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Introduction


For years, the divorce rate in the United States has hovered around 50 percent. Obviously, this means approximately half of the people who get married don’t stay married. There are various reasons for this sad statistic. Some divorces result from serious or harmful situations—such as abandonment, abuse, or adultery. Others result from what the legal system calls “irreconcilable differences.” When people say they have irreconcilable differences, they mean they can’t get along with each other. I’ve always found this a tragic reason to end a marriage, because part of the goal of marriage is for two distinct individuals to learn to get along, work together, compromise, respect each other, and help each other.


If we think about it, don’t many couples deal with irreconcilable differences? Don’t opposites attract, as the saying goes? Once husbands and wives stop dating and trying to impress each other, and they enter into marriage, they have to learn to consider different perspectives and deal with behaviors they don’t understand or necessarily like. Many—probably most—marriages involve differences, and often it’s the differences between two people that cause them to be strong together.


Marriage takes work, but with God’s help, we can learn to appreciate and even value the differences between ourselves and our spouses, and we can make it through the difficult times we face. We can learn to love as God wants us to love; we can “become one flesh,” as Jesus instructs husbands and wives to do in Matthew 19:5; we can become good spouses who bless, encourage, and support our spouses; we can overcome what most people believe to be the most contentious areas of marriage—communication, money, and sex; and we can enjoy the marriages God has given us and glorify Him through them. I address all these things in this book, and I pray you will find it helpful as you seek to honor God in your marriage.


I know from experience that marriage can be wonderful and that it can be a great challenge or even painful at times. I have lived in all these realities. I have learned that many conflicts can be resolved and many hurts can be healed if we will simply give them time and walk in God’s ways. I have lived through childhood abuse, and I do not encourage anyone to remain in an intimate relationship that is damaging or harmful, but I also do not believe people should walk out on their spouses simply because life is hard at times. When couples face difficulties—large or small—they can choose to draw closer to each other and to God, and this can make their marriage stronger than ever.


When I met Dave, I was twenty-three years old and had endured years of sexual abuse by my father and a difficult marriage to a young man who lied, cheated, stole, and abandoned me for other women. Before I divorced that man, we had a son—named David, after my brother—whom Dave adopted soon after he and I married.


Because of the trauma of sexual abuse, the fact that I was raised in a severely dysfunctional household, and the damage to my soul and personality that had been done to me for twenty-three years by the time I met Dave, I knew nothing about marriage. I simply thought Dave was a nice person, I knew he was good-looking, and I understood that he was a Christian who was committed to God. I was also a Christian at the time, but I had not had any teaching about how to walk with God in a serious way, and I had no godly role models in my life.


When Dave asked me to marry him after only five dates, I responded, “Well, you know I have a son.” When he promised to love David because he loved me, I agreed to marry him. I had to learn how to love, how to be loved, and how to function in a healthy marriage relationship. The lessons were not always easy, but by God’s grace and with His help—and a very patient godly husband—I learned them and am still learning each day.


Being a husband or a wife is a high calling. Those of us who are married or considering marriage need God’s grace to be the spouses He intends us to be. I’ve written this book to help couples everywhere grow stronger in marriage, overcome the problems they may face, and experience the joys a godly marriage can provide.









PART 1


My Marriage Journey









Chapter 1


I Had to Learn to Love




Let everything you do be done in love (true love to God and man as inspired by God’s love for us).


1 Corinthians 16:14





When God speaks of marriage in Genesis 2:24, He says, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and shall become united and cleave to his wife, and they shall become one flesh.”


This instruction is the basis for marriage between Christians, and I believe every couple should endeavor to follow it. Too many husbands and wives depend on love to keep their marriage together, but commitment is the adhesive of marriage, and love is the reward of keeping the promise to stand beside each other through both good and bad times, in both sickness and in health, in both poverty and wealth. The process of keeping the marriage vows is what makes love grow between a couple. Initially we refer to a physical attraction as “love,” but over the years, love turns into something much deeper, and commitment and faithfulness are a large part of a deeper love. I don’t get goosebumps when Dave walks in the room now, as I once did, but I love him more now than ever before.


The story of how Dave and I met is probably much like many other people’s first-encounter story. We simply met through a mutual acquaintance. However, not every couple started out with as many problems as we had, nor has every couple enjoyed the victory and triumphs Dave and I have celebrated through our marriage. Our relationship didn’t always bear the good fruit that now overflows into the lives of others. Without God, we were headed for tragedy. But God showed us life principles that helped us through the struggles and difficulties that many couples face. Our story proves that “with God all things are possible” (Matthew 19:26 NIV), and that commitment to a promise bears the fruit of love.


Dave and I agree that our marriage was a supernatural event. He was a Spirit-filled Christian and was obviously hearing from God. God could see the end result of our marriage—beyond the person I was the day Dave first pulled up in my driveway. But it took a long time and a lot of work and prayer to get us where we are today.


