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      Praise for THE FIRST FIVE YEARS


      “There are lots of resources out there on strengthening a rocky marriage or bringing romance back into it once the spark is

         gone—but I’m convinced that with the right newlywed foundation, we could avoid so much of that heartache in the first place!

         From communication to career, from intimacy to income, THE FIRST FIVE YEARS mixes wisdom with real-life stories to help young

         marrieds build a foundation that will last for the rest of their lives.”

      


      —Shaunti Feldhahn, bestselling author of For Women Only:


      What You Need to Know About the Inner Lives of Men


      “Bill and Pam have relationships figured out. I wouldn’t be having them back on Marriage Uncensored TV if I didn’t think so. If you are a newlywed and you want your marriage to start strong and then to last long, this book is

         a read-and-apply necessity.” 

      


      —Dr. Dave Currie, family coach, Marriage Uncensored TV


      “This book is a blueprint for building a healthy, intimate marriage. It’s relevant and practical and will give any marriage

         the tools to develop a passionate, intimate relationship for the long haul.”

      


      —Jim Burns, PhD, president of HomeWord, author of Creating an Intimate Marriage and Confident Parenting


      “The Farrels, like us, care about helping marriages succeed. To start your marriage off well and give it a strong foundation,

         read THE FIRST FIVE YEARS and give it as a wedding present to every couple you know.”

      


      —Claudia and David Arp, MSW, authors of the 10 Great Dates series


      “I have used Bill and Pam Farrel’s material for many years now in ministry and my marriage. Their books have had a great impact

         on my life and I highly recommend them!”

      


      —Tom Hall, president of Insurance Marketing Services, LLC, Encinitas, CA


      “Pam and Bill have a way of helping newlyweds truly understand and enjoy commitment. Every couple would benefit from their

         wisdom.”

      


      —Estha Trouw, San Diego News anchor

      


      “Thank you, Bill and Pam, for this book! What an encouraging, funny, and practical read for a newlywed. The Farrels’ honest

         and candid approach to understanding relationships is something that anyone interested in the opposite sex can understand.

         . . . I understand my wife more and can learn how to love her in new ways because of Bill and Pam’s insights.”

      


      —Chad Eastham, author of The Truth about Guys and speaker for Women of Faith’s REVOLVE Tour

      


   

      To all who gave us the GIFT of a strong foundation and a love to look forward to: 


      The ministry of Campus Crusade for Christ Calvary Bible Church


      Biola University and Talbot Seminary 


      To our own newlywed kids, Brock and Hannah: 


      May the GIFT of each other these first five years be a GIFT to your future as well as the GIFT of blessing and strengthening

         others’ love lives. Your love is a light. 
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      Introduction: The GIFT You Give Yourselves


      We’ve written this book to help the two of you lay a foundation for a successful, satisfying, intimate, and delight-filled

         marriage that expresses God’s purposes. These early years are critical. According to a University of Washington study by relationship

         experts John Gottman and Robert W. Levenson, it is during “the first seven years of marriage, [that] half of all divorces

         are known to occur.”

         

            1

         

          Speakers on a Focus on the Family broadcast noted that 20 percent of all marriages end in the first five years.

         

            2

         

          In our more than twenty-five years as relationship specialists, we have noticed a very obvious trend: couples who engage

         in premarital counseling, then follow up with a weekly study on marriage, have strong marriages that do not break up, no matter

         the external pressure or circumstances.

      


      So laying a strong foundation is a very wise choice in the early years! It should be common sense that investing in your marriage

         early will mean blessings and benefits down the road. If you work on your relationship during these critical years together,

         you create patterns of living and relating that make the rest of your life easier and more effective. The first five years

         of your marriage are the GIFT you give to the rest of your life.

      


      The GIFT Program


      In this book, we will examine four key areas that create the GIFT you can develop in these first years together:


      Get in the Game


      Invest in Your Sex Life


      Figure It Out


      Tough on Me, Tender on You


      Get in the Game


      Relationships run well if you follow the rules of the game of love. You can’t just make up your own rules and expect that

         things will work out. Just as an athlete has to compete according to the rules of his or her sport, your love will work best

         when you follow the guidelines God set in motion. Getting in the Game, which we’ll cover first, involves discerning God’s

         dream for you as a couple, accepting your differences, coping with female emotions and men’s egos, and capturing and connecting

         to each other’s heart.

