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To Leigh, my one and only, to whom my heart cries—I want you, I need you, I love you

She has stood by me, loved me, prayed with me and played with me, laughed with me and cried with me, parented with me and grandparented with me, ministered with me and sought God’s will with me. Her personality has put the celebration in our marriage; her faith has made it sacred and solid. I can’t imagine life without her.

It is with a grateful heart and personal joy that I dedicate this book to my covenant bride, my precious wife, Leigh Lowery.

Many women have done excellently, but you surpass them all.

—Proverbs 31:29 RSV


THE COVENANT MARRIAGE MOVEMENT
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The Covenant Marriage movement is a collaborative effort to further strengthen the institution of marriage. Participating in this movement are leading national organizations that are already impacting marriages, such as Focus on the Family, Moody Bible Institute, Promise Keepers, and Lifeway Christian Resources.

The stated mission of Covenant Marriage is to restore churches and society to an understanding and practice of marriage as covenant by applying timeless principles of God’s Word.

The challenge is for every couple in America to examine their definition of marriage with the understanding that it must be more than a contract or even a commitment; it must be a covenant.

To learn more about this movement, see their website at www.covenantmarriage.com.
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Foreword
BY KAY ARTHUR


How wonderful to have an entire book that helps you understand marriage from the aspect of covenant! Nothing is more transforming than knowing what it means to be in a covenant relationship with God and with your mate. If you understand the covenant aspect of marriage, your relationship cannot help but take on a whole new, wonderful depth of commitment. And isn’t that what we all long for—a true, unshakable commitment with a lifelong mate?

There’s nothing stronger than a covenant commitment. Covenant is the anchor that holds you and your marriage through any storm—and this book will help you drop anchor. The precepts and principles of covenant laid out in these pages will radically transform your commitment to your spouse. When you’ve finished reading, you’ll have a fresh understanding of the gravity and the blessing of saying “I do.”
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Introduction: WHAT DO YOU WANT FOR YOUR MARRIAGE?


Yesterday more than three thousand couples divorced. Today there will be thousands more.

In the past four decades, a cultural sledgehammer has attacked the American family, and the evidence of collateral damage is everywhere. Since 1960 the number of couples getting married has declined by one-third, while the number of couples getting divorced has more than doubled. In 1994, for the first time in American history, divorce replaced death as the principal cause of family dissolution.1

What’s my point? You and I are in a divorce revolution, and it appears no couple is exempt. I have friends and family members who are divorced, and no doubt you do too. If divorce can happen to other people—even high-profile Christians—it can happen to you or me. There is not one marriage in today’s culture that is not vulnerable.

Why? Because we’ve allowed the culture to seep into our souls. The stigma against divorce is gone. The laws are lenient. The lines are blurred. That means every marriage is in danger. Yours. Mine.

Let’s not kid ourselves. For years marriage therapist and researcher Blaine Fowers has been asking married couples, “How likely is it that your marriage will end in divorce?” You know what most people answer? “No chance!” When it comes to our marriages, Fowers says, most of us are under a “positive illusion.”2 In other words, we’re just not realistic!

You probably remember the explosion of the space shuttle Challenger in 1986. I know I do. The picture is literally engraved upon the minds of most Americans. It was a horrible tragedy and one that perhaps could have been prevented. According to Joe Brown in his book Battle Fatigue, at least one prominent publication blamed the disaster on the double-whammy of pride and stress. Brown writes: “It is reported that a group of top managers failed to listen carefully to the warning of subordinates who were concerned about the operational reliability of certain parts of the booster rocket under conditions of abnormal stress, such as those present on the day of the launch.”3

Now I don’t know if pride and stress were the culprits in the Challenger accident. But I do know that pride, coupled with the unique stresses of married life, has caused many seemingly high-flying marriages to crash and burn. The Bible reminds us that “pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall” (Proverbs 16:18). Today an estimated 65 percent of new marriages will end in divorce.4 That means we can’t assume that divorce will not happen to us. On the contrary, we have to assume, based on statistics, that we will divorce—unless we proactively do the things necessary to prevent it.

