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INTRODUCTION

God, the best maker of all marriages,
Combine your hearts in one.
—William Shakespeare, Henry V

A Book for Married People
Think of this book as a tree supplied by three deep roots. The first is my thirtyseven-year marriage to my wife, Kathy.1 She helped me write this book, and she
herself wrote chapter 6, Embracing the Other. In chapter 1, I caution readers
about the way contemporary culture defines “soul mate” as “a perfectly
compatible match.” Nevertheless, when we first began to spend time with each
other, we each realized that the other was a rare fit for our hearts. I first met
Kathy through her sister, Susan, who was a student with me at Bucknell
University. Susan often spoke to Kathy about me and to me about Kathy. As a
young girl, Kathy had been led toward the Christian faith by C. S. Lewis’s The
Chronicles of Narnia.2 She urged Susan to recommend them to me. I read and
was moved by the books and by other Lewis volumes that I subsequently
studied. In 1972, we both enrolled at the same school, Gordon-Conwell
Theological Seminary on Boston’s North Shore, and there we quickly came to
see that we shared the “secret thread” that Lewis says is the thing that turns
people into close friends—or more.
You may have noticed that the books you really love are bound
together by a secret thread. You know very well what is the common
quality that makes you love them, though you cannot put it into
words:. . . . Are not all lifelong friendships born at the moment when at
last you meet another human being who has some inkling . . . of that
something which you were born desiring . . . ?3
Our friendship grew into romance and engagement, and then from a fragile
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Our friendship grew into romance and engagement, and then from a fragile
new marriage into a tested and durable one. But this only happened through the
“pearls before swine” speech, the Great Dirty Diaper Conflict, the “smashing the
wedding china” affair, and other infamous events in our family history that will
be described in this book—all mileposts on the very bumpy road to marital joy.
Like most young modern couples, we found that marriage was much harder than
we expected it to be. At the conclusion of our wedding ceremony, we marched
out singing to the hymn “How Firm a Foundation.” Little did we know how
relevant some of the lines would be to the arduous and painful work of
developing a strong marriage.
When through fiery trials, thy pathway shall lie,
My grace all-sufficient will be thy supply.
For I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless
And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress.4
This book, therefore, is for those spouses who have discovered how
challenging day-to-day marriage is and who are searching for practical resources
to survive the sometimes overwhelming “fiery trials” of matrimony and to grow
through them. Our society’s experience with marriage has given us the metaphor
“the honeymoon is over.” This is a book for those who have experienced this as
a literal truth and may have fallen back to earth with a thud.

A Book for Unmarried People
The second source for this book is a long pastoral ministry in a city with millions
(and a church with thousands) of single adults. Our congregation, Redeemer
Presbyterian Church in Manhattan, is a rarity—a very large church that has been
for years composed predominantly of singles. Several years ago, when we had
about four thousand people in attendance, I asked a very prominent church
consultant, “How many churches do you know of our size with three thousand
singles?” He answered, “Your church is unique, as far as I know.”
Ministering in the center of New York City in the late 1980s, Kathy and I
were constantly struck by the deep ambivalence with which Western culture
views marriage. It was then we began to hear all the now society-wide objections
—marriage was originally about property and is now in flux, marriage crushes
individual identity and has been oppressive for women, marriage stifles passion
and is ill-fitted to psychological reality, marriage is “just a piece of paper” that
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only serves to complicate love, and so on. But beneath these philosophical
objections lies a snarl of conflicted personal emotions, born out of many
negative experiences with marriage and family life.
Early in our New York City ministry, in the fall of 1991, I preached a nineweek series on marriage. It has since been the most listened-to set of sermons or
talks the church has ever produced. I had to begin the series by giving some
justification for devoting weeks of teaching on being married to a congregation
of mainly unmarried people. My main rationale was that single people today
need a brutally realistic yet glorious vision of what marriage is and can be. What
I said then fits single readers today, and this book is for them, too.
In preparation for writing this, I read a host of Christian books on marriage.
Most of them were written to help married couples work through specific
problems. This volume will be useful for that as well, but its primary goal is to
give both married and unmarried people a vision for what marriage is according
to the Bible. That will help married people correct mistaken views that might be
harming their marriage, and it will help single people stop destructively overdesiring marriage or destructively dismissing marriage altogether. Also, a Biblebased marriage book will help each reader have a better idea of who he or she
should consider as a prospective mate.