      


      Invest in Your Sex Life


      These first five years are the time to invest time, energy, and creativity in your love life so you can create a strong emotional,

         spiritual, and physical bond. These bonds will serve you well in the years to come as more and more responsibility fills your

         life. You will have the habits and memories in place to remind you how much you love this person you are working so hard alongside.

         We’ll discuss how to have soulful sex, what men and women really want from each other in the bedroom, and how to guard this

         precious thing husbands and wives share.

      


      Figure It Out


      Decisions set the emotional atmosphere of your relationship. Every healthy decision you make together will cause you to like

         one another more and give you confidence that you really can work together to build your unique family. Every unhealthy decision

         swallows up energy and erodes trust. As a result, decisions on education, career, having children, buying a home, and so forth

         are more than just logistic moves to stabilize life. They are vital pieces of the puzzle that connect your hearts to one another.

      


      We’ll talk about how to relieve the struggle of decision making, putting together a home, creating freedom for intimacy, and

         the considerations required when you’re thinking about “baby makes three.” We’ve included lots of information to help you

         make decisions you can live with.

      


      Tough on Me, Tender on You


      Couples who have been in love for a lifetime are people who have said to themselves, I will be tough on myself, but I will be tenderhearted toward my spouse. Relationships thrive in an atmosphere of forgiveness, grace, and mercy that is accompanied by a fierce, individual commitment

         to personal growth. Here we will cover how to make conflict constructive, how to get to your spouse’s heart, and how to fill

         in for each other’s weaknesses.

      


      Each chapter concludes with a section called The GIFT, in which we’ll present easy exercises that help you apply what you’ve read. We’ve also added sections called Unwrapping the GIFT, where we will provide ideas to help you experience the love life you always dreamed of. You didn’t get married just to carry

         a bunch of responsibility together. You got married because you love spending time together and you love the way you fill

         each other’s lives. In these newlywed years, it is a whole lot of fun to create some memorable sexual experiences you can

         reflect back on when tougher times hit. It is like putting money in the bank for a rainy day.

      


      In all, these topics and exercises form the GIFT that your first five years will create—if you choose to use them! We can

         assure you, from our experience and that of many others, this GIFT is worth every ounce of energy and will you can put into

         it!

      


      So let’s get started.


   

      Part One


      Get in the Game


      You Can’t Make Up Your Own Rules for Relationships, So Here’s the Playbook


   

      1


      Living the Dream


      We all enter marriage with a dream. When you said “I do” to one another, a brand-new creation of God took place. You might

         even remember some of the people who toasted the dream at your wedding. Some see the dream as practical: “To the bride: may

         she share everything with her husband, including the housework!”

      


      Others see the dream as impossible: “Here’s to you and here’s to me, I hope we never disagree; but if, perchance, we ever

         do, then here’s to me, to heck with you.”

      


      While others see the dream as blissful: “May your troubles be less and your blessings be more, and nothing but happiness come

         through your door.”

      


      Roman 15:6 lays out the highest aspiration of marriage: “So that with one heart and mouth you may glorify the God and Father

         of our Lord Jesus Christ.” You as a couple have much in common with other couples, but no other husband and wife on earth

         are exactly like you. The ways you interact with one another, make decisions, plan your lives, communicate your values, and

         enjoy your time together are unique and ought to be treasured. You are a vital part of God’s worldwide, history-wide plan.

         The dream of your love will bring glory to God because you two, and the love you share, are intricately woven into God’s plan

         of love for the entire planet.

      


      As you dream about your life together, you may be thinking:


      • I sure hope we are one of those couples that are so cute and in love as they grow old together.


      • I hope we have the opportunity to have some kids!


      • I wonder if we’ll live in our dream home.


      • I wish for long, romantic strolls on moonlit beaches.


      • I hope that together we can become financially independent and live a life of ease.


      • We’ll never fight! 


      • I hope other couples notice how in love we are and want what we have!


      • I hope we travel to exotic, romantic destinations around the globe.


      • Sex is going to be red-hot and happen every night! 


      You have probably figured out that some of these statements (maybe all of them) are unrealistic. Don’t be discouraged, because

         you hold the key to unlocking your dream and every time you enjoy your love, you reveal a little bit more of who God is, because

         “God is love” (1 John 4:16).

      


      The paradox is that so many couples think they are just ordinary. They act as if God created some husbands and wives just

         to be filler on earth while he works only with the special people who are visible and prominent. Nothing could be farther

         from the truth. Our own lives tell the story.