But what are those things? The world, it seems, doesn’t have a clue! In her July 3, 1975, column, advice guru Ann Landers wrote: “The sad, incredible fact is that after thirty-six years of marriage, Jules and I are being divorced. As I write these words, it is as if I am referring to a letter from a reader. It seems unreal that I am writing about my own marriage.” The title of the column? “Ann Has No Answer.”5

In fact, during the past thirty years the world has had a one-note response for divorce prevention: marriage therapy. But the divorce rate has not been slowed one iota by all those hours logged in counseling sessions. Now, in the face of continued high divorce rates, some marriage therapists are publicly admitting that marriage counseling has failed to deliver. Diane Sollee, who has spent most of her professional life as a marriage and family therapist, is one who no longer believes therapy to be the answer for troubled marriages. She has formed an organization called Smart Marriages that teaches couples the necessary skills to build marriages that will go the distance. Perhaps you have heard about the little Chinese village where the doctor is only paid if he keeps the people healthy? Sollee says she and others would like the same deal for marriage counselors: “Pay the experts if the divorce rate goes down.”6

But the divorce rate shows no signs of slowing down, and marriage as we’ve known it is fast becoming obsolete. A cover story in Fortune magazine noted that “while there used to be pressure to stay married, at least for appearance’s sake, today we are pressured in the opposite direction.” Author Helen Singer Kaplan pulls no punches when she says, “There is no longer a prejudice against divorce and remarriage—almost the reverse. In some cases, the man with the old, nice, matronly wife is looked down on.”7 In other words, “Why can’t he do better for himself?” Some researchers, including Christian pollster George Barna, predict that “Americans will soon believe that a life spent with the same partner is both unusual and unnecessary.”8 Instead, they will tailor their relationships to fit their own circumstances and preferences.

Clearly we can no longer pattern our marriages after the people around us—if we ever could. Not only does the world not know how to divorce-proof its marriages, it is well on the way to making broken relationships the norm!

If we don’t want our own marriages to fall by the wayside, we have to find a better pattern to follow. Fortunately, we don’t have to look far. God, the inventor of marriage, gives us everything we need to know about marriage in his Word, the Bible. Better than any earthly marriage counselor, he offers “divine therapy” guaranteed not to fail: “I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will counsel you and watch over you” (Psalm 32:8).

For the sake of our marriages, we have to get with God, study the Scriptures, and begin to understand marriage as he created it to be: a sacred, permanent, covenant commitment. We have to get back to God’s original plan and work his plan. We have to be willing to die to ourselves and put our marriages and our mates above our own self-interest. Nothing less will do.

A COVENANT RELATIONSHIP


From Genesis to Revelation the Bible draws a clear link between the everlasting covenant between God and his people and the marriage covenant between a husband and wife. Our human marriages are designed to mirror God’s marriage to Israel and Christ’s marriage to the church in both purpose and permanence. As David Atkinson writes in his book To Have and to Hold, “The primary purpose of marriage is to be found in the acceptance of God’s will that the covenant relationship of man and wife, both made in the image of God, shall be an image of his covenant relationship with his people.”9 Bible scholar R. J. Ehrlich agrees: “Marriage, which is the supreme expression of the togetherness of male and female in differentiation and relationship, [reflects the image of God and] represents the covenant by which God has bound himself to his people, his church, to man.”10

Another theologian, G. R. Dunstan, offers these five marks of comparison between God’s covenant with his people and the covenant of human marriage:


	Both are an initiative of love inviting a response and creating a relationship.

	As God’s covenant of grace is made sure by oath, so the essence of the marriage covenant is the vow of consent—a vow that guards the relationship.

	Both are obligations of faithfulness.

	Both include the promise of blessing to those remaining faithful to their covenant obligation.

	Both require sacrifice.11




In fact, sacrifice is at the very heart of covenant. In both the Old and New Testament, the covenant of Almighty God with his people was secured by blood—by the laying down of life in death. Likewise, the security of the marriage relationship is based on a “walk of death”—death to certain freedoms, death to dependency on parents, death to prior relationships, and death to self, all of which are necessary for the marriage to have a life of its own and a new wholeness as two become one.

