and even how you spend your downtime may not seem critical early on, but over years of marriage, they can either create peace or constant tension. Compatibility means you can live in the same space, work toward the same goals, and enjoy moving in the same direction in life without feeling like you’re constantly pulling against each other.
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