      


      Ordinary Couples, Extraordinary Influence


      Tom & Barbara


      Tom and Barbara Buck appear to be a rather ordinary family. Tom had an ordinary career and they have raised an ordinary family.

         They have lived in ordinary houses and taken ordinary vacations. To most of the world, they are just another family among

         the rest.

      


      On the other hand, I (Bill) grew up with a controlling, creative, fearful mom. My dad was a good man who loved peace and often

         avoided conflict to the point of passively responding to my mom’s outrageous behavior. When I was young, my mom tried to socialize

         but her fears eventually took over and ran our entire family. We lived isolated with no family or friends, and we were not

         allowed to be involved with anything she could not control.

      


      As the youngest child in the family, I concluded I could not argue with Mom and win. I had watched my brother and sister argue

         with my mom repeatedly, but they lacked the fear-energy she possessed and she overpowered them every time. Two weeks before

         my senior year in high school, my mom came up with a very unconventional plan. My dad, my mom, and I had gone on vacation

         for a week, then Dad went home. During that second week, my mom decided that she and I would live in that vacation town for

         my senior year, in a twenty-four-foot travel trailer that had no shower! To seal the deal, Mom enrolled me in high school

         and waited until the weekend to tell my dad!

      


      She also decided that Dad would come to visit us every other weekend. You would think that, as a seventeen-year-old competitive

         athlete, I would have revolted and refused to run away from home with my mom. Instead, I numbly agreed to the plan.

      


      You might think that having to take open-air showers would have awakened me emotionally but it didn’t—even when the temperature

         dipped into the thirties in the winter! I had simply resigned myself to live a life with no voice and no strength to back

         my opinions.

      


      Intellectually, I knew this was not going to be a good habit to carry throughout my life, but I lacked the emotional and spiritual

         strength to overcome the influence of a lifetime of practicing this unhealthy approach. That is, until I met Tom and Barbara.

         As a present to help us out with our seminary education, they offered to let us live with them for three months, rent-free.

         We were young, idealistic, and flexible so we accepted the offer. I thought we were living with them so we could put three

         months’ rent into the bank to save for school. I was really there to watch Tom and Barbara in action.

      


      They were my parents’ age. They were engaged in a real relationship with Pam and me. Pam saw another wonderful model, like

         her mother, of a woman who lived out Proverbs 31 in her love for God and her willingness to work hard. I saw in Tom an example

         of a man who was kind, productive, godly, and courageous. He supported Barbara in her pursuits but was willing to put his

         foot down when necessary. Barbara was also willing to encourage us when we did what was right and confront us in areas we

         needed to grow in.

      


      And she was normal! I saw a living example of a woman my mom’s age who was guided by conviction rather than fear. I discovered

         at an emotional level that I could trust men and women who were peers with my mom. This may sound so obvious you wonder why

         I am even writing about it, but it was profound in my life.

      


      Up until that point, I assumed that all women my mom’s age would become irrational and all men my dad’s age would back down

         at critical moments in life. There were things God had wanted to do in my life through my mom, but she was unavailable. There

         were characteristics in my life God had wanted to develop through my dad, but he hadn’t learned the skills himself. Plan B

         was to use other men and women their age to encourage growth in my life.

      


      As a result of that short three months with Tom and Barbara, I have developed the willingness to ask God to change me in the

         areas that I would have buried when I was growing up. I can work alongside women in ministry. This has become a critical skill

         since so many women are involved in service in churches. I can listen to people as they describe the obstacles that hold them

         back and demonstrate for them a realistic path out of the rut they are living in.

      


      My mom used a lot of reverse psychology during my childhood. I often heard, “You don’t have what it takes. You will never

         amount to anything.” This was confusing because I knew she loved me and I couldn’t understand why she would say these things.

         Since I’ve known Barbara, the internal voice of my mom has grown quieter every year and the truth of what God says about me

         is getting increasingly louder.

      


      It still amazes me that some people who consider themselves so ordinary have been used by God so extraordinarily to open up

         so many avenues of growth in my life.

      


      For my (Pam) part, I needed to see in action a man my father’s age who was truly kind, caring, and calm (you’ll see why in

         a minute). Watching how Tom gently served and encouraged Barbara gave me hope that I too could have a marriage that was the

         “happily ever after” kind. Tom’s daily expressions of love toward Barbara and his affirmations toward me as a daughter bolstered

         my confidence that Bill and I could have the kind of long-lasting love they shared.