Ultimately, this kind of sacrificial “blood covenant” is the secret for divorce-proofing your marriage. It is the antithesis of the self-serving, you-can-have-it-all individualism espoused by the world’s so-called marriage experts. Marriage, according to these folks, is all about personal rights, personal feelings, and personal pleasures. Sacrifice? No way! Die to self? You’ve got to be kidding! But individualism is a death blow to marriage. Consider the case of so-called expert Barbara DeAngelis. She has made millions of dollars giving conventional, individualism-based advice through eight best-selling books and a TV infomercial called “Making Love Work.” Yet DeAngelis is on her fifth marriage—one of which was to none other than relationship expert John Gray, author of Men Are from Mars and Women Are from Venus. Hello?

As marriage researcher Blaine Fowers says, “Professionals, rather than discovering and describing ultimate truths about marriage, are captivated by contemporary ideals of marriage.”12 But the grim statistics make it painfully clear: When it comes to marriage, the world has got it all wrong. Covenant is the only adequate foundation on which a lasting and fulfilling marriage can be built.

STRANGERS TO COVENANT


Two years ago I preached a series of sermons on covenant marriage that also aired on television and radio. The overwhelming response from Christians—including Christian leaders—was, Why haven’t we heard about this before? And how can we find out more?

Great questions. Hundreds of books, tapes, and videos have been produced to tell us everything we want to know about marriage—everything, that is, except that marriage is a binding blood covenant. Even in Christian bookstores, where we can find some good tools for learning how to tend our marriages and communicate with our spouses, we’re hard-pressed to find a single chapter that describes marriage in covenant terms. As a result, the average Christian does not understand the burdens, blessings, and benefits of covenant as it applies to marriage. We are “strangers” to the idea of covenant, to use Paul’s term in Ephesians 2:12 (NKJV)—even though covenant is and always has been God’s design for marriage.

The good news is that if you’re a Christian, you are already in covenant with Christ through your faith in him, and your marriage is a covenant whether you understand it that way or not. But in this case, ignorance is not bliss! The understanding of marriage as a covenant has the potential to revolutionize your relationship with your spouse. It holds the promise of making a bad marriage good and a good marriage great.

In Ephesians 2:12, Paul reminds the Gentiles of their identity before they knew Christ. They were “foreigners [strangers] to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.” But now, says Paul, “you who once were far away have been brought near through the blood [covenant] of Christ” (v. 13). What the Law with its commandments and regulations could not do, Christ did by his blood covenant, destroying the barrier between Jew and Gentile and making the two one (see Ephesians 2:11-18).

Salvation, Paul explains, is not about keeping the rules and regulations of the law. The law does not work to bring people together. The only way the Gentiles could become one with the Jews, and the only way they could become one with God was through the blood covenant cut by Christ on the cross. It is a basic biblical principle: The only way anyone can become one with God and one with another human being is on the basis of covenant.

Let’s take what Paul says and apply it directly to marriage. How can two very different, imperfect, innately selfish people become one—and stay one? Certainly not by viewing their marriage as a legal contract. A contract is all about rules and regulations. It stays in effect until the rules are broken.

A covenant, on the other hand, is all about relationship, and it stays in effect until death. Without a covenant relationship with Christ, Paul says, we are “without hope and without God in the world.” Likewise, without a covenant relationship with your spouse, your marriage is without hope. Something is bound to happen someday that will severely threaten your relationship; and without an understanding of covenant, without a commitment to die to yourself and put your marriage first, all hope of saving the marriage will be dashed. Once hope is lost, separation and divorce are inevitable.

Without covenant, your marriage is also without God. You and your spouse are a company of two. You’re a duet, not a trio. When conflicts come—and they will—the two parts will not hold together. But in covenant marriage, there is a deeper commitment, a stronger love, and an abiding hope because God is the senior partner. He is the third part of the trio. By willingly taking covenants “walk of death,” you become one with God; and by his Spirit at work within you, you become one with your mate.

