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INTRODUCTION


Several years ago Tim and I wrote a book, The Meaning of Marriage: Facing the Complexities of Commitment with the Wisdom of God. We discussed a number of issues related to knowing and loving your spouse in the context of a marriage grounded in the Christian faith. Many people have told us how much the book has helped them, and nothing makes us happier. It was the fruit of hard-won experience, and God promises that what he gives to one is meant for the benefit of all.


It is not necessary to have read that book in order to use this one. But it is worth recapping some of the basic themes of The Meaning of Marriage. The main problem every marriage faces is the self-centeredness in both spouse’s hearts. Traditional cultures often dealt with this by browbeating people about their sin. Modern culture has virtually enshrined it, talking about “Me-Marriages” that last only as long as both parties feel the marriage is meeting their needs without too much exertion. The solution, however, is the gospel of Christ, for it both humbles us and exalts us at the same time.


An equally crucial theme is that the essence of your marriage is a covenant, a binding promise. A covenant is neither a cold contract nor merely an emotional pledge. It is giving your whole life to each other, not just physically but also legally, financially, emotionally, spiritually. The binding, legal commitment creates an unparalleled space for trust, vulnerability, and intimacy. Many modern people think the essence of marriage is a romantic feeling, but rather it is the marriage promise that keeps you together through the ups and downs of feeling, which over time provides a depth of love that could not be attained any other way.


We see marriage as friendship-with-a-mission. While ancient and traditional marriages gave priority to the roles of parents, and modern marriage elevates the desires of romantic lovers, we argued that, along with all the other factors, spouses need to be best friends. Friendship, however, needs to be about something, and in a Christian marriage it needs to be about spiritual growth and each spouse helping the other to grow into Christlikeness. If we aim at holiness for each other, happiness will come; if we aim primarily at just happiness, we will get neither.


Then, for these various tasks and responsibilities in marriage, we pointed to a “toolbox” of ways to know and love your spouse over the years, particularly as you both go through major life changes and sometimes we feel we are married to a stranger. What do we do? There are three basic things to do: speak the truth; show love—in the particular “currencies” or “love languages” that your spouse finds most valuable; and, finally, give grace through regular repentance, forgiveness, and reconciliation.


In Christian marriage, it is both a glory and a challenge to love someone of the other gender. Loving across the gender divide takes a great deal of patience, understanding, humility, and love. Today, of course, this is an area marked by controversy, but we tried as much as possible to follow the Scriptures here, which critique both overly rigid gender stereotypes as well as the modern denial of distinct gender roles.


In the last two chapters we turned to the subjects of singleness and sexuality. There we laid out something of the Christian ethic and understanding of sex, so revolutionary when it burst on the world scene, but so contested today.


So why this devotional? The purpose of this couple’s devotional is to provide an opportunity for sustained and practical reflection on love and marriage within a Christian perspective. A book like The Meaning of Marriage can provide principles and insights, but it can also be hard to digest and apply to everyday life. In the book you hold, we both expanded on and broke down the themes and lessons into short meditations, looking at each concept in its various aspects and proposing application questions and practices.


This devotional pulls out passages from The Meaning of Marriage and provides an opportunity to think out the personal implications of one very specific aspect of Christian marriage each day.


On the first week of each month, we provide you with a Scripture text regarding love, sex, and marriage, followed by a meditation on an aspect of the biblical teaching. After that there is a reflection, which is a set of application questions, followed finally with a brief example of a prayer about the subject. While some of these biblical texts are referred to in The Meaning of Marriage, these studies are new and not found in the earlier book. The texts that are covered are listed on here.





	JANUARY
	Genesis 1 and 2
	Marriage and creation




	FEBRUARY
	Genesis 2–3; Ephesians 5
	Marriage and redemption




	MARCH
	Various
	The seventh commandment




	APRIL
	Genesis 39 and various
	Preventing adultery




	MAY
	Various
	Divorce




	JUNE
	Proverbs and various
	Who we are to one another




	JULY
	Various New Testament
	How to serve one another




	AUGUST
	Various New Testament
	How to reconcile with one another




	SEPTEMBER
	1 Corinthians 6
	The Christian sexual revolution: 1




	OCTOBER
	1 Corinthians 7
	The Christian sexual revolution: 2




	NOVEMBER
	The Song of Solomon -
	Love song: seeking one another




	DECEMBER
	The Song of Solomon
	Love song: finding one another






On each day of the other three weeks of every month we begin with a quote from The Meaning of Marriage instead of a Bible verse, followed by a meditation and a reflection. Finally there is a “Thought for prayer” that gives some ideas for how you can pray the topic of the day into your heart and life.


This is a “couple’s devotional,” and it is designed for married couples to use. One way to do it is to read it aloud to each other. Then ask: “What helped you the most?” After that, answer the Reflection questions together. Finally pray together, using the “Thought for prayer” as a springboard for your own conversation with God. Another way to use this book, however, is to read it daily as an individual, write down your thoughts, and regularly meet with your spouse to discuss your insights and findings.