      


      Bill & Tina


      Bill and Tina Wilcox are not well known in most circles. They were serving in a campus ministry in central California when

         I (Pam) was attending junior college. I was an impulsive, spontaneous young coed tired of the way I was living. I had grown

         up in a home with a wonderful mom and an alcoholic father. He was an amazing dad when he was not drinking, but he would rage

         and become demanding when he was under the influence.

      


      As a result, I never knew which dad I would encounter and I learned to distrust men. At the same time, I was trying to be

         good enough to earn his love and I transferred that over to my relationships with men in general. I moved from one boyfriend

         to another, usually with no time in between. I felt I desperately needed men but didn’t trust any of them.

      


      After yet another family crisis initiated by my dad’s drinking, I determined I was going to change. I realized that way of

         life was crazy and I wanted to find something different—something better. That is when I met Bill and Tina Wilcox. Tina took

         a personal interest in me. She taught me the basic spiritual disciplines: how to have a quiet time with God, how to pray,

         how to share my faith with others, and how to walk in the power of the Holy Spirit.

      


      Their impact was especially important as Bill and I started dating. Because Bill and I grew up in dysfunctional homes, we

         were aware that we really didn’t know how to have healthy relationships. To head off the influence of our families, we both

         had to learn to be very deliberate in our decision making. Bill and Tina met with us and encouraged us to ask hard questions

         of each other, to pursue books, people, and resources to heal the holes in each of our hearts. Bill and Tina held us accountable

         to take those steps of growth, often checking up on our progress.

      


      My Bill purchased a notebook in which he wrote questions. He was desperate to do things correctly so he created discussion

         questions for us to talk through key issues. We lived two hours from each other, so our “dates” consisted of weekend visits

         to each other’s hometowns. Before we began the weekend, Bill would pull out his notebook and we would discuss the questions

         at hand.

      


      In preparation for these weekends, Tina would review with me what it took to develop a healthy relationship. With her help,

         I formed convictions about how to dress, how to stay out of temptation, how to keep Jesus at the center of my thoughts and

         emotions, and how to choose my actions before I started doing them.

      


      In many ways, we are who we are today because of these “ordinary” couples who discovered the GIFT in their first five years.

         Because they were committed to excellence in the lives God gave them, they were at the right place at the right time to have

         the right influence on us. In a very real way, this book is possible because of them.

      


      You may feel you are an ordinary couple, but you also can have a supernatural influence if you are willing to accept your

         God-given purpose. Ephesians 2:10 says, “For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God

         prepared in advance for us to do.”

      


      What About You?


      We’ve seen that God works in couples in very specific ways. Some produce generations of pastors. Other couples are highly

         effective in business from one generation to another. Some couples quietly help others succeed in rather unspectacular ways.

         There are couples who are inventors, builders, actors, artists, and so on. The fact is that your God-given purpose has been

         developing for generations and it is now ready to be expressed through your relationship. God has been building this dream

         for generations and now you, as husband and wife, are intricately woven into His dream for the world!

      


      Throughout the book, we’ll ask you to “push Pause”—stop reading and do an activity to help you better process the principles

         we share. Take a few moments here to work through the following questions as a starting point for discovering the unique purpose

         God has for your marriage.

      


      • What do we do well as a couple?


      • What don’t we do well as a couple?


      • What does God bless in a special way in our relationship? Why did Jesus bring us together? 


      • What does he want to accomplish through our life together?


      The Dream: Find It, Fine-Tune It, and Fund It


      Practicing the principles of the GIFT—the major investments you make in your first years together—will help you enjoy and

         express God’s dream for you. Here, at the beginning of your life together, your adventure begins. It is now your privilege

         to find the dream, fine-tune the dream, and fund the dream.

      


      Find the Dream


      The dream is often elusive during these early years because you are still figuring each other out and your resources are relatively

         small. Your hopes are sky-high but you are living in a four-hundred-square-foot studio apartment. You have to make a weekly

         trek to a Laundromat. You each work a full-time job while you wrap up grad school. You live for the weekends so you can spend

         a little time together doing free things because the budget is so tight. Romance means renting a video and having sex on the

         sofa. Your hot and fantastic nights of candlelight, music, and flowers are mixed with the mundane tasks of fixing the car

         and grocery shopping.

