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	Leader’s Guide

Overcome Obstacles to Communication

How to talk to your spouse.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Communication problems are as old as Adam and Eve. In this study we will explore what the Bible has to say about the obstacles to communication, what the solutions are, and how taking a biblical approach to communicating with your spouse can greatly enhance intimacy in the marriage relationship.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #1

Scripture:
Proverbs 10:19; 12:18; 15:23, 28, 31–32; 17:28; 18:2, 6, 15, 21; 21:23; 25:12; 29:20; 
Ephesians 4:22–5:2; Colossians 4:6; James 1:19; 3:1–12

Based on:
“Can We Talk? 7 Tips to Get Your Spouse to Open Up,” by Elaine Creasman, Marriage Partnership, Summer 2004
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PART 1

Identify the Current Issue

Note to leader: Prior to meeting, provide for each person the article “Can We Talk? 7 Tips to Get Your Spouse to Open Up” from Marriage Partnership magazine (included at the end of this study).

In his book The Intimate Marriage, R. C. Sproul writes:

Undoubtedly the problem of communication started a long time ago. It would not surprise me to learn that the first man to say, “My wife doesn’t understand me,” was Adam. It may all have started in the primordial garden when Adam asked Eve if she had eaten of the forbidden tree and Eve replied, “Tree? What tree?” The problem was compounded when God discovered their transgression and called Adam aside to interrogate him. … Anxiety increased by the minute until at last Adam emerged from the summit meeting that would decide human destiny. Breathlessly Eve rushed to her husband and gasped, “What did he say?” Adam shrugged his shoulders and said, “Oh, nothing!” Things have been going downhill ever since.  (R. C. Sproul, The Intimate Marriage, P&R Publishing Co., p. 9)

We can smile as we read Sproul’s account of the first breakdown in marital communication, but in reality communication is a problem for many couples. 

Discussion Starters:

[Q]
What do you see as the greatest obstacles to communication with your spouse?

[Q]
What do you think good communication between spouses looks like?

[Q]
What should be your goal in communication with your spouse? Does your spouse have the same goal? 

Optional Activity: Write down what you want out of communication with your spouse and compare notes with him or her.

[Q]
How important is verbal communication to intimacy in marriage? Explain your answer.

[Q]
Is how couples speak to each other as important as what they say? Is listening as important is being heard? Is communication limited to words?

[Q]
In the article “Can We Talk?,” Creasman writes of how she and her husband talked for hours when they were dating and early in their marriage, but over time it changed. Has this been your experience as well? If so, why do you think it changed?

[Q]
What kind of role models have you had for communication in marriage? How has this affected your marriage for better or for worse?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Time is probably the biggest obstacle to good communication between couples.

Time is likely the biggest obstacle to communication between a husband and wife. People today are busier than ever, and while on the surface nothing seems to be wrong, couples often will admit that they are functioning on “autopilot” where their spouses are concerned. Meaningful conversation takes a backseat to infant or toddler care, soccer practice and other activities involving older children, long hours at a job, church activities, volunteer work, and too much television. When a couple does talk, they often find themselves falling victim to the tyranny of the urgent, discussing pressing financial or family circumstances instead of what is important to bring them closer in their marriage.

Marriage and relationship author Gary Chapman says:

For many couples, daily communication consists of the following scenario: Husband walks into the house. Wife walks into the house. Wife says to husband, “How did things go today, dear?” He responds, “Fine,” as he turns on the TV to watch the evening news, or he heads for the backyard to mow the grass. Though they have been apart for eight to ten hours, cut off from each other, he summarizes their time apart with one word – fine. And the husband wonders why his wife complains that they no longer have intimacy in their marriage! One word is not an adequate summary of ten hours apart. We must learn to have daily communication times.  (Gary Chapman, Covenant Marriage, Broadman & Holman Publishers, pp. 41-42)

[Q]
Do you find yourself responding the same way that Chapman describes instead of taking time to have a real conversation with your spouse? What activities keep you and your spouse from having quality time alone to talk? 

[Q]
What is a likely scenario in your family after everyone gets home at the end of the day? How do your mornings begin? Does either time of day promote good communication with each other? 

[Q]
How would your relationship be different if you and your spouse made a conscious effort to plan time together for verbal communication?

[Q]
What steps can you take to create a planned time each day to spend together in conversation? Write down specific times of day or evening plus activities that would encourage conversation, such as taking a walk together or going out for coffee. What would you hope to accomplish during this time?

[Q]
In her article, Creasman suggests that sometimes shorter is better for effective conversation. Is it reasonable for you and your spouse to agree on spending a set amount of time together solely for conversation (15 minutes, a half hour, etc.) as a springboard for creating a habit of daily time together?

[Q]
Proverbs has much to say about the effect of words on one’s health and emotions. Read the following verses and discuss how each applies to how you speak to your spouse:

·  “Reckless words pierce like a sword, but the tongue of the wise brings healing” (Proverbs 12:18).

· “An anxious heart weighs a man down, but a kind word cheers him up” (Proverbs 12:25). 

·  “He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will come to ruin” (Proverbs 13:3).

· “A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger” (Proverbs 15:1).

· “A happy heart makes the face cheerful, but heartache crushes the spirit” (Proverbs 15:13).

· “Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones” (Proverbs 16:24).

· “The tongue has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit” (Proverbs 18:21).

Teaching point two: Emotional withdrawal also contributes to lack of communication.

Another obstacle to verbal intimacy is emotional withdrawal or a desire to stay in a communication comfort zone. Often one spouse has checked out emotionally or doesn’t feel safe discussing issues with his or her partner, perhaps because the spouse tends to jump to conclusions or react in anger without listening. It could be that over time it has become easier to avoid deep communication in favor of superficial conversation in an effort to avoid conflict. Creasman wrote about “conversation-stoppers” such as not listening, being a conversation hog, nagging, interrupting, passing judgment, and so on. 

[Q]
What “conversation-stoppers” are you guilty of? What steps can you take to avoid doing these things? 

