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is month’s Herald includes articles on communication advice necessary for the survival 
of all Christian relationships, dating, and marriage. Whether you are the one helping 
someone move towards marriage, or are the one getting married, we hope these articles 
we be of use. 

1.... e Cross and Criticism: Handling Criticism rough the Lens of the Cross.
7.... Brother, You’re Like a Six: e Role of Attraction in Relationships.
11.... Premarital Counseling, Pornography, and Marriage.

On January 28, 1986, the space shuttle 
Challenger and its crew embarked on a 
mission to broaden educational horizons 
and promote the advancement of 
scientific knowledge. e most 
outstanding objective of the Challenger 
51-L mission was the delivery of 
educational lessons from space by teacher 
Christa McAuliffe. A lesson was, indeed, 
delivered, but not one which anyone 
expected.

Just 75 seconds aer lioff, tragedy struck. 
Before a watching world the shuttle 
suddenly erupted overhead, disintegrating 
the cabin along with its crew. e debris 
of metal, blood and bones plummeted to 
earth, along with our nation's glory.

What had gone wrong? at was the 
pressing question everyone asked. As 
teams of researchers examined the 
wreckage, the specific cause was soon 
found. e problem was with the O-rings 
(circular rubber seals), which had been 
designed to fit snugly into the joints of the 
booster engine sections. Evidently, the O-
rings had become defective under adverse 
conditions, and the resulting mechanical 
failure led to the tragedy. Was that the 
whole story?

e truth eventually got out. e New 
York Times put it frankly: the ultimate 
cause of the space shuttle disaster was 
pride. A group of top managers failed to 
listen carefully to the warnings, advice 
and criticisms given by those down the 
line who were concerned about the 
operational reliability of certain parts of 
the booster engine under conditions of 
abnormal stress. Just think: heeding 
criticism could have saved seven human 
lives.

by Dr. Alfred J. Poirier 

Pastors Rocky Mountain Community Church, 
MT USA.

Completed his D. Min. in counseling at 
Westminster eological Seminary.

HERALD

e Cross and Criticism
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As a pastor, church leader, and lecturer for 
Peacemaker Ministries, I am blessed with 
the opportunity to minister to people and 
congregations in conflict. Among the 
many things I've come to learn is the 
dominant role that giving and taking 
criticism has in exacerbating conflict. Yet, 
even more, I've learned that the remedy 
wonderfully provided by God requires us 
to return to the cross of Christ. For our 
present purposes, I want us to look at the 
problem of taking criticism.

e Dynamic of Defending Against 
Criticism

First of all, let me define what I mean by 
criticism. I'm using criticism in a broad 
sense as referring to any judgment made 
about you by another, which declares that 
you fall short of a particular standard. e 
standard may be God's or man's. e 
judgment may be true or false. It may be 
given gently with a view to correction, or 
harshly and in a condemnatory fashion. It 
may be given by a friend or by an enemy. 
But whatever the case, it is a judgment or 
criticism about you, that you have fallen 
short of a standard.

However it comes, most of us would agree 
that criticism is difficult to take. Who of 
us doesn't know someone with whom we 
need to be especially careful in our 
remarks lest they blow up in response to 
our suggested corrections? Unfortunately, 
as I travel around the country, the tale is 
oen told that many people would never 
dare confront or criticize their pastor or 
leader for fear of retaliation. Many just 

find another organization to work for or 
church to attend.

As sad a commentary as this is, such 
people are not much different from me. I, 
too, do not like criticism. Any criticism is 
hard for me to take. I'd much rather be 
commended than corrected, praised than 
rebuked. I'd much rather judge than be 
judged! And I do not think that I am 
alone in this. e more I listen, the more I 
hear the dynamic of defensiveness against 
criticism.

In counseling, I see it in the humorous 
way a couple will be diverted from the 
issue at hand to debate who said what, 
when, and where. Or in how people 
debate back and forth as to whether it was 
a Tuesday or a Wednesday when they did 
something.

Why do we expend so much time and 
energy swatting at these flies with 
sledgehammers? Why are our hearts and 
minds so instantly engaged and our 
emotions surging with great vigor in our 
defense? e answer is simple. ese 
issues are not minor or insignificant. We 
defend that which we deem of great value. 
We think it is our life we are saving. We 
believe something much larger will be lost 
if we do not use every means to rescue it. 
Our name, our reputation, our honor, our 
glory.