A Book about the Bible
There is a third source for the material in this book, and it is the most
foundational. Though this book is rooted in my personal experience of marriage
and ministry, it is even more grounded in the teachings of the Old and New
Testaments. Nearly four decades ago, as theological students, Kathy and I
studied the Biblical teachings on sex, gender, and marriage. Over the next fifteen
years, we worked them out in our own marriage. Then, over the last twenty-two
years, we have used what we learned from both Scripture and experience to
guide, encourage, counsel, and instruct young urban adults with regard to sex
and marriage. We offer the fruit of these three influences to you in this book.
But the foundation of it all is the Bible.
In the Bible there are three human institutions that stand apart from all others
—the family, the church, and the state. There’s nothing in the Bible about how
schools should be run, even though they are crucial to a flourishing society.
There’s nothing there about business corporations or museums or hospitals. In
fact, there are all sorts of great institutions and human enterprises that the Bible
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doesn’t address or regulate. And so we are free to invent them and operate them
in line with the general principles for human life that the Bible gives us.
But marriage is different. As the Presbyterian Book of Common Worship says,
God “established marriage for the welfare and happiness of humankind.”
Marriage did not evolve in the late Bronze Age as a way to determine property
rights. At the climax of the Genesis account of creation we see God bringing a
woman and a man together to unite them in marriage. The Bible begins with a
wedding (of Adam and Eve) and ends in the book of Revelation with a wedding
(of Christ and the church). Marriage is God’s idea. It is certainly also a human
institution, and it reflects the character of the particular human culture in which
it is embedded. But the concept and roots of human marriage are in God’s own
action, and therefore what the Bible says about God’s design for marriage is
crucial.
That is why the Presbyterian service of marriage says that marriage is
“instituted by God, regulated by his commandments, blessed by our Lord Jesus
Christ.” What God institutes he also regulates. If God invented marriage, then
those who enter it should make every effort to understand and submit to his
purposes for it. We do this in many other aspects of our lives. Think of buying a
car: If you purchase a vehicle, a machine well beyond your own ability to create,
you will certainly take up the owner’s manual and abide by what the designer
says the car needs by way of treatment and maintenance. To ignore it would be
to court disaster.
Plenty of people who do not acknowledge God or the Bible, yet who are
experiencing happy marriages, are largely abiding by God’s intentions, whether
they realize it or not. But it is far better if we are conscious of those intentions.
And the place to discover them is in the writings of the Scripture.
What if you want to read this book and you don’t share the assumption that
the Bible is the authoritative revelation from God? Maybe you appreciate the
Bible in some regards, but you don’t trust it on the subjects of sex, love, and
marriage. These topics of ancient wisdom are at great variance with
contemporary Western sensibilities, and therefore the Bible has a reputation for
being “regressive” on those subjects. We would urge you give this book a try
anyway. Over the years both Kathy and I have taught at length on marriage, and
I have spoken on marriage at innumerable weddings. There we’ve learned that
most people who do not share our view of the Bible or even our Christian faith
are often shocked by how penetrating the Biblical perspective on marriage is and
how relevant it is to their own situations. So often people have told me after the
ceremony, “I’m not religious at all, but that was the most helpful and practical
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ceremony, “I’m not religious at all, but that was the most helpful and practical
explanation of marriage I’ve ever heard.”
It is hard to get a good perspective on marriage. We all see it through the
inevitably distorted lenses of our own experience. If you came from an unusually
stable home, where your parents had a great marriage, that may have “made it look easy” to
you, and so when you get to your own marriage you may be shocked by how
much it takes to forge a lasting relationship. On the other hand, if you have
experienced a bad marriage or a divorce, either as a child or an adult, your view
of marriage may be overly wary and pessimistic. You may be too expectant of
relationship problems and, when they appear, be too ready to say, “Yup, here it
goes,” and to give up. In other words, any kind of background experience of
marriage may make you ill equipped for it yourself.
So where can you go for a comprehensive view of marriage? There are many
good “how-to” volumes usually written by counselors that can be very helpful.
In a few years, however, marriage manuals look dated. In the Bible you have
teaching that has been tested by millions of people over centuries and in multiple
cultures. Do we have any other resource on marriage like that?