Keep in mind that the basic themes and lessons noted here will be brought up numerous times, but each time they will be approached from a different perspective, or asking different practical questions.


The Meaning of Marriage was not written only for married couples. Its origin lay in a series of sermons to a congregation consisting overwhelmingly of single adults. This particular devotional, however, is meant for couples, though unmarried couples who are engaged or who are considering marriage could use it in the way we have prescribed. Some of the meditations near the end of the year should be especially applicable to them.


One very important caveat. Every Christian needs to be reading the Bible and praying daily. This book, while it can supplement that, should not be the only time one spends daily before God. As important as this subject is, marriage is not the only thing you should be talking to God about for an entire year! We would ask readers to consider also using either our Psalms or Proverbs devotionals along with this one, or some other aid to a daily time with God.




January 1





So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them. Male and female he created them. (Genesis 1:27)


INSTITUTED OF GOD. Today we think of marriage as a romantic relationship between two people on whom the marriage ceremony bestows some legal benefits. However, the Bible says marriage is the invention of God, and therefore it is woven into the very fabric of our human nature. The first mention of gender and marriage in the Bible occurs with the first mention of humanity itself. And while not all individuals must marry, the human race as a whole is built for it. No human society can thrive without healthy marriages.


Reflection: What links do you see between the health of people in general and the health of marriages?


Prayer: Lord, the strength of our marriages makes for well-being in society. Forgive me for thinking so narrowly and so selfishly about this. As we pursue happy marriages, help us to do it for your sake and for others’ sake as well as for ourselves. Amen.




January 2





The Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone.” (Genesis 2:18a)


THE NECESSITY OF FRIENDSHIP. Genesis shows us God creating everything “good.” But the first thing declared not good is Adam’s being alone. This means we have a God-created need that nothing but human love relationships can satisfy. Even Adam’s unimpeded relationship with God and his home in paradise could not completely fulfill it. Loneliness, then, is not a sin, and this means two things. First, while it is not necessary to be married (e.g., Paul and Jesus), it is necessary for a thriving human life to have great friendships. Second, when God brings Eve to Adam it is clear she is not merely a sexual or business partner, but the friend for whom he has yearned.


Reflection: It is possible for spouses to give so much to co-parenting, romance, sexuality, and administering their affairs that they neglect their friendship. How can you avoid that?


Prayer: Lord Jesus, you are not only our true spouse (Ephesians 5:25–26) but also our greatest friend (John 15:12–15). Let our marriages be full of the truthfulness, affection, and faithful commitment of friendship. Amen.




January 3





That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:24)


LEAVING. Marriage entails leaving. It does not mean you reject or abandon your family of origin. Rather, it means that the needs and concerns of your present family take precedence over the desires and practices of your former family. You should work out new patterns of life together that fit your particular context, gifts, and needs. You have not “left” your former family if you automatically insist that everything in your marriage be done like you saw it done in your parents’ marriage and family. In short, your spouse should have uncontested priority in your heart. The regard you have for your parents or even for your children should not rival that which you have for your spouse.


Reflection: Make a list of the ways that you can fail to “leave” and to transfer your supreme loyalty from all others to your spouse.


Prayer: Lord, take away our divided hearts. Let us love you more than all other beings in the universe. And when we marry, enable us to love each other more than any other person in the world. Amen.




January 4





Then the Lord God made a woman … and … brought her to the man. … That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:22, 24)


PROMISING. Genesis 2:22–25 is the first marriage ceremony, in which “God himself, like a father of the bride, leads the woman to the man.”1 The word “united” translates a Hebrew word meaning a binding covenantal relationship (Deuteronomy 10:20, 11:22–23). In our individualistic society, the legality of marriage seems inconsequential. It’s said to be “just a piece of paper” and that what matters is that we love each other. Yet if you truly love each other, why not give yourselves to each other in every way—physically, emotionally, personally, legally, socially, and economically? That’s what happens in a marriage covenant, and it is done through making a promise.


Reflection: Why are people hesitant to marry? What are the ways that our culture undermines this view of marriage as a covenant?


Prayer: Lord, we live in a commitment-fearing culture. We have been taught to always keep our relational options open, yet we don’t want people to love us like that! Teach us how to be faithful friends and faithful spouses, in fair weather and foul, for better and for worse. You have been that to us. Amen.




January 5





That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:24)


CLEAVING. Older translations say that a man should “cleave unto his wife”—a term that means literally to be glued to something. Why is a binding covenant, created by solemn vows, so crucial to the biblical understanding of marriage? First, it is a crucial test. The willingness to enter a lifelong covenant is evidence that your love for each other has reached marriage-level proportions. Second, it is resource for strength. There will be hard times in any marriage, in which your patience and love will need the support of knowing you made a solemn promise. Last, it is instructive. The covenant teaches us that marriage is not ultimately about self-fulfillment but about self-giving.2


Reflection: “A wedding vow is confining in the short run but liberating in the long run.” Do you agree? Why or why not?


Prayer: Lord, when our commitment to covenantal marriage weakens, help us remember your unwavering faithfulness to us, going even to the death of the cross. Amen.