"If I don't point out that I've been 
misunderstood, misquoted, or falsely 
accused, then others won't know I'm 
right. And if I don't point out my 
rightness, nobody will. I will be scorned 
and condemned in the eyes of others."
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Do you see the idol of self here? e 
desire for self-justification? But idols have 
legs. Because of this deep idolatrous desire 
for self-justification, the tragedy of the 
Space Shuttle gets played out over and 
over again in our relationships. It destroys 
our ability to listen and learn, and it 
provokes us to quarrel.

us, for the sake of our pride and 
foolishness, we willingly suffer loss of 
friends, spouse, or loved ones. Some of 
that destruction comes in the shape of a 
thin truce. We tolerate a cold war. We 
make a false peace. We pledge to each 
other to discuss only those things which 
have little significance for bettering our 
souls. We lay out land mines and threaten 
the other that we will explode in anger if 
they so much as raise the forbidden 
subject of my mistake, my error, or my 
sin.

is is how churches split and factions 
develop. We surround ourselves with "yes" 
men—people willing to never challenge, 
advise, or criticize us. Yet, while we go on 
defending ourselves against criticism, we 
find Scripture teaching something 
different.

Criticism Commended

e ability to hear and heed correction or 
criticism is commended in Scripture, 
particularly in Proverbs. Being teachable, 
able and willing to receive correction, is a 
mark of the wise. And the wise father or 
mother will encourage as well as model 
such an attitude for their daughters and 
sons.

e way of a fool seems right to him, but a 
wise man listens to advice (Prov. 12:15).

Pride only breeds quarrels, but wisdom is 
found in those who take advice (Prov. 
13:10).

A rebuke impresses a man of discernment 
more than a hundred lashes a fool (Prov. 
17:10).

e ability to take advice, correction, and 
rebuke is not only considered a mark of 
the wise, and the inability a mark of the 
fool, but both the wise and the fool reap 
according to their ability to take criticism:

He who scorns instruction will pay for it, 
but he who respects a command is 
rewarded (Prov. 13:13).

Instruct a wise man and he will be wiser 
still; teach a righteous man and he will 
add to his learning (Prov. 9:9).

He who ignores discipline despises 
himself, but whoever heeds correction 
gains understanding (Prov. 15:32).

ere is gain in taking criticism. No 
wonder David exclaims in Psalm 141:5: 
Let a righteous man strike me—it is a 
kindness; let him rebuke me—it is oil on 
my head. My head will not refuse it. David 
knows the profit of gaining wisdom, 
knowledge, and understanding. He knows 
rebukes are a kindness, a blessing, an 
honor.

Being teachable, 
able, and willing 

to receive 
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Ask yourself: Is that how you look at a 
rebuke? Is that how you perceive 
criticism, correction or counsel? Do you 
want to look at it that way?

How can we move from always being 
quick to defend ourselves against any and 
all criticism toward becoming instead like 
David who saw it as gain? e answer is 
through understanding, believing, and 
affirming all that God says about us in the 
cross of Christ.

Paul summed it up when he said, "I have 
been crucified with Christ." A believer is 
one who identifies with all that God 
affirms and condemns in Christ's 
crucifixion. God affirms in Christ's 
crucifixion the whole truth about Himself: 
His holiness, goodness, justice, mercy, and 
truth as revealed and demonstrated in His 
Son, Jesus. Equally, in the cross God 
condemns the lie: sin, deceit, and the 
idolatrous heart. He condemns my 
sinfulness as well as my specific sins. Let's 
see how this applies to giving and taking 
criticism.

First, in Christ's Cross I Agree 
With God's Judgment of Me

I see myself as God sees me—a sinner. 
ere is no escaping the truth: "No one is 
righteous, not even one" (Rom. 3:9-18). In 
response to my sin, the cross has criticized 
and judged me more intensely, deeply, 
pervasively, and truly than anyone else 
ever could. is knowledge permits us to 
say to all other criticism of us: "is is just 
a fraction of it."

Cursed is everyone who does not 
continue to do everything written in the 
Book of the Law (Gal. 3:10).

For whoever keeps the whole law and yet 
stumbles at just one point is guilty of 
breaking all of it (James 2:10).

By faith, I affirm God's judgment of 
myself, that I am a sinner. I also believe 
that the answer to my sin lies in the cross.

I have been crucified with Christ and I no 
longer live (Gal. 2:20).

For we know that our old self was 
crucified with him [Jesus] so that the 
body of sin might be done away with, that 
we should no longer be slaves to sin 
(Rom. 6:6).