The Plan of the Book
The substance of this book draws on St. Paul’s great passage on marriage in
Ephesians 5, not only because it is so rich and full in itself, but also because it
connects and expounds on the other most important Biblical text on marriage,
Genesis 2. In chapter 1, we put Paul’s discussion into today’s cultural context
and lay out two of the most basic teachings by the Bible on marriage—that it has
been instituted by God and that marriage was designed to be a reflection of the
saving love of God for us in Jesus Christ. That is why the gospel helps us to
understand marriage and marriage helps us to understand the gospel. In chapter
2, we present Paul’s thesis that all married partners need the work of the Holy
Spirit in their lives. The work of the Spirit makes Christ’s saving work real to
our hearts, giving us supernatural help against the main enemy of marriage:
sinful self-centeredness. We need the fullness of the Spirit if we are to serve one
another as we should.
Chapter 3 gets us into the heart of what marriage is all about—namely, love.
But what is love? This chapter discusses the relationship of feelings of love to
acts of love and the relationship of romantic passion to covenantal commitment.
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Chapter 4 addresses the question of what marriage is for: It is a way for two
spiritual friends to help each other on their journey to become the persons God
designed them to be. Here we will see that a new and deeper kind of happiness is
found on the far side of holiness. Chapter 5 lays out three basic skill sets with
which we can help each other on that journey.
Chapter 6 discusses the Christian teaching that marriage is a place where the
two sexes accept each other as differently gendered and learn and grow through
it. Chapter 7 helps single people use the material in this book to live the single
life well and to think wisely about seeking marriage themselves. Finally, chapter
8 takes on the subject of sex, why the Bible confines it to marriage, and how, if
we embrace the Biblical view, it will play out in both the single life and in
marriage.5
In this book we examine the Christian understanding of marriage. It is based,
as we have said, on a straightforward reading of Biblical texts. This means we
are defining marriage as a lifelong, monogamous relationship between a man
and a woman. According to the Bible, God devised marriage to reflect his saving
love for us in Christ, to refine our character, to create stable human community
for the birth and nurture of children, and to accomplish all this by bringing the
complementary sexes into an enduring whole-life union. It needs to be said,
therefore, that this Christian vision for marriage is not something that can be
realized by two people of the same sex. That is the unanimous view of the
Biblical authors, and therefore that is the view that we assume throughout the
rest of this book, even though we don’t directly address the subject of
homosexuality.
The Bible’s teaching on marriage does not merely reflect the perspective of
any one culture or time. The teachings of Scripture challenge our contemporary
Western culture’s narrative of individual freedom as the only way to be happy.
At the same time, it critiques how traditional cultures perceive the unmarried
adult to be less than a fully formed human being. The book of Genesis radically
critiques the institution of polygamy, even though it was the accepted cultural
practice of the time, by vividly depicting the misery and havoc it plays in family
relationships, and the pain it caused, especially for women. The New Testament
writers, in a way that startled the pagan world, lifted up long-term singleness as a
legitimate way to live.6 In other words, the Biblical authors’ teaching constantly
challenged their own cultures’ beliefs—they were not simply a product of
ancient mores and practices. We cannot, therefore, write off the Biblical view of
marriage as one-dimensionally regressive or culturally obsolete. On the contrary,
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it is bristling with both practical, realistic insights and breathtaking promises
about marriage. And they come not only in well-stated propositions but also
through brilliant stories and moving poetry.7 Unless you’re able to look at
marriage through the lens of Scripture instead of through your own fears or
romanticism, through your particular experience, or through your culture’s
narrow perspectives, you won’t be able to make intelligent decisions about your
own marital future.
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Ephesians 5:18–33
(New International Version—1984)
18

Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be
filled with the Spirit.19 Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and
spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord,20
always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ.21 Submit to one another out of reverence for
Christ.
22 Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord.23 For the husband is
the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of
which he is the Savior.24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also
wives should submit to their husbands in everything.
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave
himself up for her26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing
with water through the word,27 and to present her to himself as a
radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy
and blameless.28 In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives
as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself.29 After all,
no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as
Christ does the church30—for we are members of his body.31 “For this
reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his
wife, and the two will become one flesh.”32 This is a profound mystery
—but I am talking about Christ and the church.33 However, each one
of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must
respect her husband.
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ONE

THE SECRET OF MARRIAGE

A man shall leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and
the two will become one flesh. This is a profound mystery. . . .
Ephesians 5:31–32