January 6





That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh. (Genesis 2:24)


UNITING. A husband and wife become one flesh. “Flesh” in the Bible is often a synecdoche for the entire person (as in “I will pour out my Spirit upon all flesh,” Acts 2:17). Just as male and female literally fit together as a whole in sex, so a husband and wife enter a deep personal union at all levels of their lives. They become physically, emotionally, socially, legally one. Sexual union, then, is a way to renew and deepen the covenant of marriage. It is an acting out, physically, of the inseparable oneness in all other areas created by the marriage covenant.


Reflection: How can sex be an ideal way to renew the marriage vow? How can married sex be practiced in such a way that fails to reflect the marriage vow? What can you do to avoid this?


Prayer: Lord, we have been taught that sex exists for self-fulfillment, not for self-giving. Help us to think about it differently. Show us how human sexuality should reflect your own love for us. Amen.




January 7





Male and female he created them. God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it.” (Genesis 1:27–28)


PROCREATIVITY. Just as not all people must be married, so not all marriages will produce children. Nevertheless, God has designed marriage to be capable of creating and nurturing new life. Only male and female together, each doing something the other cannot, can produce new human beings. Then, as children grow in the presence of both mother and father, they are exposed to the unique glories and strengths of male and female humanity. Finally, the lifelong commitment of marriage gives children the necessary security and stability that they need to thrive. So God gives to marriage the procreativity that is a reflection of his own life-giving creativity.


Reflection: Think out the ways that every aspect of biblical marriage supports the reproduction and nurture of new human beings.


Prayer: Lord, you could have simply made new humans materialize by your power. Instead you made us your partners in bearing new human life into the world and nurturing them through committed love. Thank you for this great gift. Give more of us the wisdom and character we will need to use it well. Amen.




January 8





This book … is for those spouses who have discovered how challenging day-to-day marriage is and who are searching for practical resources to survive the sometimes overwhelming “fiery trials” of matrimony and to grow through them. Our society’s experience with marriage has given us the metaphor “the honeymoon is over.” This is a book for those who have experienced this as a literal truth and may have fallen back to earth with a thud. (here)


DON’T BE NAÏVE OR CYNICAL. The Meaning of Marriage is a realistic book about marriage because the Bible is hyperrealistic about human beings. Marriage is a tremendous good. It was God’s idea, and the human race as a whole could not do without it. However, because we are sinners, marriage is not easy. So the Bible aligns neither with sentimentality around marriage that may have existed in our imagined past nor with the cynicism about it that characterizes our own time. In the past marriage was an absolute necessity for everyone—single adults were almost social pariahs. Today marriage is seen as just one more lifestyle option.3 Steering between these two distorted views is crucial if you are to either choose a marriage partner well or to live well with the spouse you have chosen.


Reflection: Considering these two distorted views—to which do you lean? Why? What effects has your inclination had on you?


Thought for prayer: Think of the Bible as a vast untapped resource for you as you live out your marriage. Ask God to reveal more and more of his wisdom regarding marriage to you from his Word.




January 9





[There is a] deep ambivalence with which Western culture views marriage. … [Objections include:] marriage was originally about property and is now in flux, marriage crushes individual identity and has been oppressive for women, marriage stifles passion and is ill-fitted to psychological reality, marriage is “just a piece of paper” that only serves to complicate love, and so on. But beneath these philosophical objections lies a snarl of conflicted personal emotions, born out of many negative experiences with marriage and family life. (here)


CONFLICTED OVER MARRIAGE. Our culture has a love-hate relationship with marriage. Mervyn Cadwallader argued that marriage was “a wretched institution.” He wrote: “[M]arriage … spells the end of voluntary affection, of love freely given and joyously received. Beautiful romances are transmuted into dull marriages, and eventually the relationship becomes constricting, corrosive, grinding, and destructive. … The very idea of an irrevocable contract obliging the parties concerned to a lifetime of romantic effort is utterly absurd.”4 Yet Cadwallader admits he keeps trying for a good marriage (he was married three times) and that most people will still try it, too. But if the very idea of marriage is absurd, why do we keep trying? There may never have been a society as deeply conflicted about marriage as is ours.


Reflection: How fair are each of the objections to marriage listed in the quotes above? Why do you think many people believe this about marriage? Why, on the other hand, do you think many people still desire marriage?


Thought for prayer: Pray that the attitude of your hearts toward your marriage would not be overly shaped by its difficulties, but more by the promises and instructions of the Bible.




January 10





[The Meaning of Marriage’s] primary goal is to give both married and unmarried people a vision for what marriage is according to the Bible. That will help married people correct mistaken views that might be harming their marriage, and it will help single people stop destructively over-desiring marriage or destructively dismissing marriage altogether. Also, a Bible-based marriage book will help each reader have a better idea of whom he or she should consider as a prospective mate. (here)


MARRIAGE IS NOT ENOUGH. In the book Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis says that when we first “fall in love” that “the longings which arise in us … are longings which no marriage … can really satisfy.” He adds that he is not talking of “unsuccessful marriages” but “of the best possible ones.” If Lewis is right—and we believe he is—then how you respond to this fact of human existence will determine the course not only of your marriage but also of the rest of your life. You have three options. One is to blame the spouse and look for another. The second is to become cynical and disillusioned about marriage. The third is to realize, “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”5


Reflection: If you were to realize and embrace Lewis’s third option, what would it mean for your attitude toward marriage if you are in a difficult one? For your attitude toward marriage if you are a single person assessing prospective spouses?