If the cross says anything, it speaks about 
my sin. e person who says "I have been 
crucified with Christ" is a person well 
aware of his sinfulness. You'll never get 
life right by your own unaided efforts 
because all who rely on observing the law 
are under a curse. "Cursed is everyone 
who does not continue to do everything 
written in the Book of the Law" (Gal. 
3:10). us the cross doesn't merely 
criticize or judge us; it condemns us for 
not doing everything written in God's law. 
Do you believe that? Do you feel the force 
of that criticism? Do you appreciate the 
thoroughness of God's judgment?

To claim to be a Christian 
is to agree with all God 

says about our sin.
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e crucified person also knows that he 
cannot defend himself against God's 
judgment by trying to offset his sin by his 
good works. ink about this fact: 
whoever keeps the whole law and yet 
stumbles at just one point is guilty of 
breaking all of it (James 2:10).

To claim to be a Christian is to agree with 
all God says about our sin. As a person 
"crucified with Christ," we admit, agree, 
and approve of God's judgment against us: 
ere is no one righteous, not even one 
(Rom. 3:10).

Implications for Dealing with 
Criticism

In light of God's judgment and 
justification of the sinner in the cross of 
Christ, we can begin to discover how to 
deal with any and all criticism. By 
agreeing with God's criticism of me in 
Christ's cross, I can face any criticism man 
may lay against me. In other words, no 
one can criticize me more than the cross 
has. And the most devastating criticism 
turns out to be the finest mercy. If you 
thus know yourself as having been 
crucified with Christ, then you can 
respond to any criticism, even mistaken 
or hostile criticism, without bitterness, 
defensiveness, or blameshiing. Such 
responses typically exacerbate and 
intensify conflict, and lead to the rupture 
of relationships. You can learn to hear 
criticism as constructive and not 
condemnatory because God has justified 
you.

Who will bring any charge against those 
whom God has chosen? It is God who 

justifies. Who is he that condemns? (Rom. 
8:33-34a).

Let a righteous man strike me—it is a 
kindness; let him rebuke me—it is oil on 
my head. My head will not refuse it (Ps. 
141:5).

If I know myself as crucified with Christ, I 
can now receive another's criticism with 
this attitude: "You have not discovered a 
fraction of my guilt. Christ has said more 
about my sin, my failings, my rebellion 
and my foolishness than any man can lay 
against me. I thank you for your 
corrections. ey are a blessing and a 
kindness to me. For even when they are 
wrong or misplaced, they remind me of 
my true faults and sins for which my Lord 
and Savior paid dearly when He went to 
the cross for me. I want to hear where 
your criticisms are valid."

e correction and advice that we hear are 
sent by our heavenly Father. ey are His 
corrections, rebukes, warnings, and 
scoldings. His reminders are meant to 
humble me, to weed out the root of pride 
and replace it with a heart and lifestyle of 
growing wisdom, understanding, 
goodness, and truth. For example, if you 
can take criticism—however just or unjust
—you'll learn to give it with gracious 
intent and constructive results. See the 
sidebar, "Giving Criticism God's Way."

I do not fear man's criticism for I have 
already agreed with God's criticism. And I 
do not look ultimately for man's approval 
for I have gained by grace God's approval. 
In fact, His love for me helps me to hear 
correction and criticism as a kindness, oil 
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on my head, from my Father who loves 
me and says, "My son, do not make light 
of the Lord's discipline, and do not lose 
heart when He rebukes you, because the 
Lord disciplines those he loves, and he 
punishes everyone He accepts as a 
son" (Heb. 12:5-6).

Applying What We've Learned

1. Critique yourself. How do I typically 
react to correction? Do I pout when 
criticized or corrected? What is my first 
response when someone says I'm wrong? 
Do I tend to attack the person? To reject 
the content of criticism? To react to the 
manner? How well do I take advice? How 
well do I seek it? Are people able to 
approach me to correct me? Am I 
teachable?

Do I harbor anger against the person who 
criticizes me? Do I immediately seek to 
defend myself, hauling out my righteous 
acts and personal opinions in order to 
defend myself and display my rightness? 
Can my spouse, parents, children, 
brothers, sisters, or friends correct me?

2. Ask the Lord to give you a desire to be 
wise instead of a fool. Use Proverbs to 
commend to yourself the goodness of 
being willing and able to receive criticism, 
advice, rebuke, counsel, or correction. 
Meditate upon the passages given above: 
Proverbs 9:9; 12:15; 13:10,13; 15:32; 17:10; 
Psalm 141:5.

