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Introduction
It is not difficult to find a consensus 
regarding the value and virtues of marriage 
theologically, but it is an overwhelming 
challenge to convict and convince about 
the need to really work at building such a 
marriage day-by-day.

Since marriage is a “state of being,” it 
doesn’t take long until there is little focus on 
the “state of our doing.” 

Today, I want to take time to talk about the 
work that follows the wedding—the labors of 
love that must last a lifetime.

Let’s focus our attention on four important 
assumptions for awareness and perspective: 

1. It’s easy to say words and really hard 
to live out commitments in life. 
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It is one thing to say “I Do” (verb, present 
tense with continued action), and it is quite 
another thing to “Do it!” Too many say, “I 
Did and… I’m Done.” Yet, if marriage is to 
be strong and sustained, it must be seen as 
something renewed as we say afresh, “I Do 
TODAY!” 

2. Marriage takes work, hard work to 
thrive and survive in our day. 

I believe the work it takes to build a strong 
and secure marriage is harder today than 
ever before because of all the complexities 
and compromises of the world in which we 
live.  

Love is what makes marriage hard. What? 
Yes. The one thing we struggle with the 
most—loving someone besides ourselves—is 
what makes marriage push us to the brink of 
mental insanity.  

Would you ever say to an MLB player that 
hitting a fast ball should be easy or to a PGA 
professional that making a long putt should 
be easy? No, because it’s not easy; it takes 
work, failure, practice and discipline. The 
same is true of marriage.  
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3. You never marry the right person—you 
become the right person in your marriage.

“Destructive to marriage is the self-fulfillment 
ethic that assumes marriage and the 
family are primarily institutions of personal 
fulfillment, necessary for us to become 
‘whole’ and happy. The assumption is that 
there is someone just right for us to marry 
and that if we look closely enough we will 
find the right person. This moral assumption 
overlooks a crucial aspect to marriage. It fails 
to appreciate the fact that we always marry 
the wrong person. We never know whom we 
marry; we just think we do. Or even if we first 
marry the right person, just give it a while and 
he or she will change. For marriage, being 
(the enormous thing it is) means we are not 
the same person after we have entered it. 
The primary problem is… learning how to 
love and care for the stranger to whom you 
find yourself married.” —Stanley Hauerwas 
Ethics Professor, Duke University 

Compatibility is a misnomer. Marriage brings 
you into such close proximity with another 
that it brings confrontation and conflict, but 
learning to love is what makes marriage a 
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great adventure. The problem is most try to 
destroy what they need to learn to enjoy!    

Let me state it simply: “It’s not chemistry or 
compatibility, but commitment that makes a 
great marriage.”  

4. God in grace has supplied us with the 
wisdom of His Word to enable us to win 
and to witness for His glory.  

So having addressed some important 
assumptions, what are the necessary actions 
for “building up” your mate and your 
marriage? 

Last week, Bret Legg laid the foundation for 
this series by discussing, Marriage: What 
Does It Mean?  Today, I want to talk about 
Marriage: How Does It Work? 

The “meaning of marriage” should be the 
first clue and guide to help us answer this 
question.

“Marriage is a spiritual relationship designed 
by God, provided for our good, and intended 
for His glory.” —David McKinley
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Bret Legg expounded on this statement: 
“Marriage is a unique physical, emotional, 
and spiritual commitment between a man 
and a woman… designed by God, provided 
for our good, and intended for His glory.” 

The what and why of marriage cannot be 
separated from the intent of its Designer. 
Therefore, if God is part of the equation 
for marriage and marriage is designed by 
God to be a picture of a purer and higher 
relationship (Christ and His church), then the 
attitudes and actions that shape the daily 
course of action (the “I do today”) must 
follow the patterns and practices in the life 
of Jesus. Scripture gives us the pattern and 
practice (the principle) that is the overarching 
principle for married life.

“So if there is any encouragement in Christ, 
any comfort from love, any participation 
in the Spirit, any affection and sympathy, 
complete my joy by being of the same mind, 
having the same love, being in full accord 
and of one mind. Do nothing from selfish 
ambition or conceit, but in humility count 
others more significant than yourselves. Let 
each of you look not only to his own interests, 
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but also to the interests of others. Have this 
mind among yourselves, which is yours in 
Christ Jesus, who, though He was in the form 
of God, did not count equality with God a 
thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, 
by taking the form of a servant, being born 
in the likeness of men. And being found 
in human form, He humbled Himself by 
becoming obedient to the point of death, 
even death on a cross” (Philippians 2:1-8 
ESV).