Thought for prayer: Pray that you would be able to embrace the third option, in order to avoid romanticism or cynicism about marriage, and also in order to learn to love God more than anything else.




January 11





Marriage did not evolve in the late Bronze Age as a way to determine property rights. At the climax of the Genesis account of creation we see God bringing a woman and a man together to unite them in marriage. The Bible begins with a wedding (of Adam and Eve) and ends in the book of Revelation with a wedding (of Christ and the church). Marriage is God’s idea. (here)


MADE FOR MARRIAGE. God created us for certain things. He made us to worship him (Exodus 20:2–3). He made us for labor—to create and cultivate (Genesis 2:15). History shows that to ignore or try to avoid these things leads to dire consequences. God also, when he created us in his image, made us male and female (Genesis 1:27) and gave us the gift of marriage (Genesis 2:21–25). This means that, while not all marry (1 Corinthians 7), the human race as a whole cannot do without it. It also means that what we do sexually either reflects and images God and participates in his ways and work, or it rejects them. We can’t make marriage to suit us. Rather, God made us for it.


Reflection: Our culture is the first to see marriage as something we can design as we wish, rather than an institution that we receive and submit to. To what degree have you been influenced by our culture’s view? What effect has that had on how you live out your marriage?


Thought for prayer: Pray for our society, that we might not harm ourselves by marring the institution of marriage. Pray for ourselves, that we can receive marriage from God as a gift.




January 12





If God invented marriage, then those who enter it should make every effort to understand and submit to his purposes for it. We do this in many other aspects of our lives. Think of buying a car: If you purchase a vehicle, a machine well beyond your own ability to create, you will certainly take up the owner’s manual and abide by what the designer says the car needs by way of treatment and maintenance. To ignore it would be to court disaster. (here)


REGULATED BY GOD. Many argue that marriage has been evolving for centuries and so we can make it whatever we want it to be. But what God creates he also regulates—the Bible shows us how marriage should be conducted and so it critiques all cultural distortions of it. Genesis is a sustained critique of ancient polygamy and the misery it brought, especially to women. Yet the binding, covenantal nature of marriage in the Bible also opposes the modern idea of marriage as a merely transactional, provisional relationship between individuals. If we honor God by mutually loving and serving our spouse rather than ourselves—as the Bible prescribes—we transcend these historic distortions of marriage.


Reflection: Think of the lack of mutuality in many traditional forms of marriage as well as the highly negotiated, transitory nature of many modern relationships. How does each of these undermine the biblical idea of love as unselfish service to another?


Thought for prayer: Pray that you would be able to reject all of these cultural idolatries as you live out your own marriage.




January 13





It is hard to get a good perspective on marriage. We all see it through the inevitably distorted lenses of our own experience. If you came from an unusually stable home, where your parents had a great marriage, that may have “made it look easy” to you, and so when you get to your own marriage you may be shocked by how much it takes to forge a lasting relationship. On the other hand, if you have experienced a bad marriage or a divorce, either as a child or an adult, your view of marriage may be overly wary and pessimistic. You may be too expectant of relationship problems and, when they appear, be too ready to say, “Yup, here it goes,” and to give up. (here)


FREE FROM THE PAST. One place we can get a distorted view of marriage is from our culture. The other place we can get one is from our family background. It is understandable but mistaken to look to our parents’ marital relationship as the final word on what marriage really is like. That makes no more sense than letting your encounters with one or two doctors determine your view of the entire medical profession. Instead, consider that while you’ve seen firsthand part of what marriage is all about—some of the joys or many of the difficulties—only the Bible can give you the fullness of God’s perspective. The Bible’s wisdom and promises regarding marriage can free you from your own past.


Reflection: If you had no idea of marriage apart from your parents’ marriage, what would your view be? How has your view of marriage been shaped by their marriage or the marriages of the people who raised you?


Thought for prayer: Thank God for what you have learned about marriage from your parents or those who have raised you, and ask him to supplement and fill out that knowledge from his Word.




January 14





In other words, any kind of background experience of marriage may make you ill equipped for [doing] it yourself. So where can you go for a comprehensive view of marriage? There are many good “how-to” volumes usually written by counselors that can be very helpful. In a few years, however, marriage manuals look dated. In the Bible you have teaching that has been tested by millions of people over centuries and in multiple cultures. Do we have any other resource on marriage like that? (here)


LEARNING FROM THE WHOLE BIBLE. We have been calling ourselves to look to the Bible for our views of marriage, but where? We must not think that the Bible only gives us information about marriage when speaking directly about it in places like Genesis 2, 1 Corinthians 7, or Ephesians 5. For example, virtually the entire book of Proverbs is crucial for marital wisdom, because it discusses at length subjects such as money, emotions, the use and abuse of our tongues, sexuality, decision-making, and the deadly sins of pride, anger, envy, sloth, gluttony, greed, and lust. See also the many biblical texts on repentance, forgiveness, and reconciliation (e.g., Matthew 18:15–35; Ephesians 4:25–32). All these topics, drawn from the entire Bible, are necessary to master if your marriage is to grow and thrive.