3. Focus on your crucifixion with Christ. 
While I can say I have faith in Christ, and 
even say with Paul, "I have been crucified 
with Christ," yet I still find myself not 

living in light of the cross. So I challenge 
myself with two questions. First, if I 
continually squirm under the criticism of 
others, how can I say I know and agree 
with the criticism of the cross? Second, if I 
typically justify myself, how can I say I 
know, love, and cling to God's justification 
of me through Christ's cross? is drives 
me back to contemplating God's 
judgment and justification of the sinner in 
Christ on the cross. As I meditate on what 
God has done in Christ for me, I find a 
resolve to agree with and affirm all that 
God says about me in Christ, with whom 
I've been crucified.

4. Learn to speak nourishing words to 
others. I want to receive criticism as a 
sinner living within Jesus' mercy, so how 
can I give criticism in a way that 
communicates mercy to another? 
Accurate, balanced criticism, given 
mercifully, is the easiest to hear—and 
even against that my pride rebels. Unfair 
criticism or harsh criticism (whether fair 
or unfair) is needlessly hard to hear. How 
can I best give accurate, fair criticism, well 
tempered with mercy and affirmation?

My prayer is that in your struggle against 
the sin of self-justification you will deepen 
your love for the glory of God as revealed 
in the gospel of His Son, and that you will 
grow wise by faith.

Article available from:
http://www.peacemaker.net/

This article originally appeared in the 
Spring 1999 issue of The Journal of 
Biblical Counseling, (Vol. 17, No. 3).

http://www.peacemaker.net
http://www.peacemaker.net
http://www.peacemaker.net
http://www.peacemaker.net
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Are you a single Christian man 
who desires to be married? Let me help. I 
have an idea for a personal ad:

"Single Christian male (SCM) seeks single 
Christian female (SCF) to love as Christ 
loved the church, to give himself up for 
her to make her holy, to love as he loves 
himself (Eph. 5). SCF must be absolute 
physical knockout (no one scoring below 
9.0, please), must love to talk politics and 
sports, and must possess a laundry list of 
pre-decided personal characteristics so 
completely that SCM is convinced no 
better option could possibly be available 
within the next decade."

Oh, you're a single Christian woman? No 
problem:

"SCF seeks SCM to submit to in 
everything as to the Lord, to respect, to 
serve, to follow and to be led by in 
discipleship and ministry, to trust as 
spiritual leader of the home, and to serve 
Christ with for the next several decades or 
until Jesus comes back. SCM must possess 
total confidence (but can't be cocky and 
must trust SCF's opinion in all things); 
must be devastatingly handsome but have 
no idea that he is; must be exquisite 
interpersonal communicator who enjoys 
nothing more than long, conversations 
about the relationship; must understand 
SCF completely; and must otherwise fit 

description of how SCF thought 'e One' 
would be since SCF started thinking 
about it at age 11."

Too harsh? Not likely. Surveys inquiring 
about what singles — even professing 
Christian singles — look for in someone 
to date or marry, oen receive "physically 
attractive," "sense of humor," "fun-loving 
personality," even "wealth" as the top 
answers.

e world tells us that the way to know 
whether two people are "right for each 
other" is to measure the white-hot 
physical attraction between the two, 
combined with the idea of "chemistry" on 
steroids — their ability to effortlessly have 
day-long conversations anytime about 
anything, punctuated by the quick, witty 
exchanges found mostly in edgy 
independent comedies. In our culture — 
and in many churches — "attraction," 
whether purely physical or "chemistry-
related," is considered the foundational 
way to evaluate a potential marriage 
relationship.

Biblical Christians, however, are called to 
think differently. We are to use Scripture 
as the measure of our desires. We are to 
take every thought, every area of our lives 
captive to the word of God. ankfully, 
"attraction" does play a role in finding a 
husband or wife. Read Song of Songs 
sometime. Biblically, however, attraction 
as the world understands it cannot be the 
foundation on which a godly marriage is 
built.

Brother, You’re Like a Six
by Scott Cro.

is article originally appeared on the 
Focus on the Family Website.
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Let's examine two problems with the 
"attraction-as-foundation" approach to 
dating and marriage — one theological, 
one practical — and then look at the idea 
of biblical attraction.

e eological Problem

"Wives, submit to your husbands as to the 
Lord. 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. Now as 
the church submits to Christ, so also 
wives should submit to their husbands in 
everything. Husbands, love your wives, 
just as Christ loved the church and gave 
himself up for her to make her holy, 
cleansing her by the washing with water 
through the word, and to present her to 
himself as a radiant church, without stain 
or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy 
and blameless. In this same way, husbands 
ought to love their wives as their own 
bodies. He who loves his wife loves 
himself. Aer all, no one ever hated his 
own body, but he feeds and cares for it, 
just as Christ does the church — for we 
are members of his body." (Ephesians 
5:22-30)

e fundamental theological problem 
with the "attraction-as-foundation" 
approach to dating and marriage is that 
the approach grossly distorts the biblical 
definitions of "love" and "marriage." 
What's the big question most people 
agonize over with regard to finding a 
spouse: "How do I know if I've found the 
one?" As my friend Michael Lawrence 
pointed out in his article "Stop Test-
Driving Your Girlfriend," "the unstated 

goal of the question is 'How do I know if 
she's the one ... for me.'"