      


      The good news is, finding the dream is usually low-cost: sitting entwined, talking for hours about hopes, dreams, and causes

         that you carry on your hearts. The trek for the dream is long walks at sunset, sharing the struggles of the day. The quest

         for the dream is lying in each other’s arms and talking about what you love and want to try in the bedroom, and in the boardroom,

         of life.

      


      Make time each day to talk. Commit to it. It can be twenty minutes over coffee in the morning, the drive together to or from

         work, or meeting for lunch if you happen to work near one another. It can be an evening walk and talk or workout, where you

         bike, canoe, or even skate and talk. The key is to talk every day. It is easy as newlyweds to get so busy pursuing the dream

         by working hard that you forget why you began the dream in the first place—to be with each other!

      


      Fine-Tune the Dream


      To fine-tune your dream, you will need to create and protect time together. You are a couple now, but many other people want

         your time and attention. Both your families want to see you and they are used to having a major say in the way you plan your

         life and spend your free time. Your friends grew accustomed to spending time with you and would like to continue to make memories

         somehow. Other young couples would like to develop friendships with you as they adjust to their new lives together. One of

         the keys to your success is to balance your priorities so each of these relationships gets the attention it deserves.

      


      You’re probably familiar with the phrase from the Ten Commandments, “Honor your father and mother.” But newlyweds can get

         confused as to what that really means. You are a couple now, a new family, so you will need to make decisions to protect this

         new love relationship. Often the balance between couple time and family or friendship time can get blurry. Here are a few

         principles and ideas on ways to work out vital relationships in daily life that honor your marriage—as well as the other people

         in your life:

      


      Honor means marriage first. In the book of Genesis, God made marriage a priority by making it the first institution He created. He also said that a

         “man should leave his father and mother and cling to his wife.” It is terrific to have a win-win attitude and try to please

         all the significant people in your life, but in the end, if you are backed into a corner and forced to choose, always choose

         your marriage first, giving preference to your spouse.

      


      As we mentioned earlier, the decisions you make set the emotional atmosphere of your relationship. We got introduced to this

         principle in a rather simple way on our honeymoon. We got married around Christmas and, after spending our first week alone,

         we traveled to Idaho for a second marriage reception and to spend Christmas with Pam’s extended family. Everything was going

         pretty smoothly until we were preparing to leave for Christmas Eve dinner.

      


      It was snowing and Pam asked the group of us in the living room which shoes looked best with her outfit. Her brother could

         care less, her sister and mom selected one option while I expressed another. Pam grew instantly stressed and emotional. I

         told her, “Honey, wear whatever you want. They are just shoes.” But Pam couldn’t see them as “just shoes” because now she

         had to decide whom to please.

      


      A very intense ten-minute conversation (complete with newlywed wife tears) ensued as Pam tried to convince me what a critical

         issue this was. After releasing on me the emotional pressure that had built up, she made the decision that calmed her down:

         she went out to her mom and said, “I’m ready to go. I decided to wear the shoes Bill likes.”

      


      This is a silly example—it was just shoes—but like all couples we had to learn to set boundaries in a respectful way. We have

         learned that this same principle applies to the critical issues of where you live, how you raise your kids, your plan to complete

         your education or the next step in your career. You need to be willing to accept advice from others who care about you, even

         seek out advice from those in your family and friendship circle you respect, but the decision is yours to make as a couple

         on how to apply the advice.

      


      The primary goal is to balance family decisions so that you model for your children (or the kids you will have someday) the

         type of family relationships you want to have going forward. You may find that your family functions well when you connect

         with them weekly. Conversely, you may find that other family members try to control your behavior if you get together more

         than a couple of times per year. The key is to be deliberate, rather than accidental, about how you make family decisions.

      


      The same goes for time spent with friends: talk through how much time you will spend with friends so that as a couple you

         are on the same wavelength on this topic, which will help you avoid unnecessary arguments. One principle to keep in mind is

         you will want to spend time with those people who have been, are, and will be committed to your success as a couple.

      


      Honor means carrying out healthy family legacies and priorities. Many young couples think they are not honoring their parents if they do not always go along with the parents’ plans and wishes.

         This is one of the quickest routes to insanity that we can think of. When a man marries a woman, at least two families come

         together (and sometimes more if there are multiple divorces in your sets of parents). This means a whole lot of opinions are

         flying around and, most likely, those opinions conflict with each other. 