Reflection: If marital thriving is dependent on your grasp of the whole Bible, how could you plan to know it better than you do now? Consider ways of reading whole books of the Bible (such as Proverbs or Ephesians) looking specifically for marital wisdom.


Thought for prayer: Ask God for help in not merely knowing the Bible in general, but being shaped by it in the way you think and act in the areas of sex, love, and marriage.




January 15





According to the Bible, God devised marriage to reflect his saving love for us in Christ, to refine our character, to create stable human community for the birth and nurture of children, and to accomplish all this by bringing the complementary sexes into an enduring whole-life union. (here)


HAPPINESS AS A BY-PRODUCT. We live in an individualistic culture in which marriage is seen as a means for personal happiness. The Bible says married love is an image of our union with Christ, which comes only because he emptied himself of his glory for us (Philippians 2:1–11) and because we have in turn humbled ourselves in repentance and service to him. Marriage can reflect the saving love of God and shape our character into his likeness. And there is a great happiness that is a by-product of giving sacrificial love both to Christ and to our spouse.


Reflection: The quote lists four reasons God created marriage. How does each support the others? Are each of these reasons equally important?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to show you all the ways that your marriage is strengthening your character. Thank him for them, even for those ways that have been difficult.




January 16





The Bible’s teaching on marriage does not … reflect the perspective of any one culture or time. The teachings of Scripture challenge our contemporary Western culture’s narrative of individual freedom as the only way to be happy. At the same time, it critiques how traditional cultures perceive the unmarried adult to be less than a fully formed human being. (here)


NEITHER LEFT NOR RIGHT. Progressive Western culture is suspicious of marriage, seeing it as inherently incompatible with individual freedom. It accepts marriage only if it is stripped down to be just a romantic, emotional relationship that lasts as long as it brings happiness and fulfillment to both parties. On the other hand, non-Western, traditional societies are suspicious of singleness. They valorize marriage and consider the long-term single adult deficient. The Christian view does not fit on this “left-to-right” spectrum. Our primary identity is in Christ and our primary family consists of our brothers and sisters in Christ (Mark 3:31–35). This frees us to give ourselves to each other in marriage or to remain single, as God calls us.


Reflection: By which of these two cultural views of marriage—progressive or traditional—have you been most influenced? How has that influence affected how you approach marriage yourself?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to make your church one that welcomes and supports both married couples and singles. Or ask God to help you find a congregation that does.




January 17





The Biblical authors’ teaching constantly challenged their own cultures’ beliefs—they were not simply a product of ancient mores and practices. We cannot, therefore, write off the Biblical view of marriage as one-dimensionally regressive or culturally obsolete. (here)


NEITHER ANCIENT NOR MODERN. Ancient Near-Eastern cultures supported polygamy. But Genesis shows the misery of multiple-spouse marriages. Roman culture dictated that while a wife could not have sex with anyone but her spouse, every husband was free to have sex with many others. The New Testament put an end to that double standard and introduced mutual consent in marital sex (1 Corinthians 7:2–5). What the Bible says about sex and marriage is not the product of any human culture. Rather it critiques every human culture with divine revelation of what God wants marriage to be.


Reflection: Since the biblical teaching is subversive toward every culture, in what ways does it critique and undermine the dominant beliefs in our culture about sex, romance, and marriage?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help you receive the Bible’s teaching on sex and marriage as his wise Word, even though our culture and our own inward feelings and sensibilities may resist it.




January 18





Unless you’re able to look at marriage through the lens of Scripture instead of through your own fears or romanticism, through your particular experience, or through your culture’s narrow perspectives, you won’t be able to make intelligent decisions about your own marital future. (here)


NEITHER FEARFUL NOR GULLIBLE. Many today fear that marriage requires more self-discipline than any human being can really muster. Others believe that everyone has a soul mate just waiting for us and, if we can just find him or her, everything in marriage will go smoothly. Our culture is just as schizophrenic as we are. Some books, movies, and talk-show experts lead us to believe that the perfect romance will heal everything wrong with us, while other strong cultural voices tell us not to give up our independence to anyone. If, however, we look to the love of God for our highest fulfillment rather than to either romantic love or personal freedom, then we will be neither too optimistic nor pessimistic about marriage. We will see marriage for what it is—a good gift from God. It is neither an absolute necessity for a fulfilled human life nor an impossible dream.


Reflection: Do you tend to be too romantic and desperate for marriage or too fearful and pessimistic about marriage? Why? How has this affected your courtship and marriage so far?


Thought for prayer: Remember St. Augustine’s famous statement that our souls are restless until they find their great rest in God. Ask the Lord to help you to find your satisfaction in him so you don’t look to marriage for what only he can give you.