And that's essentially selfish. I don't mean 
that such an approach involves malice or 
the intent to hurt anyone. I simply mean 
that such an approach is self-centered. It 
conceives of finding a spouse from the 
standpoint of what will be most enjoyable 
for me based on my tastes and desires. 
What will I receive from marriage to this 
or that person?

In Scripture, love is described not as a 
mere emotion based on personal desire 
(i.e., "attraction"), but as an act of the will 
that leads to selfless actions toward others. 
According to Jesus Himself, the second-
greatest commandment (aer loving God) 
is to "love your neighbor as 
yourself " (Mark 12:31). He also said 
"greater love has no one than this, that he 
lay down his life for his friends" (John 
15:13). Jesus' love for us did not result 
from our inherent loveliness or our 
wonderful treatment of Him. He didn't go 
to the cross as a spontaneous response 
triggered by mere emotion. His perfect 
love of us was a choice, an act undertaken 
despite our lack of attractiveness — and it 
led to both sacrifice and joy.

e apostle Paul agrees. In 1 Corinthians 
13, Paul describes the biblical definition of 
love in detail, and he lets us know that 
love isn't just felt, it does something — 
something selfless.

In the world's version of attraction, I'm a 
consumer, not a servant. I respond to 
attributes of yours that I like because of 
their potential to please me. Again, this is 
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not malicious or evil — it's just not how 
we're primarily called to treat one another 
in Scripture. It's not the Bible's idea of 
love.

As for marriage, look back to the passage 
from Ephesians 5. Fundamentally, 
marriage is a beautiful (if distant) analogy 
of the way that Christ has perfectly loved 
and sacrificed for the church, and the way 
the church, His bride, responds to her 
Lord.

Marriage is incredibly fun; it's also 
incredibly hard. For most people it is the 
greatest act of ministry and service to 
another person that they will ever 
undertake. Husbands are literally called to 
"give themselves up for" their wives. 
Wives are called to submit to, respect, and 
serve their husbands "as to the Lord." 
ough husbands and wives receive 
countless blessings from a biblical 
marriage, the very idea of biblical 
marriage describes an act — many acts — 
of love, service, sacrifice, and ministry 
toward a sinful human being. According 
to Scripture, marriage is anything but a 
selfish endeavor. It is a ministry.

What sense does it make to undertake 
that ministry based primarily on a list of 
self-centered (and oen petty) 
preferences? If your idea of attraction — 
whatever that is — dominates your 
pursuit of a spouse, consider: Is your 
approach biblical? More on this in a 
minute.

e Practical Problem

e practical problem with letting 
"attraction" lead the way in finding a 

spouse is not profound: It doesn't work. If 
everyone demanded that their quirky, 
secular notions of attractiveness or 
chemistry be perfectly fulfilled before they 
would agree to marry a person, no one 
would marry.

I once counseled a Christian brother in 
his dating relationship with a great 
woman. She was godly, caring, and bright. 
She was attractive, but not a supermodel. 
For weeks I listened to this brother 
agonize over his refusal to commit and 
propose to this woman. He said they were 
able to talk well about a lot of things, but 
there were a few topics he was interested 
in that she couldn't really engage with, 
and sometimes the conversation 
"dragged."

He also said that, while he found her 
basically attractive, there was one feature 
of hers that he "just pictured differently" 
on the woman he would marry. I would 
ask about her godliness and character and 
faith, and he said all those things were 
stellar (and he was right). Finally, he said, 
"I guess I'm looking for a 'ten'."

I could hold back no longer. Without 
really thinking, I responded, "You're 
looking for a 'ten'? But, brother, look at 
yourself. You're like a 'six.' If you ever find 
the woman you're looking for, and she has 
your attitude, what makes you think she 
would have you?"

Here's something else the world won't tell 
you. Even if you find your "perfect ten" — 
however you define "ten" — marriage is 
still hard. When you search for a spouse, 
you are looking for someone (a sinner, 
like you) who you will be serving God and 
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living the Christian life with until Christ 
returns or one of you dies.