CHANGING OUR VIEW OF MARRIAGE


As I write about marriage and the importance of covenant in the pages that follow, I will try to be straightforward, simple, and practical. I will use real-life examples from my own marriage and from the marriages of couples I’ve counseled during forty years of ministry. I will also take you directly to God’s inerrant Word so you can see for yourself that the Bible portrays marriage as a sacred and permanent blood covenant, witnessed and protected by God himself.

I’m writing not as an expert but as a fellow struggler who wants to put the brakes on the divorce revolution. But even more than slowing divorce, I want to put the blessing back into marriage! After all, marriage is supposed to be a demonstration and an illustration to the world of what God’s covenant relationship with his people is really like. As professor Samuele Bacchiocchi says, “The marriage covenant provides us with a clue to understanding the heart of God. It helps us understand what God has done, is doing, and will do for us. It tells us that God’s covenant love is a love ‘that will not let us go.’”13

I’m convinced that every bride and groom past, present, and future needs a clear understanding of marriage as a covenant relationship. You and I need to know the difference between a legal marriage and a biblical marriage; between a marriage based on contract and a marriage based on the blood covenant of Christ. We need to know that marriage is a covenant to be kept, not a contract to be broken. Divorce is a sin to avoid, not an option to embrace. And in marriage, the best way out is through.

Changing the way we look at marriage will result in changing the way we look at our mates. When we come to see marriage as a covenant, we are able to love our spouses in ways and at levels we never expected. But we must do more than simply understand covenant; we must begin to articulate covenant promises on a regular basis. And more than simply talking the talk, we must walk the walk. By applying the principles of covenant on a consistent basis, our marriages will become stronger, deeper, and more fulfilling than we ever thought possible.

Is that what you want for your marriage? Are you ready to do marriage God’s way and learn how you and your spouse can stay together for life? Then read on.



Chapter 1
MARRIAGE AMERICAN STYLE


The strength of a nation lies in the houses of its people.

—Abraham Lincoln

The church is beautifully decorated with flowers, greenery, candles, and tulle. Familiar wedding music fills the room with the sounds of tradition and love as the white runner is rolled down the center aisle. The five bridesmaids and five groomsmen are in their places; the minister and the groom stand at the altar, waiting for the bride to appear. Anticipation is in the air as the guests twist and turn in their seats to get the first glimpse of the bride.

Dressed in flowing white, the lovely bride has looked forward to this day since she was a little girl. In her mind, she has rehearsed her walk down the aisle hundreds of times. This is the climax of her dream, a fairy tale coming true. On her father’s arm, she steps into the doorway, and the first chords of the “Wedding March” are struck. Slowly she moves toward her waiting husband-to-be, fully expecting to say her vows and live happily ever after.

This is a typical wedding scenario that takes place thousands of times every week in this country. It is the dream and desire of every human being to be known, accepted, and loved by another. And since marriage is the obvious place to get those needs met, more than 90 percent of Americans will marry at least once during their lifetimes.

But what happens after the wedding?

Somebody has said that if the wedding is the dream, marriage is the alarm clock. There is nothing like marriage to wake you up! Unfortunately, marriage in America doesn’t live up to its wedding hype. In the ceremony we just described, at least six of the bridesmaids and six of the groomsmen do not believe the marriage they’re witnessing will make it. In fact, statistics say that 64 percent of the friends involved in a wedding believe the couple will eventually divorce.1 And they are right on target; 65 percent of new marriages don’t make it. Another 10 percent of couples will stay together for various reasons but will be miserable. In other words, a typical marriage today has a 75-percent failure rate!2

If airplanes had a 75-percent failure rate, would you let your son or daughter fly? Would you fly? If 75 percent of cars crashed and burned, would you place one of your children inside one of those death traps? Would you get in? No, that would be suicide. Yet people get married every day without premarital counseling, without taking any kind of compatibility test or temperament analysis, and without paying attention to the vows they are about to speak. Does it seem strange to you that it is easier to get a marriage license than it is to get a driver’s license? At least with a driver’s license, you have to take a competency test!