January 19





Marriage is glorious but hard. It’s a burning joy and strength, and yet it is also blood, sweat, and tears, humbling defeats and exhausting victories. No marriage I know more than a few weeks old could be described as a fairy tale come true. Therefore, it is not surprising that the only phrase in Paul’s famous discourse on marriage in Ephesians 5 that many couples can relate to is verse 32 [“… and the two will become one flesh. This is a profound mystery.”]. Sometimes you fall into bed, after a long, hard day of trying to understand each other, and you can only sigh: “This is all a profound mystery!” At times, your marriage seems to be an unsolvable puzzle, a maze in which you feel lost. (here)


BOTH HARD AND WONDERFUL. Here are two facts about marriage: it is exceedingly hard and uniquely wonderful. That sounds contradictory, but it is not. Think of the endless, excruciating hours of practice it takes to become a premier athlete, musician, scholar, or writer. The long, strenuous hours of labor gives those who endure them the ability, power, insight, and skill to create beauty. Marriage is hard, but so wonderful that the hardness and difficulty are absolutely worth it.


Reflection: Make two lists. What are the hardest things about marriage? What are the most wonderful things? How do the hard things actually lead to the wonderful things?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help you to grow through trials and difficulties into someone who can love another person wisely and well.




January 20





There’s no relationship between human beings that is greater or more important than marriage. In the Bible’s account, God himself officiates at the first wedding (Genesis 2:22–25). And when the man sees the woman, he breaks into poetry and exclaims, “At last!” Everything in the text proclaims that marriage, next to our relationship to God, is the most profound relationship there is. And that is why, like knowing God himself, coming to know and love your spouse is difficult and painful yet rewarding and wondrous. (here)


LOSING INDEPENDENCE AND FINDING FREEDOM. The Bible likens our relationship to God to a marriage, and with good reason. Christ lost his glory and power in order to come to earth and die for us. We must give up our rights to self-determination in order to unite with him in love. In the same way, spouses give up their freedom and independence in order to know the deeper freedom of mutual love and sacrificial service to one another. Once we are saved in Christ, then our knowledge and love of him progresses mainly through failures, repentance, and forgiveness. Failures are the way to learn and grow. Similarly, spouses find their love deepening as they fail, repent, and forgive each other.


Reflection: List other ways that our relationship with God is like the relationship of marriage. How does seeing these analogies help us with both relationships?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help you more willingly surrender the freedom of independence in order to know the freedom of mutual love.




January 21





[There is] an increasing wariness and pessimism about marriage in our culture, and this is especially true of younger adults. They believe their chances of having a good marriage are not great, and, even if a marriage is stable, there is in their view the horrifying prospect that it will become sexually boring. (here)


ARRANGED MARRIAGES? Some countries still include the practice of arranged marriage, where one’s spouse is chosen for you. Divorce rates for such marriages are actually lower than for other types of marriage in the society.6 The premise of such unions is that you can grow to love someone with whom you are not initially passionate. My own grandmother’s marriage was arranged and in describing it she told me that feelings of love follow actions of love as long as you are both seeking to love the other person. The Bible does not favor arranged marriages, but neither does it require strong sexual chemistry as a prerequisite. Modern people commonly assume that we have to have overwhelming, passionate feelings to begin a marriage, and that they can recede completely against our will. No wonder we are afraid.


Reflection: The Bible doesn’t prescribe any one way to find a mate. What are the disadvantages of arranged marriages? What are the advantages?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help Christian couples to put more stock in character and compassion than chemistry.




January 22





Driving this practice [of cohabitation] are several widespread beliefs. One is the assumption that most marriages are unhappy. … Living together before marriage, many argue, improves your chances of making a good marriage choice. It helps you discover whether you are compatible before you take the plunge. … The problem with these beliefs and assumptions, however, is that every one of them is almost completely wrong. … “[A] substantial body of evidence indicates that those who live together before marriage are more likely to break up after marriage.” (here)


LIVING TOGETHER? Many couples think it common sense to live together before marriage in order to determine whether their romantic feelings will endure and if they are compatible. However, the majority of studies show that cohabiting couples are more likely to divorce should they marry, and they experience much more instability and dissatisfaction in general than married people. Why? One reason is that cohabitation fails to make committed trust the heart of the love relationship. To say “I love you but I don’t want to marry” is a contradiction. What you mean is, “I want to receive things from you, but I don’t love you enough to trust my whole life to you.”


Reflection: What are some of the reasons that cohabitation can set a couple up for trouble later, even if they marry? What are the advantages to living together only after you have married?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help the people of our society not fear marriage. Give them the strength to believe that marriage can offer them so much more than fleeting passion or convenience.