Learning to become one with Dave was so hard for me because I had entered our marriage feeling as though we were both out for ourselves. I presumed Dave would do what was best for him, and I would do what was best for me. If Dave watched football on Sundays when I wanted to do something else, I felt he wasn’t interested in me. My thoughts nagged me, saying, He doesn’t care about me; he’s not taking care of me. Because I was insecure, I felt rejected if he wanted to do anything that didn’t involve me.


I regularly had temper tantrums. When Dave watched football on Sundays, I cleaned the house, slamming and banging things around to make noise so that he could tell I was angry. I dragged the vacuum cleaner around while having a pity party, then went into the back bathroom to cry. With all my carrying on, I was trying to get him to do what I wanted. That kind of behavior is emotional manipulation.


I behaved this way so many times that Dave became immune to my noise. He watched the ball game because he knew I would find something to be unhappy about anyway. By the end of 1969, we had three young children—David (from my first marriage), Laura (born in 1968), and Sandra (born in 1969). Sometimes he played with the children when he knew I was angry with him. They would be on the floor with the children putting rollers in Dave’s hair, all oblivious to my demand for attention. When you are extremely angry and are not obviously affecting anybody, it’s extremely frustrating.


I was constantly looking for worth in what I did. Even at my job, I tried to climb the corporate ladder. In church, I tried to be in with the “right” groups and to be the head of this and the head of that. Of course, I did have natural leadership qualities in my personality, but my personality was so messed up that I wanted these relationships and positions for the wrong reasons. I wasn’t trying to serve God; I was searching for ways to look important. My struggles to do good things were merely for appearances from a works mentality, and my sarcastic mouth was not working to help me get what I really wanted.


About six years into our marriage, I had nearly exhausted Dave’s patience. He was the optimist, constantly trying to help me look beyond my situation. But I couldn’t understand why my efforts to manipulate him weren’t working, and, of course, our sex life was messed up because of my abuse. Finally, one day Dave said, “You know, Joyce, you just about have me to the point where I can hardly stand you.” He then added, “The only thing I can tell you is if you continue the way you are, I cannot guarantee you a hundred percent what I’ll end up doing.” His comments put the fear of God in me to seriously look at the way I behaved and at how I treated Dave. Facing truth is difficult, but it is the first step to freedom.


Throughout this time, Dave and I went to church. I really loved God. I was born again and knew that I would go to heaven when I died. But I wasn’t what I would call “spiritually mature.” Dave was an elder in the church, and I was on the church board. We went out every week and knocked on doors and told people about Jesus as part of the church’s evangelism program. He and I were both seen as leaders in the church. We were living the pretend life, but behind closed doors was another whole world and existence.


I needed real answers from a real God. Of course, I wanted the answers fast. But one of the first lessons I learned was that happiness doesn’t come from doing the right thing for the wrong reason. You have to do what’s right because you love God and because it’s right. Then God will reward you. If your motive is “Okay, I’ll do this to get you to change, but if you don’t change, then eventually I’ll quit doing it,” you will never enjoy the reward that comes from God. According to 1 Samuel 16:7, He sees our heart and knows whether we are trying to manipulate others or obey Him purely out of love for Him alone.


Dave wanted me to change, and I wanted him to change. But I had to reach the point of knowing that I had to do what was right whether or not Dave ever changed. Even if he played golf every Saturday and watched football every Sunday for the rest of his life, I had to reach the point of acting right no matter what he did.


It’s amazing how God changes things. Dave wanted to play golf on Friday recently when I wanted him to do some things with me. He countered me with “Well, you can do those things by yourself.”


I said, “I’d really like for you to go with me.”


He said, “Okay.”


Many years ago, he wouldn’t have done that. Since I used to nag him and was so often angry, he would ignore me. But now most of the time he can do what he wants, and it’s not a problem. But if once in a while I want him to do something different with me, he very often chooses to be with me. He knows I won’t be angry with him if he really wants to play golf, but he also knows that what I want to do must be important to me and that I really want him with me or I wouldn’t have asked him.


Had he said, “No, I really want to play golf on Friday,” I would have said, “Okay.”


Sometimes, the same conditions that used to bring separation and strife between Dave and me still exist, but they no longer have a divisive effect on us. We’ve learned to be honest with our feelings without threatening each other’s security. We’ve also learned to find the right time to confront each other with the issues that used to throw us into opposite corners of the ring, so to speak.


Dave and I learned to love each other, and out of our love a worldwide ministry was birthed. It was never my goal to start a huge ministry; I was simply loving God and trying to learn to love Dave because that was what God was asking me to do. God has made big changes in our lives.