DIVORCE: A LETHAL WEAPON


“But marriage doesn’t kill anyone,” you say. No, but what happens when a marriage crashes and burns is worse than death. Divorce is the death of a relationship and carries with it the horrible pain of failure and rejection. Nothing hurts worse. Compounding the deep hurt is the nagging fear that the wound will never heal. And the husband and wife are not the only ones drawn into the suffering. “Divorce,” writes Jim Smoke in his book Growing Through Divorce, “is the death of a marriage and is usually surrounded by a cast of players that includes the husband and wife as combatants, the children as the mourners, and the lawyers as the funeral directors.”3

Children, in fact, take some of the hardest hits in a divorce. “Children raised in single-parent households,” write Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher in The Case for Marriage, “are, on average, more likely to be poor, to have health problems and psychological disorders, to commit crimes and exhibit other conduct disorders, have somewhat poorer relationships with both family and peers, and as adults eventually get fewer years of education and enjoy less stable marriages and lower occupational statuses than children whose parents got and stayed married.”4 According to Judith Wallerstein, who published the first definitive studies on the impact of divorce on kids, “the children of divorces are twice as likely to drop out of school and three times as likely to conceive a child while still a teenager.”5

Of course, “The absence of a stable marriage is a risk factor in a child’s life, not a prophecy of certain doom,” Wallerstein adds. There is hope and help available for children who struggle because of the breakup of their parents’ marriage. However, she continues, “when parents divorce, they do put their children at risk of long-lasting damage. On average, children lucky enough to have married parents lead emotionally and physically healthier, wealthier, longer, better educated, and more financially successful lives as a result.”6

Researchers Paul Amato and Alan Booth agree with Wallerstein’s assessment. They tracked two thousand married people for fifteen years and determined that “over the long haul, parental divorce led to more problematic relationships between parents and children, increased the likelihood that adult children would divorce themselves, and lowered children’s future education and career success…. Low parental marital quality lowers offspring well-being, and parental divorce lowers it even further.”

Interestingly, Amato and Booth’s data showed that fewer than one-third of divorces involve highly conflicted marriages. Just 30 percent of divorcing spouses reported more than two serious quarrels in the previous month. This means, according to Amato and Booth, that “the majority of divorces occur in low-conflict marriages.” In other words, we are experiencing an epidemic of unnecessary divorces in which the children are the major losers! The researchers boldly conclude: “Spending one-third of one’s life in a marriage that is less than satisfactory in order to benefit the children—children that parents elected to bring into the world—is not an unreasonable expectation. Especially since ‘many people who divorce and remarry find their second marriage is no happier than their first.’”7

Cultural Suicide

We must face the fact that divorce and the sweeping pain it causes have become part of everyday life in America. In her book The Divorce Culture, Barbara Whitehead writes that divorce “is embedded in our laws and institutions, our manners and mores, our movies and television shows, our novels and children’s storybooks, and our closest and most important relationships.” With each passing year, she notes, the culture of divorce becomes more deeply entrenched.8

This increasing entrenchment does not bode well for our country. According to Census Bureau information, the 1990s saw a marked increase in every kind of household except one: the traditional two-parent family. At the same time, the number of households with “unmarried partners” rose 72 percent. Noting these statistics, Christian commentator Chuck Colson warns, “By any measure, the rise in the number of children being raised in ‘unmarried households’ is a disaster waiting to happen. For example: A cohabitating boyfriend is thirty times more likely to abuse a child than a father married to the child’s mother…. You name the problem, and it’s much more likely to occur in single-parent homes and stepfamilies than in two-parent families.”9

Ralph Steed, the Executive Director of the Christian Coalition, told USA Today: “The problem today is that our central institution, the family, is in a state of crisis. One of two marriages ends in divorce; one of three children is born out of wedlock; there are epidemic rates of child abuse. It used to be that no matter how tough times got, the family somehow managed to hang on and stick together. Now that isn’t so anymore.”10

Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised to hear Christian analysts make such statements. But consider this excerpt from a report released in 1995 by the Council on Families in America, a nonpartisan group of scholars and analysts:

America’s divorce revolution has failed. The evidence of failure is overwhelming. The divorce revolution—by which we mean the steady displacement of a marriage culture by a culture of divorce and unwed parenthood—has created terrible hardships for children. It has generated poverty within families. It has burdened us with unsupportable social costs. It has failed to deliver on its promise of greater adult happiness and better relationships between man and woman. We believe it’s time to change course. The promises of the divorce revolution proved empty, its consequences devastating for both adults and children. It is time to shift the focus of national attention from divorce to marriage. We must reclaim the ideal of marriage permanence and recognize that out-of-wedlock childbearing does harm.11

Wow! What a painfully true and revealing portrait of marriage in America—painted not by conservative preachers or evangelical theologians, but by secular scholars and analysts whose conclusion—that American society would be better off if people got married and stayed married—is right on target!