In that context, even a really good sense of 
humor will only get you so far. Physical 
attractiveness (as defined by the world) 
fades in 100 percent of people, including 
you. "Chemistry" as the world defines it 
ebbs and flows in any relationship. Your 
spouse can be as fun-loving as he or she 
can possibly be and there will still be 
many moments that aren't fun. Your 
spouse can have the best personality 
you've ever seen and he or she will still 
drive you absolutely batty sometimes if 
you live with him or her for the rest of 
your life. You can marry someone who 
appears to be an omni-competent genius, 
and there will still be times that neither of 
you knows what to do next. Knowing that 
is part of maturing as a person and as a 
believer, and believe it or not, it's part of 
what makes marriage wonderful and 
special.

As you seek someone with whom to serve 
God in marriage, build on something 
more than what might make for a few fun 
dates or an impressive "catch" in the 
world's eyes.

Biblical Attraction

What then? Am I saying that attraction 
and chemistry have no place in your 
consideration of whom to marry? No. 
Does biblical faithfulness require that we 
all run out and marry the godliest, most 
personally grating person we can find? Of 
course not.

In God's kindness to us, He doesn't just 
nourish us, He has provided an infinite 
variety of foods that not only keep us 
alive, but that also taste good to us. In the 
same way, God has graciously given us 
physical attraction, chemistry, and 
pleasure to make marriage and its unique 
intimacy that much sweeter to us. at's 
good and right.

Enjoy those things, but don't be a slave to 
them. Desire them, but have a realistic 
idea of what those words mean in a fallen 
world, and the limited role they should 
play in one of the most important 
decisions of your Christian life. 
Remember, "the movies" aren't real, and 
they aren't the standard. It's not that 
attraction makes no difference, but it 
shouldn't make the difference.

What should make the difference? Well, 
the Bible talks about the characteristics of 
godly men and women. ese are the 
things that the Lord Himself considers to 
be good attributes, or, to use a different 
word, "attractive."

Is your potential spouse clearly a believer 
in Jesus (2 Cor. 6:14)? Does he/she exhibit 
the fruit of the Spirit — love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5)? 
Does he/she show clear regard and care 
for others? Does he/she show evident love 
for God in how he/she spends time and 
money, how he/she interacts with others?

Women, is this a man you respect? Could 
you envision yourself submitting to and 
following him over the course of your 
lives together? Do you believe he will care 
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well for you and your children? Will he 
serve you above himself and encourage 
your spiritual growth, as he is called to do 
in Ephesians 5? Is he growing in the 
characteristics of biblical manhood (1 
Timothy 3, Titus 1 and 1 Peter 3)?

Men, do you believe this woman will care 
for you well and be a good mother and 
discipler to your children? Is she growing 
in the characteristics of biblical 
womanhood and what the Bible calls "true 
beauty" (Proverbs 31, 1 Peter 3, Titus 2)? 
Do you envision her being supportive of 
you in whatever ministry God may call 
you to?

My friend's view is not rare, and he's not a 
bad guy. He would not have married a 
woman who met his laundry list of 

requirements but wasn't clearly a believer. 
He valued godliness; he just demanded 
godliness and total compliance with his 
list. at's the subtle selfishness that 
creeps in. I can have both. I can have it all.

My brother or sister, if that had been 
Jesus' approach to love, you and I would 
still be in our sins. Forget the fantasy. 
Glorify the Lord in the way you choose a 
spouse. Let the Inventor of attraction and 
beauty reform your thinking, and your 
marriage will be rich.

How’s the Conventional Wisdom?
9Marks: What is the conventional wisdom 
for having a healthy, happy marriage 
among evangelical Christians? Would you 
differ from the conventional wisdom? 
How?

Winston Smith: I think that the buzz 
word for the day—not just for Christians 
but marriages in general—seems to be 
compatibility. e idea is to locate your 
"soul mate" or the person who is most 
compatible with you.

ere is something tricky about the idea of 
compatibility. ere is an elementary 
wisdom that you actually see in the 
Proverbs concerning compatibility. 
Marriage is so much harder when you 
marry somebody you don't like. "Like a 
constant dripping is a quarrelsome 
spouse." You shouldn't marry somebody 
that you don't like or don't get along with. 

Premarital Counseling, Pornography, and 
Marriage

e following is a interview between 
9Marks Ministries and Winston T. 
Smith.

Winston T. Smith, M.Div., is the 
director of counseling at Christian 
Counseling & Educational Foundation. 

Scott Cro serves as chairman of the 
elders at Capitol Hill Baptist Church.  