Optional Activity: If you have couples in your group, provide the opportunity to discuss the following questions privately and to listen to what the other has to say without accusation or defensiveness: Are you open to hearing from your spouse what he or she thinks you are doing that inhibits effective communication? What are some possible solutions?  

[Q]
Read Proverbs 10:19. What does this verse say about the value of listening more and speaking less? How does this apply to communication in marriage?

Read James 1:19. 

[Q]
How does being quick to listen and slow to speak also help avoid anger?

[Q]
How would communication with your spouse improve if each of you made an effort to put this Scripture into practice? 

[Q]
Discuss how practicing this verse would improve communication not only with your spouse but also with your children, other family members, co-workers, etc.

Read James 3:1–12.

[Q]
What is the tongue compared to in verses 3–7? 

[Q]
Why is it important to bring the tongue under control? Why is it so difficult?

[Q]
Verses 5 and 6 compare the tongue to a small spark that sets a whole forest on fire. What happens when a forest fire rages out of control? What is the result? How does this word picture apply to communication in marriage? 

[Q]
How can words set “the whole course of a life” on fire?

[Q]
Read verses 9–12 again. Why are these things incompatible? How does this apply to how you speak to your spouse as a Christian? 

Optional Activity: Discuss with your spouse times when you have been guilty of causing hurt with your words. Take time to confess this to the Lord and to each other and seek forgiveness. (Note to leader: If time and space allow, have couples spend a few minutes alone together to do this. If not, then encourage them to do it privately at home.)

Teaching point three: We can retrain ourselves to be better communicators.

Gary Smalley, noted marriage and relationship speaker and author, says:

The quality of our communication affects every area of relationship we have. It even influences our physical health. Effective communication reduces occasions for anger to be buried inside. Learn how to be a better communicator and everyone wins. (Gary Smalley, Making Love Last Forever, Word Publishing, 1996, p.141)

Read Ephesians 4:22–5:2.  

[Q]
What do verses 22–24 say needs to be done before we can become like God? How does this relate to how you communicate with your spouse?

[Q]
Why is being made “new in the attitude of the mind” so important?

Optional Activity: Bad habits must be replaced with good habits. Make two lists of what we are to put off and put on. Then, make a list or discuss what hindrances to communication you must “put off” and another of what you must “put on.”

[Q]
Sometimes we listen better and speak more kindly to co-workers and people we don’t know than to our own spouses. Do you see your spouse as not only your marriage partner but also your spiritual neighbor and fellow member of the body of Christ?

[Q]
Read again Ephesians 4:25–27. What kind of talk are we to avoid with each other? What kind of talk should we strive for? 

[Q]
What gives Satan a foothold (v. 26–27)? What happens in a relationship when Satan gains a foothold? How can you protect your marriage from this?

[Q]
How can we grieve the Spirit with our words or how we speak to our spouses (v. 30)?

[Q]
Who are we to imitate with our words? (5:1–2). Take a moment to reflect on how you can imitate Christ in your communication with your spouse.

Teaching point four: Scripture gives us the wisdom we need to learn how to communicate in our marriages.

The Lord is the creator of relationships and communication. We are not left without help, because the Bible has all the wisdom and advice we need. Scripture even describes our relationship to the Lord as that of a bridegroom seeking to spend time with his bride. Just as he longs for us to communicate with him intimately, he longs for us to have verbal intimacy with our spouses. Jesus related to people on a daily basis without breaking one commandment or saying anything that would not honor the Father, setting the example for all relationships, including marriage. Scripture has much to say about communication, and applying these basic truths to communication in marriage can lead to increased openness with your spouse. 

[Q]
Read Colossians 4:6. What does salt do for food? How does this apply to words? Discuss ways a spouse can create gracious conversation.

[Q]
Read Ephesians 4:29. What would be an example of wholesome talk that could edify your spouse? What kind of outcome could you expect from words that build up your spouse and meet his or her needs? What effect would praise and positive speech have on your spouse?

[Q]
Read Proverbs 15:23, 28; 17:28; 18:2, 6; 21:23; 29:20. What do these verses say about thinking before you speak or waiting to speak? What are the benefits of waiting for an appropriate time and place to discuss things with your spouse?

[Q]
Read Proverbs 15:31–32; 18:15, 21; 25:12. What is the benefit of listening? How can you encourage your spouse to listen to you and reflect on what you have to say? Why is it more difficult to listen than to speak? 

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Communication isn’t easy. It involves time, much effort, and the risk of opening oneself to rejection. The Lord sets the example for what marital communication should be in how he desires to communicate intimately with us. Just as he encourages us through his Word to come to him openly and without shame, so he wants us to have the same level of openness with our spouses. It is said that actions speak louder than words, but words need to speak love as well. Words have the power to build up or tear down. 

Smalley says in Making Love Last Forever:

Why such a high priority on communication? Because good communication is the key to what all of us who marry basically want … to love and be loved. We want to share our lives with someone who loves us unconditionally. We want to grow old with a mate who has valued us, understood us, and helped us feel safe in sharing our deepest feelings and needs. We want to make love last forever. And this type of loving relationship is most often attained by couples who have learned how to reach the deepest levels of verbal intimacy. (Gary Smalley, Making Love Last Forever, Word Publishing, p.141) 

Action Point: Through Scripture used in this study, the Lord reveals the following skills for communication: be slow to speak, be slow to anger, be quick to listen, be truthful in your speech, and use edifying words. Take each skill and discuss how you can apply it to improve communication with your spouse. End the study with prayer for each participant that they would seek the Lord’s wisdom in their communication and actively apply what they have learned.

—Study by Cindy Baum, a married mom of four and freelance writer from Indiana.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Learning to Appreciate Our Spouse

-Faith as the Marriage Glue

-Glorify God Together: Marriage with Purpose

-When Money Comes Between Us

-Marriage and Opposite-Sex Friends

-Sex and the Christian Couple

-When It’s Hard to Love

-Successful Relationships Course

· Boundaries in Marriage, Dr. Henry Cloud, Dr. John Townsend (Zondervan Publishers, 2002; ISBN 0310243149)

· Covenant Marriage, Gary Chapman (Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2003; ISBN 0805425764)

· The Five Love Languages, Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers; Reissue edition, 1996; ISBN 1881273156)

· Focus on the Family Marriage Series (Gospel Light Publishers and Focus on the Family) 

· The Intimate Marriage, R. C. Sproul (P&R Publishing Co., 2003; ISBN 088650817)

· Making Love Last Forever, Gary Smalley (W Publishing, 1996; ISBN 084991194X) {or paperback, 1997; ISBN 0849940869)

Article

Can We Talk?