Listen carefully: A 75-percent failure rate for marriage in America is totally unacceptable. If this trend continues, according to the Council on Families in America, it will constitute nothing less than an act of “cultural suicide.”12 America will not survive unless there is a social revolution that reestablishes marriage as the union of a man and a woman in a sacred and permanent relationship.

The Marriage Critics

Of course, not everyone agrees with the council’s report and recommendations. Traditional marriage has many critics. As prominent demographer Kingsley Davis points out, “at no time in history, with the possible exception of Imperial Rome, has the institution of marriage been more problematic than it is today”13

Some critics believe the institution of marriage is so archaic and unworkable, so restrictive and unliberating, that it should be abandoned altogether. Nancy Saunders, a psychologist who maintains a family practice in Philadelphia, views traditional marriage, with its admonishments against sexual infidelity and its old-fashioned ideals of honor and affection, as “a failing anachronism incapable of binding couples in a lifetime of love and equality.” Says Saunders, “Society can no longer support what we think of as marriage.” She favors doing away with traditional matrimony and replacing it with individualized contracts that would allow couples to design their own relationships with the full support and recognition of the state.14

Not long ago Fox talk-show host Bill O’Reilly told viewers that out of all the controversial things he wrote in his book The O’Reilly Factor, he got the most grief over his chapter on marriage—especially his statement that “marriage is vitally important to having a successful life.”15 Both O’Reilly and his guest that day, researcher Maggie Gallagher, agreed that marriage has become a controversial subject in America. The statistically proven facts that married people live longer, lead healthier and happier lives, have better sex more often, and are better off financially seem to be lost on Americans. All lifestyles are equally good, the marriage critics say; there is no one way of living that is better than another.

But the culture is wrong! Marriage is a divine institution, not a mere human invention. Granted, if marriage were no more than a human invention or a social experiment, then different types of marriage could have equal value. But that is not the case. Marriage is God’s creation, and that means that God defines what it is. As human beings, we do not have the right to decide the kind of marital relationship we want—although that doesn’t stop us from trying.

Recently I read that a London jeweler had designed a wedding ring that is round but not quite closed. It is purposely not the symbolic “unending circle”—implying that the wearer can always get out of the relationship if things become difficult or boring. That such a ring is available in Britain is not surprising, given that two new magazines being published there are devoted to advice on how to dump a spouse. Publishers of New Era and Divorce magazine insist that the market is begging for periodicals on divorce! According to a press release, both publications promise to deliver legal and financial advice to help a person survive a marital breakup and keep confidence and bank balance intact—plus fashion and beauty tips to ensure a fruitful search for new love.

Does anyone doubt America is headed down the same road? In her new book Spiritual Divorce, popular author Debbie Ford calls divorce “a catalyst for an extraordinary life.” She defines a spiritual divorce as one in which “we use our divorce to improve our lives, and our experience becomes one of gain rather than loss.”16 With such glorification of divorce, I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised that one Los Angeles jewelry store has posted the sign: “We Rent Wedding Rings.”

A few weeks ago, while getting dressed for work, I heard a teaser promoting a segment on “divorce ceremonies” that would be aired later on the CBS Early Show. So I set my VCR to record the program and watched the tape that evening. It turns out that Phil and Barbara Penningroth were promoting their new book A Healing Divorce, in which they claim that a divorce ritual can help end the acrimony between ex-spouses. (I suppose the marriage vows are said in reverse, and “I do” becomes “I won’t”? Come on! In my opinion, that is about as realistic as the man who keeps watching the video of his wedding in reverse, just so he can see himself walking out of the church a free man!) I watched in disbelief as CBS ran a video clip from the former Mr. and Mrs. Penningroth’s divorce ceremony, which included a heartbreaking marital highlights video and (you guessed it) an exchange of nonwedding rings as a symbol of the reversal of their commitment.17 The chilling words, “I release you as my husband” and “I release you as my wife,” reverberated in my mind for hours afterward.