Christ-like attitudes and actions should 
guide and shape the Christian home and 
family. That is why marriage begins with a 
relationship with God and this relationship is 
to define and to demonstrate Christ through 
us.  

So with this as our overarching measure, let’s 
talk about how this “works out” in life. Truth 
known, I can’t tell you what to do in every 
situation of life in marriage. For all the how 
to’s, the truth is you have to know how to 
think. 

You can know the rules and fail to make good 
judgments. My wife, Connie, had a good 
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perspective about children: “Children know 
rules, but have little judgment.”   

As adults, I want to help you think rightly 
about your marriage. And if these thought 
patterns prevail for you and your spouse, you 
can expect to have a great marriage! So here 
are some guiding thoughts—trail markers for 
you to keep, remember and examine as you 
“do marriage”.

• • • • • • • •

Practicing “I Do” means:

• Flexibility

Selflessness vs. selfishness. You are the 
greatest enemy and point of injury in your 
marriage. PRIDE. 

Pride is both an attitude and an action. Self-
assertion and self-absorption make people 
abrasive and insensitive—unteachable and 
unreachable.   

Although this is not Scripture, here is good 
proverb to memorize: “Blessed are the 
flexible for they rarely get bent out of shape.” 
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Most of us spend time at home being bent 
out of shape because we focus on our own 
needs and expectations rather than those of 
our mate. Yet, let’s look at the revolutionary, 
counter-cultural thought of Christian 
marriage. 

Expectations are the make or break point of 
most relationships. When disappointments 
deepen, it is not long until thoughts of 
division and disillusion dominate. 

This is why we read here: “Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit” (Philippians 2:3a 
ESV). 

Rivalry = selfishness, factional motives. 

Conceit = arrogance, dominance and 
intolerance of others. 

We talk about bigotry in our streets and in 
our communities, but it often starts in our 
hearts and in our homes.   

In contrast: “… but in humility count others 
more significant than yourselves” (Philippians 
2:3b ESV).   
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It’s funny, your mate is not your significant 
other, but the more significant!

You can’t change your spouse, only yourself. 
Ask God to so engulf your life with grace that 
the grace you give will cause those near you 
to know better God’s love through you.

Flexibility is an attitude that must dominate 
your mind and heart in marriage.    

• Friendship

“Two are better than one, because they have 
a good reward for their toil. For if they fall, 
one will lift up his fellow. But woe to him who 
is alone when he falls and has not another 
to lift him up! Again, if two lie together, they 
keep warm, but how can one keep warm 
alone? And though a man might prevail 
against one who is alone, two will withstand 
him—a threefold cord is not quickly broken” 
(Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 ESV). 

I believe the most overlooked and 
underrated need and component of marriage 
is friendship. In a world that is all about 
passionate romance and sexual exploitation, 
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there is a need for companionship—a 
sanctified relationship of behaving (because 
of belonging) to another in union.      

You have to like someone to love someone. 
You’ll struggle to keep loving someone you 
don’t like. 

To be a friend is to share “likes”—not that 
there aren’t differences, but friends find 
places and spaces to enjoy their likes.  

There are many references to friendship in 
Proverbs because trustworthy friends help to 
shape your character and secure your life.

Qualities of Friendship

• Dependable, Proverbs 17:17
• Honest, Proverbs 28:13
• Trustworthy, Proverbs 16:28
• Lovingly Confrontation, Proverbs 27:6
• Covers Weakness, Proverbs 17:9
• Sympathetic, Proverbs 25:20
• Brings Out Best, Proverbs 27:17  

Real and healthy friendship is made up of 
constancy, transparency and sympathy.   
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• Forgiveness

“Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, as God in Christ 
forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32 ESV).

“Marriage is a major vehicle for the gospel’s 
remaking of your heart from the inside 
out and your life from the ground up… 
The reason marriage is so painful and yet 
wonderful is because it is a reflection of the 
gospel, which is painful and wonderful at 
once. The gospel is this: We are more sinful 
and flawed in ourselves then we ever dared 
to believe, yet at the very same time we are 
more loved and accepted in Jesus Christ 
than we ever dared hope… The hard times of 
marriage drive us to experience more of this 
transforming love of God.” —Timothy Keller   

Forgiveness could be a message in and of 
itself, but it is a big part of what must keep 
happening for marriage to keep advancing. 