I’m tired of listening to sentimental talks on marriage. At weddings, in church,
and in Sunday school, much of what I’ve heard on the subject has as much depth
as a Hallmark card. While marriage is many things, it is anything but
sentimental. Marriage is glorious but hard. It’s a burning joy and strength, and
yet it is also blood, sweat, and tears, humbling defeats and exhausting victories.
No marriage I know more than a few weeks old could be described as a fairy tale
come true. Therefore, it is not surprising that the only phrase in Paul’s famous
discourse on marriage in Ephesians 5 that many couples can relate to is verse 32,
printed above. Sometimes you fall into bed, after a long, hard day of trying to
understand each other, and you can only sigh: “This is all a profound mystery!”
At times, your marriage seems to be an unsolvable puzzle, a maze in which you
feel lost.
I believe all this, and yet there’s no relationship between human beings that is
greater or more important than marriage. In the Bible’s account, God himself
officiates at the first wedding (Genesis 2:22–25). And when the man sees the
woman, he breaks into poetry and exclaims, “At last!”1 Everything in the text
proclaims that marriage, next to our relationship to God, is the most profound
relationship there is. And that is why, like knowing God himself, coming to
know and love your spouse is difficult and painful yet rewarding and wondrous.
The most painful, the most wonderful—this is the Biblical understanding of
marriage, and there has never been a more important time to lift it up and give it
prominence in our culture.
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prominence in our culture.

The Decline of Marriage
Over the last forty years, the “leading marriage indicators”—empirical
descriptions of marriage health and satisfaction in the United States—have been
in steady decline.2 The divorce rate is nearly twice the rate it was in 1960.3 In
1970, 89 percent of all births were to married parents, but today only 60 percent
are.4 Most tellingly, over 72 percent of American adults were married in 1960,
but only 50 percent were in 2008.5
All of this shows an increasing wariness and pessimism about marriage in our
culture, and this is especially true of younger adults. They believe their chances
of having a good marriage are not great, and, even if a marriage is stable, there is
in their view the horrifying prospect that it will become sexually boring. As
comedian Chris Rock has asked, “Do you want to be single and lonely or
married and bored?” Many young adults believe that these are indeed the two
main options. That is why many aim for something in the middle between
marriage and mere sexual encounters—cohabitation with a sexual partner.
This practice has grown exponentially in the last three decades. Today more
than half of all people live together before getting married. In 1960, virtually no
one did.6 One quarter of all unmarried women between the ages of twenty-five
and thirty-nine are currently living with a partner, and by their late thirties over
60 percent will have done so.7 Driving this practice are several widespread
beliefs. One is the assumption that most marriages are unhappy. After all, the
reasoning goes, 50 percent of all marriages end in divorce, and surely many of
the other 50 percent must be miserable. Living together before marriage, many
argue, improves your chances of making a good marriage choice. It helps you
discover whether you are compatible before you take the plunge. It’s a way to
discover if the other person can really keep your interest, if the “chemistry” is
strong enough. “Everyone I know who’s gotten married quickly—and failed to
live together [first]—has gotten divorced,” said one man in a Gallup survey for
the National Marriage Project.8
The problem with these beliefs and assumptions, however, is that every one of
them is almost completely wrong.