7 tips to get your spouse to open up.

By Elaine Creasman, for the study “Overcome Obstacles to Communication“
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When we were dating and early in our marriage, Steve and I talked for hours, sometimes late into the night. As the years passed, however, he backed off. And when we did talk, we ended up arguing, or it seemed he tried to keep conversations superficial. I often wondered, Why doesn’t he talk to me anymore? 

Then I discovered, through trial and error, that I was engaging in conversation-stoppers such as being a bad listener, a conversation hog, and at times, a nag. So I began a quest to encourage meaningful communication with my husband once again. This is what I discovered.

There’s an art to listening

“Honey, you never tell me how you feel,” I’d repeatedly complained to Steve.

Finally, one day he started to. But as soon as he mentioned his first feeling about a conflict he was having with a relative, I blew it by blurting out, “You shouldn’t feel that way.”

“That’s why I don’t tell you how I feel,” he said.

Conversation aborted.

I remember seeing a t-shirt once that read: “I’m talking, and I can’t shut up.” I couldn’t help but think, That’s me.

The apostle James says we need to be “quick to listen, slow to speak” (James 1:19). When I put this advice into practice and don’t make quick judgments or think about what I want to say next, Steve opens up more freely.

Letting him lead brings us closer

My dissatisfaction with our communication came not so much from the fact that Steve didn’t want to talk, but that he didn’t talk about what I wanted to discuss. Often I’d think mournfully, My girlfriends think what I say is interesting; why doesn’t my husband? 
He doesn’t because he’s not one of my girlfriends. Steve just can’t get excited about hearing about people he doesn’t know or about what happened at my women’s Bible study like my girlfriends can.

But I still wanted to talk with him! In Ephesians 5:21, the apostle Paul says we are to “submit to one another out of reverence for Christ.” Part of that submission for me means I adopt a “What do you want to talk about?” attitude. For instance, Steve loves sports. While I usually find sports boring, I love people, so I read about the lives of sports figures and tell Steve about what I’ve read.

He also enjoys reading the newspaper, so I try to read it as often as I can. We discuss the stories we read, which often leads to talking about how the stories relate to our lives.

I’ve also learned to let Steve decide when and where he wants to talk. While I crave face to face, intimate conversations, often he talks while he’s doing tasks around the house or while we’re on errands together. I’ve learned to say “yes” when he asks, “How would you like to help me with the yard work?” or “Will you go with me to the store?” because I know it will also include conversation.

When I started to let Steve take the conversation reins, I was amazed to find that now he talks more, especially about his frustrations. He then feels more comfortable to discuss what I want to. When I let Steve choose the topic, I get to know him better, and I feel closer to him.

He likes good news

I used to be quick to tell Steve when something was broken, when the kids misbehaved, or when I was facing an emotional crisis. 

But focusing only on bad news in conversations is a downer, which is a definite conversation-stopper. If bad news must be told, a better way is to save it for an appropriate time, such as when Steve’s not stressed or tired, and I’m no longer emotionally distraught over it.

Humor is a good way to keep things positive. Steve and I share comic strips, which often help start conversations about family matters. If I find a funny Dave Barry column in the paper, I share it with him. I try to remember to tell him jokes I’ve heard lately. Or we discuss the funny things that have happened to our children or pets.

A funny movie can get us laughing and then talking. The other day I asked Steve, “What’s the funniest movie you’ve ever seen?” Then we discussed lines from movies that made us laugh.

Most spouses like to talk if it’s going to lead to laughter.

I can agree with him more often

I’m not sure why, but I used to argue about everything with Steve—even when we were on the same side of an issue! I just couldn’t agree with him. One day I read Proverbs 21:19: “[It’s] better to live in a desert than with a quarrelsome and ill-tempered wife.” That was me. So I got alone in front of the mirror and practiced saying two words: “You’re right.” While they’ve been the most difficult to say, when I do, they’ve made a huge difference in the way Steve opens up to me. Another great phrase to use when talking with my spouse has been, “That’s true,” when he says something I agree with. I noticed those conversations last longer.

Shorter is better

Setting a time limit on conversations does wonders. “Honey, may I talk to you for 15 minutes?” takes the scariness out of those ominous “We need to talk” announcements.

If I’m talking about something heavy, many times Steve can’t handle anything more than five minutes. I used to be hurt and convinced he didn’t care about me when he’d say, “I’ve heard enough.” Futilely, I’d try to press him to talk longer, with the wrong results. I’ve learned not to take it personally. He simply isn’t able to process a lot of soul-baring at one time. 

Depending on the topic, if I’ve tried to discuss something with him and he’s been unresponsive, it helps to take such matters to a girlfriend first. Then I can better give the condensed, less emotional version and he’s able to stay longer in the conversation with me.

He likes friendship, not mentoring

“I learn so much from you, but I can’t stand it when you try to be my teacher,” Steve said to me one day. That insight caused me to repent of spending too much time attempting to change or mother my husband. Questions that start with, “Why did 
you …?” or “Why don’t you …?” remind him of his mother interrogating or nagging him.

Lately when I think of how I speak to my husband, I ask myself, Would I say that to a close friend? Often I realize I wouldn’t.

To praise is a blessing

I once heard someone say it takes 12 compliments to make up for one criticism. Recently I was challenged with these words: “People don’t know how wonderful they are. Someone has to tell them.” In marriage, that means I need to tell my spouse.

Yes, it’s okay to tell my husband what bothers me—but I don’t have to tell him a thousand times. When I can’t seem to find anything to praise about Steve, it’s because I’ve let unforgiveness creep in. It’s time to repent.