I was a housewife with a twelfth-grade education, making my bed in a town nobody ever heard of—Fenton, Missouri—when God called me into ministry. I was not looking for a big ministry; I was trying to survive sexual abuse, failed relationships, a messed‑up mind, and messed‑up emotions. I was trying to behave as God wanted me to behave, and I was doing it because I love Him.


It’s amazing what God will do for you if you simply love Him. We complicate Christianity to the point of losing the joy of our salvation. The primary things we need to do are receive the love of God, learn how to love ourselves in a balanced way, love God back, and then let that love flow through us to the world full of hurting, miserable people.


God will give back to us not only what we give away but also a great deal of joy. The world is full of wealthy people who own many things but are miserable. It’s good to be materially prosperous, but it’s even better to be happy and biblically blessed along with prosperity.


The doors God has opened for Dave and me amaze us. I can’t figure it out, but I am determined that as long as I can breathe, I will keep walking through them, trying to help as many people as possible receive God’s joy in their lives through knowing His Word. Dave has been by my side during the journey, and I wouldn’t have wanted to do it without him. I cannot overemphasize the importance of his role in the ministry.









Chapter 2


The Blessing of a Godly Spouse




May Christ through your faith [actually] dwell (settle down, abide, make His permanent home) in your hearts! May you be rooted deep in love and founded securely on love.


Ephesians 3:17





Even though I was a Christian when I married Dave, I had not learned how to walk with God, and my soul and personality were deeply damaged. God certainly answered Dave’s prayer for “someone he could help” when He sent me into his life. I needed lots of help. When I married Dave, I didn’t understand what a godly and mature man he was, even though he was only twenty-six. He had been raised in church and had taken the initiative to develop a strong relationship with God. When God put Dave and me together, He gave me the great blessing of a godly spouse.


One way Dave has displayed godliness since I first met him is that he is amazingly stable in the area of emotions. His emotional stability, I’m convinced, is one of the main reasons he was able to put up with me during the early years of our marriage. Throughout those years, Dave refused to let my anger steal his joy. He knew that God was working in us, and he didn’t let our arguments tear him down. By God’s grace, and by faith in His Word, Dave continued to enjoy life even when I was angry. Dave’s happiness during my trials made me angry and upset, but at the same time drew me to him. I wanted what he had, but I had not yet learned how to be rooted deeply and securely in love (Ephesians 3:17).


I saw stability in Dave that I had never seen in anybody in my whole life. No matter what I did, he remained the same. As the years went by, Dave could look back and see that God was preparing him the whole time for our marriage. When God was revealing Himself to me in those early years, I didn’t realize that He was teaching me to think more like He thinks. And when it seemed that God had left me, He was actually wooing me or drawing me after Him so that I would get into the Word, then depend on His Word. I often say that God likes to play hide-and-seek. He hides His presence from us so we will seek Him.


A key factor to our success was that Dave didn’t allow me to make him unhappy. Many disagreements could be avoided if we didn’t depend upon our spouse to make us happy. Dave’s contentment was in God’s promise, not in my compliance.


When I have shared this publicly, it really ministers to people. People feel that if they have a problem, they are almost obligated to be unhappy. I was a dependent person with irrational behavior, and I wanted to make Dave codependent on me so I could control him. It seemed fair to me that if I wasn’t happy, he shouldn’t be either.


Dave was a role model to me, and he showed me new ways to handle disappointment and disagreement. I challenged Dave’s stability to the extreme. Sometimes I wouldn’t say one word to him for two or three weeks. Not one word. I would simply keep my mouth shut and not say a thing. But Dave loved me and showed me the agape (sacrificial) love of God. I saw God’s unconditional love in him. If I wanted to receive it, I could benefit from it, but if I didn’t, that didn’t stop him from loving me. His stability amazed me. He did get angry with me sometimes, but somehow, he was always able to demonstrate his love while disapproving of my actions. He was the closest thing I had ever seen to what I might have imagined peace or love to be like.


It is important for people who are married to a troubled spouse, someone who is having problems or isn’t saved or whatever the case might be, to strive for stability in God. This can be a painful process, but it is the direct path to eventual peace and joy. People must not let a troubled spouse’s behavior dictate their joy. They should strive to be stable and solid so their behavior can show love to the other person. Don’t let your joy become dependent on their joy, and don’t give them responsibility for your joy. If you are not joyful, it is not someone else’s fault. Our joy can always be found in Christ if we will look to Him and remember how much He loves us.


When I was growing up, the only way I ever saw anything handled was with anger, force, and manipulation. Disagreements were managed by controlling people with temper tantrums. In other words, “I’m mad at you, and I’ll stay mad at you until you do what I want you to!” That was the way I fought for what I wanted. I grew up in a negative atmosphere where I was taught not to trust anybody. If someone ever did something nice for me, or even just said they wanted to do something nice for me, I believed they had an ulterior motive. My father actually taught me not to trust people and that anytime they did anything nice for me, they would want something in return.
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