The Surprising Goodness of Marriage
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Despite the claim of the young man in the Gallup survey, “a substantial body of
evidence indicates that those who live together before marriage are more likely
to break up after marriage.”9 Cohabitation is an understandable response from
those who experienced their own parents’ painful divorces, but the facts indicate
that the cure may be worse than the alleged disease.10
Other common assumptions are wrong as well. While it is true that some 45
percent of marriages end in divorce, by far the greatest percentage of divorces
happen to those who marry before the age of eighteen, who have dropped out of
high school, and who have had a baby together before marrying. “So if you are a
reasonably well-educated person with a decent income, come from an intact
family and are religious, and marry after twenty-five without having a baby first,
your chances of divorce are low indeed.”11
Many young adults argue for cohabitation because they feel they should own a
home and be financially secure before they marry.12 The assumption is that
marriage is a financial drain. But studies point to what have been called “The
Surprising Economic Benefits of Marriage.”13 A 1992 study of retirement data
shows that individuals who were continuously married had 75 percent more
wealth at retirement than those who never married or who divorced and did not
remarry. Even more remarkably, married men have been shown to earn 10–40
percent more than do single men with similar education and job histories.
Why would this be? Some of this is because married people experience
greater physical and mental health. Also, marriage provides a profound “shock
absorber” that helps you navigate disappointments, illnesses, and other
difficulties. You recover your equilibrium faster. But the increased earnings
probably also come from what scholars call “marital social norms.” Studies
show that spouses hold one another to greater levels of personal responsibility
and self-discipline than friends or other family members can. Just to give one
example, single people can spend money unwisely and self-indulgently without
anyone to hold them accountable. But married people make each other practice
saving, investment, and delayed gratification. Nothing can mature character like
marriage.14
Perhaps the main reason that young adults are wary of marriage is their
perception that most couples are unhappy in their marriages. Typical is a Yahoo!
Forum in which a twenty-four-year-old male announced his decision to never
marry. He reported that as he had shared his decision over the past few months
to his married friends, everyone laughed and acted jealous. They all said to him
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that he was smart. He concluded that at least 70 percent of married people must
be unhappy in their relationships. A young woman in a response to his post
agreed with his anecdotal evidence. That fit her own assessment of her married
friends. “Out of 10 married couples . . . 7 are miserable as hell,” she opined, and
added, “I’m getting married next year because I love my fiancé. However, if
things change, I won’t hesitate to divorce him.”15
Recently the New York Times Magazine ran an article about a new movie
called Monogamy by Dana Adam Shapiro.16 In 2008, Shapiro came to realize
that many of his married thirty-something friends were breaking up. In
preparation for making a film about it, he decided to do an oral history of
breaking up—collecting fifty in-depth interviews with people who had seen their
marriages dissolve. He did no research, however, on happy, long-term
marriages. When asked why he did not do that, he paraphrased Tolstoy: “All
happy couples are the same. Which is to say they’re just boring.”17 “So it will
not be surprising,” the Times reporter concluded, “to say that the film, in the end,
takes a grim, if not entirely apocalyptic, view of relationships.” The movie
depicts two people who love each other very much but who simply “can’t make
it work.” In other interviews about the movie, the filmmaker expresses his belief
that it is extraordinarily hard though not completely impossible for two modern
persons to love each other without stifling one another’s individuality and
freedom. In the reporter’s words, the never-married Shapiro, though he hopes to
be married someday and does not believe his film is anti-marriage, finds an
“intractable difficulty” with monogamy. In this he reflects the typical view of
young adults, especially in the more urban areas of the United States.
As the pastor of a church containing several thousand single people in
Manhattan, I have talked to countless men and women who have the same
negative perceptions about marriage. However, they underestimate the prospects
for a good marriage. All surveys tell us that the number of married people who
say they are “very happy” in their marriages is high—about 61–62 percent—and
there has been little decrease in this figure during the last decade. Most striking
of all, longitudinal studies demonstrate that two-thirds of those unhappy
marriages out there will become happy within five years if people stay married
and do not get divorced.18 This led University of Chicago sociologist Linda J.
Waite to say, “the benefits of divorce have been oversold.”19
During the last two decades, the great preponderance of research evidence
shows that people who are married consistently show much higher degrees of
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satisfaction with their lives than those who are single, divorced, or living with a
partner.20 It also reveals that most people are happy in their marriages, and most
of those who are not and who don’t get divorced eventually become happy.
Also, children who grow up in married, two-parent families have two to three
times more positive life outcomes than those who do not.21 The overwhelming
verdict, then, is that being married and growing up with parents who are married
are enormous boosts to our well-being.

The History of Marriage
Belief in the desirability and goodness of marriage was once universal, but that
is no longer true. A recent report by the University of Virginia’s National
Marriage Project concluded the following: “Less than a third of the [high school
senior] girls and only slightly more than a third of the boys seem to believe . . .
that marriage is more beneficial to individuals than the alternatives. Yet this
negative attitude is contrary to the available empirical evidence, which
consistently indicates the substantial personal as well as social benefits of being
married compared to staying single or just living with someone.”22 The report
argues that the views of most young adults not only are unsupported by the older
consensus, and against the teaching of all the major religions of the world, but
they are also unsupported by the accumulated evidence of the most recent social
science.
So where did this pessimism come from, and why is it so out of touch with
reality? Paradoxically, it may be that the pessimism comes from a new kind of
unrealistic idealism about marriage, born of a significant shift in our culture’s
understanding of the purpose of marriage. Legal scholar John Witte, Jr., says that
the earlier “ideal of marriage as a permanent contractual union designed for the
sake of mutual love, procreation, and protection is slowly giving way to a new
reality of marriage as a ‘terminal sexual contract’ designed for the gratification
of the individual parties.”23
Witte points out that in Western civilizations there have been several
competing views of what the “form and function” of marriage should be.24 The
first two were the Catholic and the Protestant perspectives. Though different in
many particulars, they both taught that the purpose of marriage was to create a
framework for lifelong devotion and love between a husband and a wife. It was a
solemn bond, designed to help each party subordinate individual impulses and
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