Even if I don’t approve of some of the things he does, there are always many more things to appreciate. Too often I’d take for granted that Steve’s a caring father and an excellent provider and money manager. He’s an expert at fixing things, and he forgives me quickly when I’ve blown it.

So I try genuinely to lavish on the praise. And I thank him for taking the time to talk to me—even if the conversation wasn’t as long and deep as I’d wanted. These days Steve seeks me out for conversation, and I’m delighted that many times he’s eager to talk. The most exciting is when Steve comes to me and asks, “Can we talk?”

Elaine Creasman, a freelance writer, lives in Florida.

“Can We Talk? 7 Tips to Get Your Spouse to Open Up,” by Elaine Creasman, 
Marriage Partnership, Summer 2004
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	Leader’s Guide

Communicate Love to Your Spouse

How do we communicate love to our spouse in ways that are recognized and appreciated?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	“I’m convinced there are only five languages of love. Each person uses all the languages, but really thrives on one,” says Gary Chapman in his article for Marriage Partnership magazine. These love languages are channels to communicate our love to our spouse. They require sacrificial effort, contemplative forethought, and purposeful demonstration. However, the results of successfully communicating our love are tender intimacy and a stronger marriage bond.

What does the Bible say about each of the love languages Chapman proposes? How did Jesus use these love languages to communicate his love to his followers? What heart issues affect how we communicate with our spouse?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #2

Scripture:
Genesis 32:6–21; 33:4–11; Song of Songs 1:15–2:6; Matthew 2:1–12; 4:23–5:2; 8:1–4; 12:34–36; 20:25–28; Ephesians 4:29–32

Based on:
“Language Lessons,” by Gary Chapman, Marriage Partnership, Spring 2004
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PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to meeting, provide for each person the article “Language Lessons” from Marriage Partnership magazine (included at the end of this study).

Our culture generally portrays love as a waning and waxing emotion. The Bible, however, describes love as an action. First Corinthians 13, often described as “the love chapter,” details actions that demonstrate love. Love is much more than an unpredictable emotion. It is a purposeful decision to care for another person. “Love is an active choice,” Chapman says.

“Feeling loved is our deepest emotional need. When that need goes unmet, it weakens our love for our spouse,” according to Chapman. For a marriage to be healthy and strong, each partner needs to be purposeful about demonstrating and communicating love to his spouse. We need to communicate our love in a way that our spouse will recognize. This requires us to know what is important to our spouse. The first step is to gather information by observing and listening to our spouse’s requests and complaints. This information will help us to determine our spouse’s primary love language. We can then develop a plan to persistently and consistently demonstrate our love to our spouse in a way that is recognized and appreciated. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Chapman lists the five love languages as: Words of Affirmation, Gifts, Acts of Service, Quality Time, and Physical Touch. Why is it important to communicate our love using all five of these languages? How do we determine and use our spouse’s primary love language?

[Q]
What happens to a marriage relationship when love is not being communicated?

[Q]
Do you agree with Chapman that love is an active choice? Why or why not? 

[Q]
Assuming love is more of an action than an emotion, consider the following questions:

· What are we truly saying if we say we no longer love our spouse? 

· How can we love a person even if we don’t feel the emotion that we often associate with love? 

· What is the relationship between the active choice to demonstrate love (1 Corinthians 13) and the emotion that we generally recognize as love?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Quality time and physical touch are essential components of a healthy marriage relationship.

Read Matthew 4:23–5:2 and 8:1–4. Jesus demonstrated his love for the multitudes by the time he spent with them. When he saw the multitudes following him, he knew they wanted his attention. He sat down on the mountainside among the people and cared for their needs. He listened to their hearts’ cry, taught them how to live godly lives, and healed their diseases. One of those he healed was a leper who had been shunned by society and forbidden to touch another person for fear of communicating his disease. The leper bowed before Jesus and asked him to heal him. Jesus stretched out his hand and touched the leper, demonstrating his love for this abandoned, lonely, and shunned man through physical touch. Jesus used time and physical touch to heal not only the leper’s wasted physical body, but his fragmented emotions and tormented soul. 

[Q]
What can be inferred from the fact that Jesus sat down among the people to talk to them? How did Jesus demonstrate his love for the multitudes by the time he spent with them?

[Q]
Why does choosing to spend time with a person communicate love to him or her? How do you feel when your spouse intentionally desires to spend time with you? How do you feel when your spouse is too busy to spend time with you? How might these emotions be accentuated if your primary love language is “Quality Time”?

[Q]
If your spouse’s primary love language is “Quality Time,” what are some practical ways you can express your love to him or her? What message do you send your spouse if you are too busy for him or her?

[Q]
Why do you think Jesus touched the leper when he healed him? What does this tell you about Christ’s love for this man? What do you think Jesus’ touch meant to this man? How does physical touch communicate love?

[Q]
What does physical touch convey to another person? Why is physical touch essential to a healthy marriage relationship? What happens to relationships when physical touch is neglected? Besides the sexual relationship, how might you be more intentional about including physical touch in your relationship with your spouse?

Teaching point two: Serving is a powerful demonstration of sacrificial love.

Read Matthew 20:25–28. Jesus demonstrated his immense, eternal love for us by dying for us even though we were vile, desperate sinners (Romans 5:8). This sacrificial act of serving—giving his life as a ransom for many—was the supreme act of love. Although he is God of the universe and King of Kings, Jesus left his home on high to come to earth to serve and save mankind. Just as Christ served us, he calls us to demonstrate our love for others through service. Jesus laid down his life for us, and he calls upon us to lay down our lives for others.

Chapman believes serving is one of the five languages of love. It is a powerful tool to demonstrate love to our spouse. When we refuse to serve our spouse, we withhold love. Serving our spouse is an act of humility, which looks out for his interests above our own (Philippians 2:3–4).

[Q]
How did Jesus demonstrate his love for us by serving us? 

[Q]
Jesus’ ultimate act of service was when he laid down his life for us. How can we lay down our life for our spouse? What heart attitude does this require? What actions does it require? 

[Q]
Why do you think Jesus calls us to a life of service? How is serving our spouse an act of humility which demonstrates we are looking out for his or her interests as more important than our own?