January 23





[I]ndividuals who were continuously married had 75 percent more wealth at retirement than those who never married or who divorced and did not remarry. … [M]arried people experience greater physical and mental health … marriage provides a profound “shock absorber” that helps you navigate disappointments, illnesses, and other difficulties. … Studies show that spouses hold one another to greater levels of personal responsibility and self-discipline than friends or other family members can. … Married people make each other practice saving, investment, and delayed gratification. Nothing can mature character like marriage. (here)


POWER FOR CHANGE. There are many reasons why marriage can refine and change us for the good in ways that no other relationship can. Some are listed above. It provides support in suffering, accountability for behavior change, and incentive to learn long-term thinking rather than impulsiveness. Perhaps the biggest resource for personal transformation is that your spouse can see (and feel) your faults more than anyone else, even more than your parents or your siblings. And so it is possible to see ourselves more accurately through the eyes of our spouse than we have before. That makes change possible—but only if we learn to speak the truth in love to one another. If we refuse to speak truthfully in marriage we can get a more distorted picture of ourselves than we had before.


Reflection: How does failing to speak the truth in love in a marriage distort each spouse’s view of him- or herself? How does speaking the truth without love distort? How does loving but hiding the truth distort?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help you speak the truth in love to one another. Especially ask for the graciousness and wisdom it takes to say hard things in a way that the listener can still accept.




January 24





[T]he number of married people who say they are “very happy” in their marriages is high—about 61–62 percent—and there has been little decrease in this figure during the last decade. Most striking of all, longitudinal studies demonstrate that two-thirds of those unhappy marriages out there will become happy within five years if people stay married and do not get divorced. … [One researcher wrote:] “the benefits of divorce have been oversold.” (here)


NOT SO FAST. The Bible recognizes that in a sinful world, divorce may be right (Matthew 19:8), and no one should make excuses for an adulterer, a deserter, or an abuser. It is never loving to allow someone to sin against you. Nevertheless, the Bible indicates that divorce is to be a last resort. We are all quick to believe that the fault for any marriage problem lies mainly in the other, not us. If we refuse efforts to reconcile, if we flee too quickly from the marriage rather than recognizing our own flaws and growing past them, we may only take the seeds of a new failure into the next marriage. Longitudinal studies and anecdotal experience confirm this biblical wisdom.7


Reflection: Can you name what looked like an intractable problem in your marriage (or someone else’s)? What helped you or the couple move forward?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to give you patience with your spouse, and to see your own faults and sins more clearly. Understanding your role in any relationship’s problems is essential to getting beyond it.




January 25





During the last two decades, the great preponderance of research evidence shows that people who are married consistently show much higher degrees of satisfaction with their lives than those who are single, divorced, or living with a partner. It also reveals that most people are happy in their marriages, and most of those who are not and who don’t get divorced eventually become happy. (here)


THE GOODNESS OF MARRIAGE. The percentage of American adults who have never been married is greater than ever and fewer never-married adults say they would like to be married.8 Marriage rates have also fallen dramatically in most European nations over the last ten years because younger adults value their independence but still want intimacy.9 Yet even under present cultural conditions, most marriages are happy and married people live more satisfied lives than unmarried people. This runs counter to the intuitions of younger adults, but it should not surprise us. Marriage is good for most of the population because it was invented by God for human well-being. That will always be the case.


Reflection: Do the findings mentioned in the quote above surprise you? Why is married life so satisfying for people?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to use his loving power over history to change social conditions, changing people’s fear and indifference toward marriage.




January 26





[C]hildren who grow up in married, two-parent families have two to three times more positive life outcomes than those who do not. The overwhelming verdict, then, is that being married and growing up with parents who are married are enormous boosts to our well-being. (here)


THE IRREPLACEABILITY OF MARRIAGE. A survey asked people which of the following statements came closer to their own views: “Society is better off if people make marriage and having children a priority, or society is just as well off if people have priorities other than marriage and children.” In 2014 fully two-thirds of those in their twenties chose the second.10 Yet no society has ever come up with any better way to nurture children into healthy adults other than through married, two-parent families.11 The Bible, of course, told us all this long ago, namely, that marriage is not exclusively about the fulfillment of the couple, but also about the creation of a new, enduring community for the nurture of new human life.


Reflection: Why do you think most young people agreed with the second statement? What beliefs lie behind it? Do you share those views?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to use his loving power over history to strengthen families for the sake of the happiness and well-being of the next generation of children.




January 27





Paradoxically, it may be that the pessimism [about marriage] comes from a new kind of unrealistic idealism about marriage, born of a significant shift in our culture’s understanding of the purpose of marriage. … [T]he earlier “ideal of marriage as a permanent contractual union designed for the sake of mutual love, procreation, and protection is slowly giving way to a new reality of marriage as a ‘terminal sexual contract’ designed for the gratification of the individual parties.” (here)


THE PRESSURE OF MODERN MARRIAGE. In previous times, the essence of marriage was seen as the covenant. Tension and disappointment was expected, but the contract was there when our emotions were unreliable. Jane Eyre gives the old view of vows and promises: “If at my individual convenience I might break them, what would be their worth? … [On them] I plant my foot.”12 Modern marriage, however, is conditional and based on mutual gratification. That puts huge pressure on each spouse to stay attractive and low maintenance at all times to the other partner. Who can do that over the years? So the supposedly more liberating modern model of marriage might be dooming itself.


Reflection: Which of the two views described in the quote above is closer to your personal belief about the nature of marriage? Discuss how the older, more restrictive view can be more liberating.