      


      It is okay to say, “We will honor our parents by carrying out the positive values [such as integrity or a strong work ethic]

         they taught us, but we do not have to always agree with them on other issues.” The way your family does things is not necessarily

         right just because they do it that way, so think it through. The way they do things is not necessarily wrong either, so don’t

         overreact.

      


      You will also have to decide, “We will not carry out the unhealthy patterns our families taught us.” These might include using

         guilt to manipulate others, assuming responsibility for other people, trying to make everyone happy.

      


      As you have already read, my (Pam’s) dad was a generous man who did many things to care and provide for me, but he had a drinking

         problem that controlled much of his life. When Bill and I started having children, we visited Dad only when he was sober.

         Our kids never rode in a car with him if there was any evidence that he had been drinking. We decided to not have him babysit

         any of our children.

      


      We also have a family member who struggles with mental health issues but has refused to get help. We have figured out that

         this person can handle having people around for only a few hours at a time before irritable, controlling, and irrational behavior

         begins. We spend limited amounts of time with that person. We have decided this is better than no relationship, but we don’t

         want our kids to pay the price for someone else’s refusal to grow. We want our kids to see us model that we don’t write people

         off, but we don’t accept dysfunctional behavior either.

      


      One word of caution: if you are the first person in the family who decides to function in an emotionally healthy way, your

         family might not be all that excited because your good choices point out their shortcomings.

      


      The same principles apply to friends. Some of them will applaud the changes that come when you get married while others will

         grow jealous, critical, or distant. Do not despair; just keep close to Jesus, keep loving them all by faith, keep growing

         in your life emotionally, relationally, and spiritually, and maintain whatever boundaries are necessary.

      


      To fine-tune the dream, you must first protect yourselves as a couple—the dreamers. When you do that, your new identity as

         a couple, a family, will emerge.

      


      Fund the Dream


      When you fell in love and told your parents that you wanted to get married, what was the first question they asked you? Our

         guess it was the same one we had asked of us and the same one we asked our kids: “Can you afford it?”

      


      Your life together and your dream as a couple must be supported by an income stream and a budgeting plan. It sounds so simple,

         but it is one of the most intense areas of a marriage relationship. Couples experience more conflict over finances than almost

         any other aspect of their lives. Deep-seated differences arise because people spend money according to their individual personalities.

      


      We will discuss this in more detail in a later chapter, but here let us make the point that different priorities mean different

         spending habits. All of us want to have the things that are important to us. A husband may think a new truck is a must-have

         and a wife may think paying off a school bill is extremely important. You may agree on the importance of funding your dream.

      


      If you have enough money flowing into your budget, you both will be happy. If, however, your budget is limited so that you

         have to choose a truck, the school bill, or funding the dream, you will experience conflict. For this reason, a budget is nothing more than an expression of your priorities.

         The question your budget will answer is, “Whose priorities will be reflected in the way we spend money?” You have four options:

      


      1. You can agree on everything so that your budget reflects your shared priorities.


      2. You can use the husband’s priorities.


      3. You can use the wife’s priorities.


      4. You can learn God’s view of money and use his priorities.


      The most stable of the four options is to adopt God’s priorities for your budget. When your budget is working well, you can

         thank God for the success. When your budget is a struggle, you can take all the emotional turmoil that goes with it to God

         in prayer and relieve your stress with him, rather than on each other.

      


      We’ll talk more about this in chapter 14, but for now, get some financial tools so you can develop a plan that will enable

         you to fund the dream. There are some terrific resources available to help you accomplish this same-page thinking. Among them

         are Crown Financial Ministries and Ron Blue’s books on managing finances.

      


       In the appendix we have supplied a simple budget worksheet, so if you have not yet completed this important document and

         talked through your income and expenditures, we encourage you to do so. It is a launching point for discussions that might

         save you some arguments. Many local churches offer small-group Bible studies that will walk you through all the facets of

         finances and help you come up with a plan you both can live with. There are lots of systems for organizing your finances,

         so keep looking until you find one that works for you.

      


      Decide at this stopping point if you want to do the budget now, or if you’d rather sign yourselves up for a course in money

         management. The most vital financial decision is to decide to make financial decisions together. Your relationship will be

         all the better for it!