[Q]
1 John 3:18 says to love not only in word, but also in action. List practical ways we can demonstrate our love for our spouse by serving him or her.

[Q]
How do you feel when your spouse serves you? 

[Q]
What happens to a marriage relationship when each partner refuses to serve the other? Why is serving such a critical component of a healthy marriage relationship? 

Teaching point three: Gifts are a symbol of our love for one another.

Read Genesis 32:6–21, 33:4–11 and Matthew 2:1–12. Esau and Jacob were warring twin brothers who had parted in enmity 20 years earlier (Genesis 31:38). At that time, Esau had been breathing murderous threats against Jacob (Genesis 27:41). Dreadfully unsure of his reception, Jacob was now returning to his brother. Desiring to find favor with Esau and hoping to appease any long-term root of bitter resentment or anger, Jacob sent generous gifts to his brother before he reunited with him. The gifts symbolized Jacob’s changed heart, his hope for forgiveness and reconciliation, and his love for his estranged brother. The brothers reconciled with a tender embrace, weeping at the joy of their reunion and the sorrow of 20 years of relationship lost.

The magi also offered gifts as symbols of love and devotion. As part of their worship, they traveled from the East bearing gifts for their Savior. Their gifts were specific to the person of Christ and worthy of a king. Gold symbolized Christ’s deity, frankincense his purity, and the myrrh was prophetic of his death. The gifts the magi offered were an outward symbol and offering of their deep joy and love for God.

[Q]
Why did Jacob send gifts to Esau? What did Jacob hope would be the message behind the gifts? Do you think the gifts accomplished what Jacob had hoped? Do you think the gifts were important to the brothers’ reconciliation? Why or why not?

[Q]
What was Esau’s response to Jacob’s gifts? Why do you think he responded in this way? How might gifts appease another person and aid in reconciliation? Do you think this motive for giving is wise, or manipulative? Defend your position.

[Q]
What was the purpose of the gifts the Magi gave to Jesus? How did their gifts show that they had taken the time to consider what would be appropriate to give to Jesus? Is it important to individually select a gift as the Magi did, or is any gift sufficient? Defend your position.

[Q]
List different reasons people give gifts to each other. How are the gifts given in each of these instances symbols of love? How do gifts symbolize our love for another person?

[Q]
How might we use gifts to demonstrate our love for our spouse? If our spouse feels gifts are a demonstration of love, what message do we send him if we do not give him or her gifts very often? How can we give gifts that are not expensive? Give creative and practical examples.

Teaching point four: Use only words that are good for the edification (building up) of your spouse. 

Read Matthew 12:34–36, Ephesians 4:29–32, and Song of Songs 1:15–2:6. The mouth speaks of what fills the heart. If our heart dwells on bitter resentment or uncontrolled anger, then the words we speak will be full of vicious attacks, slander, vengeful malice, and hurtful accusations. If our heart dwells on Christ as our model for love and forgiveness, our words will be tenderly gentle, kindhearted, and forgiving, with the heartfelt purpose of edifying and encouraging our spouse. The Bible warns us to not let any unwholesome word proceed from our mouth, for we will give account for every careless word we speak. Our purpose should be to bless our spouse with our words, paying close attention to the need of the moment, giving grace to our spouse through our words. If we bite and devour each other, we will be consumed by one another (Galatians 5:15), for harsh words stir up anger (Proverbs 15:1). However, a timely word that is full of tenderness and compassion is delightful (Proverbs 15:23). Just as Solomon and the Shulammite woman used “Words of Affirmation” to bless each other, let our hearts’ desire be to bless our spouse with words that build up and encourage. 

[Q]
What “Words of Affirmation” did the lovers in Song of Songs use? How did their words communicate their love for each other? How did each of them respond to the encouragement of the other?

[Q]
Why does our mouth speak of what fills our heart? Why is our speech a good barometer of our heart issues and our spiritual life? 

[Q]
Why is it seemingly easy to be careless with our speech when we are addressing our spouse? Based on the warning in Scripture that we will give an account for every careless word we speak, do you need to be more careful and purposeful with the words you direct at your spouse? Explain.

[Q]
Why do you think our unwholesome, careless words grieve the Holy Spirit? What role should the Holy Spirit have in our battle to control our speech?

[Q]
How can we give grace to our spouse through our words? How can you use “Words of Affirmation” to edify your spouse?

Optional Activity

Have couples improvise a skit for each of the following scenarios, using the different characters below:


Scenario one: A wife has gone on a women’s retreat for the weekend. While she is gone, her husband has cleaned the house for her return.


Scenario two: A husband comes home exhausted and frustrated from a stressful situation at work. 

Use the following characters:


Couple one: A spouse that is encouraging and purposeful to choose words that edify his or her spouse according to the need of the moment.


Couple two: A spouse that has a critical and negative speech pattern, because 
his or her heart is full of bitterness, anger, or an unforgiving attitude.


Couple three: A spouse that does not acknowledge the situation either way. He or she is unobservant and caught up in a world of thought instead of living in the present.

After the skits, answer the following questions:

[Q]
What emotional response did you have toward each skit? Why do you think you had this response? What impact do you think each of the responses portrayed in these skits would have on a person whose primary love language is “Words of Affirmation”?

[Q]
Do you agree with Chapman that “Words of Affirmation” are an essential way to demonstrate our love toward our spouse? Explain your answer.

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

“To be a successful lover, you have to communicate with and without words,” Gary Chapman reminds us. Chapman’s love languages are channels we can use to effectively communicate our love to our spouse. Effectively communicating our love is an active choice that will strengthen our marriage bond.

[Q]
Which of the five love languages is the easiest method for you to show love? Why do you think it is the easiest? Which is the most difficult way for you to show love? Why?

[Q]
Why do you think we most often show our love for others with our own primary love language? How should we change this pattern in order to effectively show love to our spouse?

Action Point: Working in groups of three or four, make lists of ten practical and creative ways to display love for each of the five love languages. Using this list as a springboard, make an intentional plan to be proactive in communicating your love to your spouse.