I refuse to be conned by “friendly” divorce rhetoric! No ceremony or ritual can erase the hurt, horror, and hell that accompany the breakup of a marriage. I agree that couples who divorce should practice forgiveness and work at being amicable, especially if children are involved. But I resent any effort to honor divorce with a ceremony that mocks marriage by reversing the vows of commitment and “unsealing” them with a ring.

Christians Are Not Immune

Perhaps you’re saying at this point, “But what does all of this have to do with me? Surely you are talking about non-Christian marriages, not Christian ones. Only one in a hundred Christian marriages ends in divorce.” Hello? Wake up! The truth is, the divorce rate in the Bible Belt is higher than in any other area of the country. Baptists have the highest divorce rate of any Christian denomination—29 percent—and are more likely to get a divorce than atheists and agnostics, according to a national survey. “While it may be alarming that born-again Christians are more likely than others to experience a divorce, that pattern has been in place for quite some time,” says George Barna, President of Barna Research Group.18

Something is radically wrong with this picture! Divorce is just as rampant in the church today as it is in the world. Marital breakdown is not only a serious national problem; it has become a church dilemma. There are few, if any, Christian families that have not been touched directly or indirectly by the hurt and horror of divorce.

How DID WE GET HERE?


A quick glance at some well-known trends during the past fifty years is quite alarming:


	People are marrying less and cohabitating more.

	People are waiting longer before they get married.

	The divorce rate has skyrocketed.

	Families are having fewer children.

	Out-of-wedlock births have dramatically increased.

	More families have both parents working outside the home.


	More latchkey children are being raised by television.

	Same-sex marriages are more widely accepted.



What has happened to marriage in America, and how did we get here? “Beginning in the late 1950s,” writes Barbara Whitehead in The Divorce Culture, “Americans began to change their ideas about the individual’s obligation to family and society. Broadly described, this change was away from an ethic of obligation to others and toward an obligation to self.”19 According to author William J. Bennett, modern marriage has been “detached from any objective foundation” and is now generally viewed as “possessing little or no intrinsic worth but as being a means to an end: the end, that is, of ‘personal happiness’ or ‘fulfillment.’ In the quest for fulfillment, spouses and children are often looked upon not as persons to be loved and valued for their own sake but as objects to be acquired, enjoyed, and discarded.”20

During the past fifty years, we have trivialized divorce, claiming that it’s no big deal; privatized divorce, saying that it’s no one else’s business; and glorified divorce, promising freedom and happiness. Lies. All lies! Divorce is a big deal, leaving behind it a path of broken hearts and broken lives. It fails to deliver on its promises. According to research, fewer than one out of five divorced women claims to be happy.21 Divorce is a colossal ripoff! It solves nothing. It merely exchanges one set of problems for another.

Unfortunately, we live in a day when personal rights have won out over responsibilities and wants have won out over needs. We have deified self and humanized God. As a result, our culture is skeptical of any institution, including marriage, that tends to restrict adult behavior. Bowing down to individualism and free choice, we have moved from a marriage culture to a culture of divorce and unwed parenthood. The leading mantra of our day is “Be happy; do your own thing.” “Till death do us part” has been replaced by “as long as I’m happy.”