      


      Follow the Dream


      You are not God, so you don’t have to figure out the whole plan ahead of time. You two cannot see very far down life’s path,

         but if you step out, seek God, and ask him to reveal his plan, he will show you the right steps at the right times. As you

         follow, one step at a time, he will move you to the life purpose he has designed for the two of you.

      


      As an example: we began teaching on relationships when we were newlyweds. We were young so we felt God wanted us in youth

         ministry. We began to teach on dating and relationship skills.

      


      God didn’t keep us in youth ministry very long. He directed our path to local church leadership where I (Bill) served as the

         senior pastor and Pam as the director of women. We again found ourselves teaching on relationships, this time to couples.

         We eventually taught those couples how to train their teens.

      


      While our main focus now is married couples, we would not have gotten there without God leading us to teach on relationships

         to teens. The audience has morphed, but the dream was constant.

      


      We’ve seen in this chapter that God has a dream for you but relationships and finances affect how much energy and money you

         can devote to each other and to that dream. Don’t feel overwhelmed. As you obey God step by step, his dream for the two of

         you will unfold. It is an exciting adventure, and it is so much more fun to take the trek together! 

      


      The GIFT 


      Where are you two right now in the dream process?


      • Are you finding the dream? Then take the answers to the questions under the first STOP and write up a dream contract or

         motto. Ours would sound like this: Our dream is to bring practical insights to people’s personal relationships as a platform to reach every person alive with

            the possibility of a relationship with God.


      • Are you fine-tuning the dream? Are you protecting your new identity as a couple? What changes do you need to make in the

         way you relate to others to protect your new love?

      


      • Are you funding the dream? Work on a budget and talk about why the dream is big enough and important enough for you both

         to stick to the plan. 

      


      Unwrapping the GIFT 


      If you do something romantic every day, if you invest time and energy to create a strong sex life, you two will develop a

         strong foundation for love and life. So let’s start with something simple.

      


      Place your hands over your spouse’s eyes and ask this question: “If I were to yell, ‘Surprise! Your sexual dream has come

         true!’ what would you want to see when you opened your eyes? What would I be wearing, or what would we be doing?”

      


      Take turns sharing, then do one or both ideas!


   

      2


      Men and Women Are Different—Accept It!


      Two sisters decided early in their twenties that men were too complicated to make a significant part of their lives. As a

         result, they made a covenant to keep their lives man-free. They would not date, and they would keep all professional contact

         with men to a minimum. They were so serious about this commitment that they even extended it to their cat. They made an agreement

         never to let their cat outside just in case she met a tomcat and involved their lives with a male!

      


      For twenty years, they kept their covenant. But then the older of the two sisters met a man who captured her heart. She tried

         to fight it but found him irresistible. He was, likewise, quite taken with her so he asked her to marry him. She said yes

         but wasn’t sure how to tell her sister. She spent days rehearsing different ways to explain that she could no longer keep

         the covenant she had made early in life. She finally decided there was no easy way and just had a straightforward conversation

         with her.

      


      Her sister accepted the decision but told her, “It is your life, but I think you are going to make things awfully complicated

         for yourself. As for me, I am keeping my side of the covenant. The cat and I will remain celibate for the rest of our days.”

      


      The morning after her wedding, the older sister sent an e-mail that simply said, “Let the cat out!”


      We are sure this is not news to the two of you, but men and women are different—in wonderful ways! I (Bill) am very glad that

         Pam looks like a woman! The first time I noticed her was at the swimming pool when we were in college. She had this cute way

         of walking on the diving board that stopped me in my tracks and caused me to take notice. I would love to tell you that I

         first noticed her heart for God or the way she prayed, but I would be lying. What I noticed first was the way she swayed on

         her way to diving in the water.

      


      It sure would be nice, however, if Pam thought like a man. Now, don’t get me wrong. If I had to choose, I would take her beauty

         with all the intricacies of her soul. But if God had asked me, I would have ordered her good looks, the cute giggle in her

         voice, and her big smile along with my decision-making style. It would save a lot of arguments and it would be much easier

         to get on the same page without long conversations or misunderstandings. But God did not ask me! He designed Pam without any

         input from me whatsoever.

      


      I believe God wrote Romans 15:7 to everyone who has ever thought that redesigning one’s spouse might be a good idea: “Accept

         one another, then, just as Christ accepted you, in order to bring praise to God.” Two extremely important things happen when

         you aggressively accept one another. First, you release one another to reach your potential. Second, you cooperate with creation

         and thereby bring the praise of God into your home.