Optional Activity

Keep a journal of requests and complaints that your spouse makes over a two-week period of time. Also, record ways your spouse demonstrates love to you. We usually show our love for others using our primary love language. Upon analysis of the information you have gathered, determine your spouse’s primary love language. Finally, develop a plan to demonstrate your love for your spouse using his or her primary love language.

—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, speaker, freelance writer, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Learning to Appreciate Our Spouse

-Faith as the Marriage Glue

-Glorify God Together: Marriage with Purpose

-When Money Comes Between Us

-Marriage and Opposite-Sex Friends

-Sex and the Christian Couple

-When It’s Hard to Love

-Successful Relationships Course

· Communication: Intimate Marriage Series, Dan B. Allender, Tremper Longman III (InterVarsity Press, 2005; ISBN 0830821368)

· Covenant Marriage: Building Communication and Intimacy, Gary Chapman (Broadman & Holman, 2003; ISBN 0805425764)

· Dr. Gary Chapman on the Marriage You’ve Always Wanted, Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers, 2005; ISBN 0802487866)

· The Five Love Languages, Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers, 1992; ISBN 1881273156)

· The Five Love Languages: How to Express Heartfelt Commitment to Your Mate, Gary Chapman (Moody Publishers; Reissue edition, 1996; ISBN 1881273156)

· Improving Communication in Your Marriage Homebuilders Couples Series, Group Publishing Inc. (Group Publishing, 2000; ISBN 0764422367)

Article

Language Lessons

To be a successful lover, you have to communicate with and without words.
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By Gary D. Chapman, for the study “Communicate Love to Your Spouse“

“I’m desperate,” Mark told me when he entered my office. “My wife told me she doesn’t love me, and she wants me out of her life. I don’t understand. I’ve been a good husband. We have a nice house and wonderful children. I love Suzanne: I tell her how beautiful and special she is. How can she throw away 17 years of marriage?”

“Has Suzanne ever complained to you?” I asked.

“She says we don’t spend enough time together and that we don’t talk. But my business is demanding, and when I get home I need down time.” 

I knew their problem: Suzanne’s love language (the way she best understands and receives love) was Quality Time, and Mark hadn’t spoken that language. His compliments weren’t enough; Suzanne needed his time and attention.

Feeling loved is our deepest emotional need. When that need goes unmet, it weakens our love for our spouse. Then the negative behavior patterns we once overlooked begin to annoy us. That’s why Suzanne could say, “I don’t love you.”

After 30 years of marriage counseling, I’m convinced there are only five languages of love. Each person uses all the languages, but really thrives on one. The better you speak your spouse’s love language, the stronger your emotional love life will be. For those unfamiliar with love languages, here’s a brief course: 

Words of Affirmation. Proverbs 18:21 says, “The tongue has the power of life and death.” This language uses words to honor and appreciate your spouse. “You look nice in that outfit.” “Thanks for taking out the trash. I really appreciate all the hard work you do.” 

Gifts. A gift says, She was thinking about me. Look what she got for me. Gifts don’t need to be expensive. Haven’t we always said, “It’s the thought that counts”? With gifts, it isn’t what you give, but how often you give that communicates love.

Acts of Service. The Bible tells us to love not only in word but in action (1 John 3:18). Acts of service include: washing the car, walking the dog, changing the baby, or whatever needs doing.

Quality Time. This means giving your spouse undivided attention. Maybe it’s a picnic, a weekend away, or just muting the TV. The important thing is the two of you are focused on each other. 

Physical Touch. We’ve long known the emotional power of physical touch. Holding hands; embracing; a back rub; even putting your hand on your mate’s leg while you drive.

Revealing questions

So how do you discover your spouse’s love language? Answer the following: 

“How does my spouse most often express love to me?” If they give you words of affirmation, that may be their love language. They’re giving you what they wish to receive. 

“What does my spouse complain about most often?” Our complaints reveal our deepest desires. Suzanne complained, “We don’t have time for each other. We don’t talk.” Quality Time was her love language. 

“What does my spouse request most often?” If your spouse routinely asks, “Would you help me make the bed?” “Would you give the children a bath tonight?” then Acts of Service may be his or her primary love language.

You need three things to be a successful lover. 

1. Information. What is your spouse’s love language? 

2. Will. Love is an active choice. 

3. Frequency. Use your spouse’s primary language to express love regularly.

It took Suzanne nine months of counseling to work through the hurt, neglect, and lack of empathy she felt from Mark. But eventually their marriage was reborn. 

“If anyone told me I could have loving feelings for him again, I would have never believed it,” Suzanne told me. “But I do. He’s speaking my language,” she said, smiling. Learn to speak your spouse’s love language and you too can live with a smiling mate!

—Gary D. Chapman, Ph.D., a marriage and relationship expert and best-selling author of numerous books, including The Five Love Languages (Moody) and Covenant Marriage (Broadman & Holman), lives in North Carolina.

“Language Lessons,” by Gary Chapman, Marriage Partnership, Spring 2004
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Leader’s Guide

Avoid Miscommunication

How can we avoid the miscommunication traps that are so destructive in marriage?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Have you ever had one of those marital conflicts that leaves you completely befuddled, wondering, “What in the world was that all about?!” Perhaps it started with a stray comment about a pencil sharpener, an opinion about lasagna, or a remark about the weather. Then, before you knew it, you and your spouse were verbally duking it out like sworn enemies, glaring and discussing faults and feelings until the sun went down. 

Why do so many arguments start over seemingly silly things? How are we to live out our marriage vows in the midst of flawed communication efforts? What does it mean to understand our partner’s intent and seek understanding? 
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	




Lesson #3

Scripture:
Matthew 20:20–28; Philippians 2:1–11; James 3:13–18

Based on:
“Avoiding Missteps and Misunderstandings,” by Les and Leslie Parrott, Marriage Partnership, Fall 2005
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PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to class, provide for each person the article “Avoiding Missteps and Misunderstandings” from Marriage Partnership magazine (included at the end of this study).

For Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott, the art of marital communication is like a dance. We’ve all seen, in some shape or form, a mesmerizing dance in which a skilled couple performs in perfect harmony. But we’ve all also seen some less-than-perfect dances where toes are stepped on, smiles turn to grimaces, and the tempo is lost. Dances like these are pretty uncomfortable to watch. The same is true of communication in marriage. When it’s done well, it’s joyous. But when it’s done poorly, it’s a terrible thing to behold. 

In a communication dance, we must first clarify the true content of our spouse’s words. Second, we must seek to genuinely understand where our partner is coming from. This simple dance sounds easy until we face the music at the heart of the dance: a selfless attitude of Christ-like humility and servanthood. For self-focused sinners, it’s tough not to stumble on these two points.

The things we argue about don’t, in themselves, sabotage a marriage, but something along the way causes communication to veer off course, catapulting couples through the rough (yet sadly familiar) terrain of marital miscommunication. No couple is perfect—not even marriage experts Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott—and communication screw-ups are bound to take place. But as Christians, we can seek to honor God by heading off many of these communication missteps before they happen, by getting to the root of the problem and zeroing in on two important marriage principles. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What are some of the topics married couples usually quarrel over? Why are these the major issues?

In their article “Avoiding Missteps and Misunderstandings,” Les and Leslie Parrott show us that we are not alone in failing to communicate by poking a little bit of fun at themselves. It’s nice to be reminded that we can laugh about it!

[Q]
If it’s all right with your spouse, describe a recent communication breakdown in your own marriage.

[Q]
From your perspective, what are the main reasons behind communication failures in marriage?

[Q]
In what ways have you been successful in marital communication? In other words, what “tricks of the trade” have helped you navigate rough communication terrain?

Part 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: The root of the problem is our focus on self. 

When a problem rears its ugly head in our marriages or family lives, it’s tempting to slap a Band-aid on it, going for the quick-fix solution of addressing the problem at the surface. But when we do that—when we content ourselves with a superficial understanding of the issue—the problem isn’t really solved. It’s a bit like trying to tackle dandelions in the backyard by pulling the leaves and flowers off each dandelion plant. It won’t do a bit of good! Experience tells us that to eradicate the weeds, we must dig deep and get at their roots. Similarly, when we endeavor to address the issue of poor communication in marriage, it’s a fatal error to focus merely on the words we say or the techniques we use to problem-solve. Long-lasting and effective change can only take place if we understand and go after the root of the issue: our tendency to focus on ourselves. 

[Q]
Read aloud the opening scenario offered by Les and Leslie Parrott in “Avoiding Missteps and Misunderstandings.” What do you think might be some of the causes behind this miscommunication? Brainstorm together as many root causes as you can think of.

When James addressed the issue of church disorder in his epistle, he zeroed in on a Christian’s real motives and heart condition. James’s words can also give us unique insight into what can go wrong in marriage. Read James 3:13–18.

Leader’s Note: James sharply contrasts the two kinds of wisdom by emphasizing the fruit they produce. The first type of “wisdom” produces disorder, whereas the second promotes peace. Notice the contrasts: the devil and heaven; selfish ambition and consideration; envious and peace loving; evil and pure. 

[Q]
In your opinion, what parts of this passage (James 3:13–18) can directly apply to marriage? What parts don’t apply? 

[Q]
One root problem James points out for the church is “selfish ambition” (3:14). Think back to one of your recent marital communication breakdowns. Was the tendency to focus on yourself—your own thoughts and feelings—at the root of the miscommunication? Explain. 

[Q]
During marital conflict, it’s easy to zero in on surface issues instead of tackling the root of the problem. How can we distinguish between surface symptoms and root problems in our communication conflicts? 

Teaching point two: To avoid marital missteps, we should try to clarify what our spouse is really saying. 

One of the more striking and enduring figures in literature is the central character in Dostoevsky’s classic The Brothers Karamozov. What makes Alyosha, a novice monk, so captivating isn’t that he’s a strong, daring, triumphant superman. Instead, he’s childlike, innocent, pure, unassuming, humble, and selfless. In every interaction throughout the story, he displays these characteristics, assuming the best about each person he interacts with. And as readers watch other characters dupe Alyosha and take advantage of his goodness, it’s tempting to consider him rather foolish. But eventually the reader comes to realize that Alyosha is the true hero of the story—not in spite of his naïve innocence, but because of it. 

Unlike Alyosha, most of us must admit that our natural instinct—especially in seasons of marital stress—is to assume the worst about our partner instead of the best. As psychologist and professor John M. Gottman observes in his book The Marriage Clinic (W.W. Norton & Company, 1999): 

Mind-reading is attributing thoughts and feelings or motives to the other person. Instead of asking what one’s partner is feeling, people mind-read and assume they know what their partner is thinking and feeling—and this is dysfunctional.

When our spouse says something that rubs us the wrong way or that’s simply unclear to us, we often resort to “mind-reading” and end up coming to some off-base conclusions. 

The misunderstanding that results is the animal that devours countless marriages. The Parrotts warn that from misunderstanding, “isolation and loneliness are bound to creep in.” Assumptions give way to arguments, arguments to isolation, and isolation to division. And before we know it, a marriage relationship can quickly feel like it’s beyond repair. Amazingly, this dangerous cycle can be easily avoided by making one simple choice: putting forth the effort to assume the best and truly hear what our spouse is saying. 

Optional Activity:

Invite group members to imagine a husband and wife sitting down together in the evening. When the wife asks her husband about his day, he responds, “It was fine—I don’t really want to talk about it, okay?” 

The wife could take this comment to mean many different things—positive, neutral, or negative. Pass out index cards and invite everyone to write down their ideas about what the husband might really be thinking. Then gather the cards and read each of the interpretations aloud. Ask group members what type of clarifying question the wife could ask to understand what her husband really means.

If you have time, repeat this exercise using the Parrotts’ example at the start of the section “Step one: clarify content,” which focuses on a statement a wife might make to her husband. After reviewing the possible meanings the group has come up with, read aloud the possible meanings suggested by Les and Leslie Parrott.

In their article, the Parrotts write, “A simple inquiry goes a long way to make sure you understand the message.” Yet instead of asking simple clarifying questions, we often jump to conclusions about what our spouse means by what he or she says.