Changing Standards

The liberal media has bought into this destructive view of marriage and puts an unholy spin on everything that has to do with marriage or family. As recently as 1970, it was considered too controversial to have a divorced man as the leading character in a weekly television comedy.22 Today primetime television appears to be 90/90: 90 percent of couples divorce, and 90 percent of sexual encounters are premarital or extramarital. Didn’t someone say, “What we laugh at we soon tolerate, and what we tolerate we soon accept”? Steven Bochco, co-creator of NYPD Blue, admits, “There is no such thing as broadcast standards today. It is really what you can get away with. Then it becomes a standard.”23

Several years ago Microsoft introduced its Windows 95 software with a two-page magazine advertisement featuring two children running with a kite. Smiling brightly, the little girl and boy romped across a deep green field with no fences in sight. Emblazoned on the pages were two words that promised what every human being has desired since Adam and Eve: “No limits!”24

I fear that in America today, the only standard is that there are no standards. The only rule is that there are no rules. The fences are down. The limits are gone. The boundaries are fading into the distant past.

Consider the fact that more and more Americans are choosing cohabitation over marriage. “Living in sin,” as it used to be called, was illegal in every state before 1970. But today, more than 50 percent of newlyweds live together before tying the knot, compared to 10 percent in 1965. While it may be true that unmarried cohabitators have sex more often than married couples (once more per month), they also experience more cheating by partners, more domestic violence, and more cases of depression. Furthermore, couples who live together before marriage have a much higher divorce rate—almost double—than those who don’t.25 Cohabitation may offer short-term benefits and pleasures, but it is at exorbitant long-term costs. No wonder even secular sociologists are urging young adults to reject the notion that cohabitation is a good preparation for marriage. It is not!

In fact, if sex is a motivating factor, the latest research shows that married sex is better sex. In marriage, sex means something. It is tied to commitment. Authors Waite and Gallagher reason this way: “Every time a married couple make love, they may be reminding each other of the marital promises: to love, honor, cherish, and care for each other—and their children—until death do they part. If the great theme of marriage is union, the counter riff of cohabitation is individualism.”26 For cohabitating couples, there is no commitment, no vow of permanence. Sex takes place on very shaky ground.

A Paradigm Shift

My parents’ generation had a strong understanding of marriage as a covenant commitment that should never be broken. It was forever. When they said, “till death do us part,” they meant it. It was a given. Circumstances, conflicts, and catastrophes played themselves out, but the marriage went on. As a result, I grew up in an era when the marriages of all my friends’ parents went the distance. Divorce was not talked about or tolerated. It was considered a terrible sin.

My generation is an entirely different story. For us, the givens are gone, and the vows are negotiable. Today marriages fall apart simply because somebody gets bored. They fall apart because the chill bumps are gone or somebody feels unfulfilled. They fall apart because money gets tight, responsibilities become burdensome, or freedom seems restricted. The odds that children today will experience the traumatic divorce of their parents are twice as likely as they were a generation ago.

In other words, in one generation the selfishness of society has knocked the teeth out of the marriage commitment. Marriage is now convenience-based rather than commitment-based. And the results, as we have already seen, are devastating. My children are touched by divorce on a daily basis. Many of their friends’ parents are divorced. A young schoolteacher told me that every child in her second-grade class was from a broken home. A football coach with one of the best records in college football told me that 60 percent of his players had no dad at home. In one generation, divorce has moved from nonacceptance to acceptance and from last resort to first choice.

If we are going to stop the deterioration of marriage in this country, we have to examine these trends and reverse them. As adults, we must become more responsible and consider more than our own personal happiness. We must reaffirm marriage as a viable institution and reestablish the traditional, biblical concept of marriage as a sacred and permanent covenant. We must acknowledge that every child needs and deserves the love, protection, and provision of both a mother and a father. The two-married-parents family still has no equal when it comes to rearing children.

THE GOD FACTOR


More than any of these things, however, we must acknowledge our need of God. America suffers from a pervasive lack of reverence for moral values and honorable institutions. We mock the sacred and worship the secular. We seek wisdom from no one, trusting only ourselves. As a result, we are a nation that has lost its moral compass, moving at lightning speed on a downward slide that appears to have no bottom. We are as morally and spiritually confused as a termite on a yo-yo!

At the beginning of my marriage seminars, I ask people two questions: Do you have a daily quiet time? And do you pray daily with your spouse? About 10 percent of the participants typically say they have a daily quiet time, and about 5 percent say they pray daily as a couple. What sad but telling statistics! Clearly, we are trying to do marriage without God—and it is not working.
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