      


      In the Beginning, God Made Them Different


      In the beginning, God created man. His name was Adam, and they had a great relationship. They walked in the garden and shared

         the adventure of life together. Adam’s life had purpose and spiritual vitality in the midst of a perfect environment. He was

         a remarkable feat of creation because he had been made in the image of God.

      


      But Adam was only half the story. The image of God was too glorious and too big to be reflected only in a man. God had concluded

         that everything in creation was good: the sky was magnificent, the foliage was in full bloom, the animals were vibrantly alive.

         But man was not complete. And so God created woman. Eve came to a perfect environment and made everything better just by showing

         up.

      


      In this great act of creation, God declared that men and women are the pinnacle of his creative efforts and possess equal

         value. God had plans for a great partnership between himself and the people he created. He would guide them while they subdued

         the earth and built a great society. But Adam and Eve took things into their own hands. They rebelled against God’s plan and

         their hearts became corrupted. Men and women have been driving one another crazy ever since.

      


      You have probably heard some of the following statements that reflect this frustration:


      • What is the difference between a man and a savings bond? The savings bond matures!


      • For Sale by Owner: Complete set of Encyclopedia Britannica. 45 Volumes. Excellent condition. No longer needed. Got married last weekend. Wife knows everything.

      


      • To be happy with a man, you must understand him a lot and love him a little. 


      • To be happy with a woman, you must love her a lot and not try to understand her at all.


      In our book, Men Are Like Waffles, Women Are Like Spaghetti, we summarized the differences this way:

      


      Men process life in boxes. If you look down at a waffle, you see a collection of boxes separated by walls. The boxes make

         convenient holding places. Men’s thinking is divided up into boxes that each have room for one issue and one issue only. . . . Social

         scientists call this “compartmentalizing”—i.e., putting life and responsibilities into different compartments.
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      Men want to succeed in each compartment and will focus on the ones they perform best in. Because men can focus on only one

         box or issue at a time, they tend to see a problem as something to solve—not discuss.

      


      Women, however, view things in just the opposite way:


      Women process life more like a plate of spaghetti. If you look at a plate of spaghetti, you notice that there are individual

         noodles that all touch one another. If you attempted to follow one noodle around the plate, you would intersect a lot of other

         noodles and you might even switch to another noodle seamlessly. That is how women face life. Every thought and issue is connected

         to every other thought and issue in some way. Life is much more of a process for women than it is for men.
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      Women can manage many ideas at once. Problems are far more complex to them than they are to men, so solving the problem may

         not be as important as talking about it. But because women’s minds are like spaghetti, with every noodle connecting to the

         other, multitasking is a joy and a breeze for them.

      


      Note: one style is not better than the other. They are equal but different.


       Take a few minutes and discuss these two questions: 


      • What first attracted you to each other?


      • What do you think is good about the fact that men are like waffles and women are like spaghetti?


      Men Need Simplicity


      A man’s drive to succeed in his pursuits builds in him an intense desire for simplicity. Men like to dwell in “boxes” they

         feel successful in (and prefer to avoid “boxes” they do not feel successful in). To help us succeed, we long to be able to

         focus on one box at a time in life. We want a manageable schedule and evenly paced expectations. It isn’t because the other

         areas of life are less important to us. In fact, it is precisely because these areas are important that we must give them

         our attention. When we divide our attention, however, we begin to feel inadequate and the stress in life grows.

      


      If we women value our husbands, we want to help them succeed, so we need to let our husbands do the things they need to succeed

         in and do them their way. So before you correct or make suggestions, ask yourself, Will it really matter if he does this his way? You might be surprised that often it doesn’t. (For example, which route you take to the store: if his way works, let him

         drive!) A happy husband is one who feels valued, and he will feel valued when you give him the space to succeed by navigating

         key issues his way.

      


      When it comes to projects, we like to work on them one at a time. I (Bill) can easily climb in a box and get immersed in the

         project. I forget that anything else is going on in my life as I lose myself in the work. When I can work this way, I find

         life to be very satisfying. When the project is over, I stand back and admire my handiwork. I usually find the people who

         mean the most to me and ask them to join me in the admiration. Every comment about the beauty of the finished product increases

         my sense of accomplishment. Every criticism of the process deflates my pride and makes me wonder if it really was worth the

         effort.
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