Thought for prayer: Ask God to help you to see that, just as his service leads to freedom, so marriage vows and promises are ways to liberation.




January 28





The [older, Western view of marriage was] that the purpose of marriage was to create a framework for lifelong devotion and love between a husband and a wife. It was a solemn bond, designed to help each party subordinate individual impulses and interests in favor of the relationship. … Marriage created character by bringing male and female into a binding partnership … creating the only kind of social stability in which children could grow and thrive. (here)


MARRIAGE AND CHRISTLIKENESS. Marriage is uniquely character forming. One reason (as we saw previously) is because no one can see your sins like your spouse. Your spouse will become a mirror in which you can see yourself more clearly than ever—if you have the courage to look. But there is a second reason. Marriage presents you with more opportunities for voluntary self-sacrifice than even parenting does. (The sacrifices you make for your children do not feel as voluntary.) Over and over every day marriage provides occasions in which you can respond to your spouse graciously rather than with irritation, humbly rather than with arrogance. This gives you many opportunities to grow into Christlikeness—if you have the courage to use them.


Reflection: What other reasons can you think of that make marriage uniquely character forming? How has it helped you in particular?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to shape you into Christlikeness through your marriage.




January 29





[In the new view] marriage was redefined as finding emotional and sexual fulfillment and self-actualization. … [So] married persons married for themselves, not to fulfill responsibilities to God or society. … [This] privatized marriage, taking it out of the public sphere, and redefined its purpose as individual gratification, not any “broader good” such as reflecting God’s nature, producing character, or raising children. Slowly, but surely, this newer understanding of marriage has displaced the older ones in Western culture. (here)


MARRIAGE AND SOCIAL JUSTICE. Modern young people are intensely committed to public good—to social justice, to improving society, to making the world a better place for all people to live. So it is ironic that they think of marriage as something strictly for their private happiness. In the past, people got married and had children with a weighty sense that this was a crucial good for society. While their marriages were often less than satisfying, people stayed married out of a sense of duty. The private-happiness view of marriage also puts far greater pressure on us to feel passionately in love all the time, while the older view did not. It is time to think again of marriage as, as least in large part, a public institution, and not just a lifestyle option.


Reflection: Do you think of your marriage as a “public good”? How does it function as such?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to strengthen your society and nation by strengthening your country’s marriages.




January 30





[Many speak of marrying] the “perfect soul mate,” someone very “compatible.” But what does that mean? … The first [factor] is physical attractiveness and sexual chemistry. … “We had settled into a routine where we only had sex once a week or so, maybe even less. There was no variety, and no real mental or emotional rewards. There was none of the urgency or tension that makes sex so great—that sense of wanting to impress or entice someone.” (here)


SEX OVER THE LONG TERM. Many believe that what makes sex so great is “the desire to impress or entice someone.” This definition excludes the idea that sex can be enduringly wonderful over the long term in marriage. How could you “impress” someone who has been married to you for twenty years? How do you “entice” someone who has promised to be with you no matter what? And how do you do either when both of your bodies are aging and becoming inexorably less attractive? The deeper way to impress someone is with your character and to attract someone is with your delight in him or her. That sustains and grows sexual desire through the years. And that does not depend on what is now called “chemistry.”


Reflection: What do you think the term “sexual chemistry” means today? In what ways is it helpful for married couples? In what ways is it unhelpful?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to show you ways to sustain the romantic aspect of your relationship over the years.




January 31





However, sexual attractiveness was not the number one factor that men named when surveyed. … “More than a few of the men expressed resentment at women who try to change them. … Some of the men described marital compatibility as finding a woman who will ‘fit into their life.’ ‘If you are truly compatible, then you don’t have to change,’ one man commented.” (here)


THE REALISM OF BIBLICAL MARRIAGE. When marriage was seen as a public good, it was expected that being married would change the participants. Now that marriage is seen as primarily about private, individual happiness, it follows that many would insist their partner not demand any major alterations. But living in close quarters with any one is an infringement on one’s independence, and so any marriage must require massive changes to one’s life as well as the self-control and discipline to maintain them. Raising children takes the requirements for change to another level. Here, then, is another way in which more modern views of marriage may not fit reality as well as the Bible’s vision and prescription for it.


Reflection: What are changes that marriage has required of you? What changes would your spouse still like to see?


Thought for prayer: Ask God to make you more open to—and able to make—the changes that your marriage requires of you.




February 1





So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them. … The LORD God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.” (Genesis 1:27, 2:18)


IRREPLACEABILITY. Human beings have always existed in two forms—male and female. This is seen in the word “helper” (Hebrew, ’ezer). It implies the woman has supplementary and complementary strengths that the man does not have, and vice versa. The new unity that solves Adam’s “aloneness” comes about not through the addition of an animal or another male but a female. Each gender has abilities and unique beauties that the other cannot reproduce, so we need each other. As you could not have an entirely male or female society or church without impoverishment, neither can you have such a marriage. The historic Christian position has been that marriage includes the full range of human excellence, which is only available if we have both genders present.
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