Scott lives with his wife, Rachel and son, 
William in the Washington, D.C.
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at might sound like a no-brainer, but 
people do it. at's where the Scriptures 
say, "Yes, compatibility means something."

e slippery slope comes in when we go 
no further than a superficial 
understanding of compatibility—finding 
somebody that makes my life easy or 
makes me feel good. We lapse into this 
"relationship consumerism" where we go 
out in the world and look for a potential 
partner like we're at a grocery store. We 
don't look at others as someone that we 
are called to love. We tend to develop 
tunnel vision—looking for what is sugary 
and sweet. We actually make worse 
decisions rather than better decisions. We 
must be really careful about how we talk 
about compatibility. It's okay to talk about 
it and acknowledge it as a factor, but when 
it stands alone, it just plays to the 
selfishness and sinfulness of the human 
heart.

Biblical Priorities and Pre-Marital 
Counseling

9M: If the key to a healthy marriage is not 
just compatibility, what is it? Or let me 
place this in a real world setting and ask 
the question like this: What's the most 
important thing to tell an engaged couple 
in premarital counseling? What's the most 
important thing they need to get?

WS: Any time I meet with a couple who 
are planning to get married, one of the 
things I always have to keep in mind is 
that I'm looking at people who are bullet 
proof. at's the way I think of it. In other 
words, by the time a couple gets to me for 
premarital counseling, they are oen 

already engaged. Someone spent a few 
thousand dollars on an engagement ring. 
Sometimes the wedding invitations have 
already gone out, and they're not really 
there to hear about their problems. ey 
have come in to get a rubber stamp—that 
stamp of approval so they can go forward 
with confidence. My job is to help them 
understand that there are important 
reasons for them to be open to seeing their 
problems.

I think for the most part, young people get 
married because their dating experience 
has taught them that they are really good 
at having fun with each other. ey have 
enjoyed wining and dining each other. 
And they want to cement that fun with 
marriage. It is really nice being married to 
somebody that you enjoy and have fun 
with, but ultimately marriage isn't about 
fun. Fun can be one of the great 
byproducts of marriage, but ultimately a 
marriage is a picture of Christ's 
relationship to his bride, the church, and 
his love for her. It is our opportunity and 
our obligation in marriage to image that—
to be a walking, talking portrait of that 
kind of love.

And you know what? at kind of love 
doesn't just show up in the good and 
happy times. at kind of love is 
sometimes most visible when things go 
wrong. We know Christ's love because he 
came to us in our messiness, our ugliness, 
our brokenness and our rebellion. is 
kind of marriage requires a couple to meet 
each other in those messy, scary places. In 
marriage counseling, I want to prepare 
people for this most critical part of 
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imaging Christ. I need them to be willing 
to look at the messiness before they get 
married so they'll know if they are making 
a wise decision.

9M: Is there anything else that is crucial 
for premarital counseling?

WS: I think the key word for premarital 
counseling is wisdom. e decision to 
marry somebody isn't about maintaining 
an emotional high. It's about making a 
wise decision. e wisdom of that decision 
is based on choosing someone to marry 
that you will love not only in their 
strengths, but you'll be prepared to love 
and minister to in their weaknesses. en, 
conversely, a wise decision is choosing 
somebody who will love you not just in 
the fun moments and in your strengths, 
but will minister to you and love you in 
your weakness. at's a wisdom decision.

What I want to do in premarital 
counseling is not tell them whether they 
should or shouldn't marry this person. 
ey are free to marry anybody they want 
to marry who is a Christian. But I want to 
ask,

"What would a wise decision look like for 
you?"

"Here's what I'm learning about you and 
your temptations and manner of life. 
Here's what I'm learning about the other 
person, their manner of life, their 
temptations, their sins. What would it look 
like if you tried to minister to each other 
in that?"

"Here's where your strengths would lie, 
and here's where your weaknesses would 

lie. Here's the way it would probably flesh 
out in marriage. Now you decide. Is that a 
ministry you're willing to commit to for 
the rest of your life? at's really your 
decision, not mine."

On rare occasions, I've felt compelled to 
say, "is will be a disaster if you marry 
each other." More oen than not, I'll say, 
"is is my realistic opinion of what it will 
look like and it's up to you to decide if 
that's okay with you or not."

Cultural Change and Pornography

9M: How do you think the culture has 
changed over the last fieen or twenty 
years? What do you think marriages are 
facing now that they may not have faced 
twenty years ago?