• Future

…“so that He might present the church to 
Himself in splendor, without spot or wrinkle 
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or any such thing, that she might be holy 
and without blemish. In the same way 
husbands should love their wives as their own 
bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself” 
(Ephesians 5:27-28 ESV).

You have to keep focusing forward and giving 
attention to nurturing and growth in the 
marriage relationship.

This is a distinctive part of marriage vows, 
not just “I love you now”, but the pledge to 
love into the future and to shape that future 
together through love.  

Very important! Weddings are not 
celebrations of how you feel today, but 
commitments as to what you will do with 
those feelings in the days yet to come. 

Marriage vows are made before God and 
witnesses, and they are not dependent upon 
good circumstances… sickness and health, 
richer or poorer, etc.   

The moment you quit thinking and focusing 
on a future together, you sow seeds in your 
marriage that will lead to divorce. So invest in 
your marriage to build a great future.  
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“Grow old along with me! The best is yet 
to be, the last of life, for which the first was 
made. Our times are in his hand who saith, 
‘A whole I planned, youth shows but half; 
Trust God: See all, nor be afraid!’” —Robert 
Browning

• Faithfulness

“What therefore God has joined together, let 
not man separate” (Mark 10:9 ESV).

It is curious that in a new Gallup Research 
Poll, it was found that while many people 
are fairly negotiable on most of the 10 
commandments, the one commandment 
that most demonstrated little softening on 
is the 7th Commandment, “You shall not 
commit adultery.” Only 9% said adultery is 
morally acceptable—lowest percentage of 
acceptability.    

I submit faithfulness is much more than 
avoidance of adultery; it is the investment of 
attention in your mate and family. 

Faithfulness begins with the end of self-
centeredness. The essence of sin is living for 
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ourselves—we are unfaithful to God and to 
others. 

Loving actions lead to loving feelings (not 
vice versa). Love is a decision, a decision that 
leads to action and actions that inevitably 
lead to emotions.  

“People get from books the idea that if 
you have married the right person you may 
expect to go on ‘being in love’ forever.  As 
a result, when they find they are not, they 
think this proves they have made a mistake 
and are entitled to a change—not realizing 
that, when they have changed, the glamour 
will presently go out of the new love just as 
it went out of the old one…” —C.S. Lewis, 
Mere Christianity

Wedded Workouts:

> Time. Make time to be together one of 
the priorities in your weekly schedule. All 
workouts = TIME!

> Thought. Never let out of sight be out of 
mind. In my office, I have pictures, memories, 
etc. that keep me mentally focused on who I 
am and whose I am.  
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> Talk. Talking is an investment in your 
friendship. 

> Touch. Touching your mate is part of 
identifying and belonging to your mate. 
Sexual intimacy is the greatest expression 
of this, but it begins and goes beyond sex.  
Hugging or holding hands with someone 
special can instantly reduce stress.  

> Treasure. Make sure you don’t do anything 
with money the creates distrust or devalues 
your mate.  

• Faith 

Like everything else in the Christian life, 
marriage is not an issue of works, but a 
matter of faith.

“And the rain fell, and the floods came, and 
the winds blew and beat on that house, but 
it did not fall, because it had been founded 
on the rock. And everyone who hears these 
words of Mine and does not do them will be 
like a foolish man who built his house on the 
sand. And the rain fell, and the floods came, 
and the winds blew and beat against that 
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house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it” 
(Matthew 7:25-27 ESV).

No other foundation.

“For no one can lay a foundation other than 
that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ” 
(1 Corinthians 3:11 ESV).

What are you trusting day-by-day? Christ 
alone? None of this is about us; it is all about 
Christ and living for His glory.  

Marriage is a declaration of God’s glory and a 
testimony to God’s grace in our lives and for 
our families.   

Faith gives us the ground work (Matthew 7), 
and the Spirit (Ephesians 5:18) gives us the 
life-resource to submit, sacrifice, and serve 
one another. 

“Couples don’t fall out of love, they fall out of 
repentance. They don’t falter in their passion 
for each other, they falter in their worship of 
God.” —J.D. Greear
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So true! Long before a marriage hits the 
judge’s bench in a divorce court, it has 
forgotten the altar of God.  

“What therefore God has joined [done] 
together, let not man separate [undo]” (Mark 
10:9 ESV).
 