WS: ere are probably many cultural 
pressures that make marriage different 
than it was even 15 or 20 years ago. I will 
just point out one because it's one of the 
most insidious. I've seen time and time 
again just how powerful and destructive 
pornography is in marriages. Of course, 
pornography is more than 20 years old, 
but what has changed in the last 20 years is 
technology. In the past there was this 
shame barrier that you had to be willing to 
cross. To really throw yourself into 
pornography, you had to go to a different 
part of town. You had to get out of your 
car and walk into a store and be willing to 
be seen. Your name and your face would 
be associated with the material that you 
were handling. Now anonymity seems 
almost guaranteed. It's not just available to 
you, it's invading your life. It's promoting 
itself. It will pop up in your e-mails. It will 
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show up on the movie menu in the hotel 
room. Probably the classier the hotel, the 
easier it is to view pornography and the 
more shamelessly it's displayed.

Pornography is on the offensive against 
you. It's coming aer you. So you have to 
have real reasons to say no to it, not just 
because you are going to get caught. at's 
not a good enough reason because you'll 
have opportunities to secretly indulge in it. 
e mode of pornography has changed, 
and the message has become amplified. 
Without being graphic, anybody who's 
seen pornography will probably know 
what I'm talking about. Pornography is 
ultimately about anonymous, meaningless 
relationships where the center of focus is 
personal gratification.

Sex is wonderful, but sex is intended by 
God to communicate meaning and 
purpose. It is intended to communicate 
God's commitment, covenantal and 
sacrificial love, tenderness and care. It is 
not intended to communicate a freedom 
to do what you can get away with, focus 
on yourself, and engage in anonymous, 
meaningless relationships. You take those 
anti-relationship messages of pornography 
and pair them with a physiological high 
and you've got something really nasty on 
your hands. It doesn't just enslave a 
person's time and thought life. It begins to 
invade the rest of their relationships. 
ose same messages of convenience, 
pleasure, and self-focus leak all over your 
life—they don't just stay on your 
computer .

9M: Do you have any wisdom for pastors 
and churches for taking the offensive—
ways they can be proactive in the battle 
against pornography?

WS: I think one of the ways churches 
should work against this threat, very 
simply, is to start talking about it. And 
don't just talk about it as something that's 
out there in the culture, but talk about it as 
something that's coming aer us as 
individuals and families in the church. 
Create forums/arenas where people who 
are battling with it can talk about it 
without being shamed or treated like 
second class citizens. Create an open 
conversation where this problem is treated 
with the same care, concern, and 
tenderness as any other sins and struggle.

is is a very simple but bold step. You 
need to say, "We're going to talk about it 
like it's a problem in our church, because it 
is." It is a given. Of course, this 
conversation should occur as part of the 
larger culture of discipling and 
accountability that pastors should be 
cultivating in their churches.

en be really practical in giving people 
tools to do something about it.

• If you have an Internet connection 
in your home, think of it as a portal 
to a XXX book store. You have a 
doorway in your house that leads to 
an adult book store if you have an 
internet connection, a cable TV, or 
satellite connection. So treat it like 
it's a door that needs to be guarded 
and locked. It's ok to be entertained 
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with your computer, but you need 
to know what you're doing and why 
you're doing it. You're not just 
grazing on your computer.

• Limit private access to the 
computer. If you have a desktop 
computer, put it in a family area 
with the screen facing the middle of 
the room.

• ere are all kinds of soware 
available that are effective, but no 
soware is foolproof. ere are 
soware options that are effective at 
erecting a barrier (stringing up 
some razor wire). If you break 
through, it's because you wanted to 
break through - not because you 
were entrapped.

ere are all kinds of basic things that we 
can do to protect ourselves, but we seem 
to walk around in churches with naiveté. 
People are assuming, "No one is talking 
about it so it must not be a problem." I 
have seen countless examples of pastors 
and church administrators who've been 
ensnared by it. I have counseled people 
who work as cleaning staff who will log 
onto computers at night and look at 
pornography in the buildings they are 
cleaning. Hopefully, some of these 
suggestions will be helpful in battling this 
prevalent issue.

Building Healthy Marriages

9M: How do you build a culture of healthy 
marriages in the church? What are 
practical steps that pastors can pursue to 
build healthy marriages?

WS: I think any time you consider how to 
do something in the church, you should 
start off with how do I lead by example? 
Don't jump to a program. Don't jump to 
structure. Consider the following:

• How do I live in my marriage before 
my people?

• How does this show up in the 
pulpit?

• Do I talk about marriages as 
ministry from the pulpit?

• Do I talk about relationships as 
having a purpose from the pulpit?

• Do I help people understand from 
the pulpit what grace and love look 
like in the day-to-day details of life?

We all love preaching that has funny 
stories or even jokes. What we really need 
are applications that are earthy and 
applicable—down to the level of how you 
speak to each other. How do you fight with 
each other? How do you forgive? How do 
you deal with the day-to-day stuff where 
you live?

•
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