[Q]
What are some of the assumptions we commonly make about what our spouse is saying? What is the nature of these assumptions? 

Read Philippians 2:1–4. Paul emphasized the importance of like-mindedness and relational unity in his imperative statement, “look not only to your own interests” (2:4). When it comes to marital communication, we’re naturally tempted to focus first on our own interests and how we feel. Instead, we can look out for our spouse’s interests by putting in the effort to understand what he or she is really saying. Often that effort requires no more than asking a sincere and simple clarifying question.

Leader’s Note: In this passage, Paul addressed the problem of disunity within the church at Philippi. Philippians 2:2 reads, “[be] like minded” and “[be] one in spirit and purpose.” Also, Paul targeted the attitude of division—”selfish ambition and vain conceit”—in the following verse. You might want to point out how strikingly similar Paul’s emphases here are to the main points of James 3:13–18.

[Q]
Why is it important to clarify the real content of what your partner is saying to you? Why is this so difficult to do? 
[Q]
What should motivate us to try to clarify what our spouse is saying? What wrong motivations often hold us back from doing this?

Teaching point three: We should seek to understand our spouse before seeking to be understood.

After we try to clarify what our spouse is actually saying, we must next zero in on clarifying our partner’s intent: what he or she really means. When they face marital conflict, Les and Leslie Parrott rely on one of Steven Covey’s principles from Seven Habits of Highly Effective People to keep them on track: “Seek to understand before being understood.” Sounds easy, right? Not when we remember the root of most marital miscommunication: our unswerving tendency to focus on ourselves. Trying to authentically understand our spouse before attempting to prove our points, share our feelings, nurse our wounds, or defend our perspective requires both humility and servanthood. This isn’t about employing a few handy marital communication techniques—this is about who we are at our core. Christ-like humility and servanthood are at the center of what it means to be a follower of Jesus. When a Christian seeks to understand his or her spouse before trying to be understood, it’s a true portrait of service. 

Read Philippians 2:5–11.

[Q]
What stands out to you in this passage about Christ’s humility? 

[Q]
What role does humility play in trying to truly understand your spouse? Share an example.

Read Matthew 20:20–28.

[Q]
How does this passage contrast self-interest with an attitude of servanthood? How could this apply to marriage?

[Q]
In what way is “seeking to understand before being understood” service-oriented?

[Q]
Why is this step in the “dance” so difficult? In other words, why is it so tough to keep a humble, servanthood mindset in the heat of a marital miscommunication? 

[Q]
Whose marriage do you look up to? Describe how you’ve seen them express humility and servanthood in their communication with each other. 

Part 3

Apply Your Findings

Both clarifying our partner’s content and seeking to truly understand them are tall orders for any couple that desires a healthy marriage. These outward communication skills must spring from an inner heart of Christ-like humility and service. Though as Christians we should display these characteristics in every human relationship, they are especially poignant and powerful when they’re applied to the intimate and beautiful relationship of marriage. After all, our human marriages are earthly symbols of God’s “marriage” to his people. The challenge that still lies ahead is implementing these principles and qualities in our daily lives. 

[Q]
Which of the two steps—clarifying content or seeking to understand—do you find to be the most difficult? Why?

[Q]
Which of the two steps we discussed do you think will be the most helpful for you in your marriage? Why?

[Q]
What can you do to help yourself stay focused on these steps when you’re in “the heat of the battle”? 

Action Point: Invite group members to form pairs with their spouses. (If there are group members whose spouse is not present, have them form their own pairs or trios.) Direct group members to discuss this next question. 

[Q]
How would your children or close friends describe your marriage? How would you want to be remembered in this area of your life?

Optional Closing Activity: Gather everyone back together and pass out three index cards to each person. God is often described in Scripture as a bridegroom to his people. Prompt participants to write one word on each card that describes God’s bridegroom-like love for his people. 

Pass around a bowl for everyone to put their cards in; next, pass the bowl around again, directing everyone to take out three of the cards. After group members have read their cards aloud, ask, “How can we exemplify God’s love for us in our earthly marital relationships?” 

—Study prepared by David and Kelli Trujillo. David (a Bible and theology teacher) and Kelli (a writer and editor) write a column for GROUP magazine and are the authors of Jesus the Life-Changer.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Learning to Appreciate Our Spouse

-Faith as the Marriage Glue

-Glorify God Together: Marriage with Purpose

-When Money Comes Between Us

-Marriage and Opposite-Sex Friends

-Sex and the Christian Couple

-When It’s Hard to Love

-Successful Relationships Course

· As for Me and My House, Walter Wangerin Jr. (Nelson, 2001; ISBN 0785266712)

· Love and Respect, Dr. Emerson Eggerichs (Integrity, 2004; ISBN 1591451876)

· Love Talk, Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott (Zondervan, 2004; ISBN 0310245966)

· Making Your Love Last Forever, H. Norman Wright (International Press, 1998; ISBN 0884862402)

· The Marriage Builder, Larry Crabb (Zondervan, 1992; ISBN 0310548012)
Article

Avoiding Missteps and Misunderstandings

How to listen before you leap (to the wrong conclusion).
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By Les and Leslie Parrott, for the study “Avoid Miscommunication“

“Does Jackson have sun in his eyes?” 

This question was Leslie’s code—apparently—to tell me that I (Les) needed to pull the visor over our crying baby’s car seat.

“No, I think he’s just fussy,” I responded as I got into the driver’s seat and glanced at our son in the rearview mirror. “What are we having for dinner tonight?”

“Dinner! How can I talk about food when I can’t even hear myself think?” 

Leslie unbuckled her seatbelt and climbed into the back seat to shield Jackson from even the slightest ray of light.

“If you wanted me to adjust his visor, why didn’t you just ask?”

“I did.”

“No,” I said with the confidence of a high-priced attorney. “You asked if the sunlight was bothering Jack.”

“Exactly. I asked you to make sure the sun wouldn’t bother him by pulling up the visor. Apparently I have to spell it out!”

“Not a bad idea,” I mumbled under my breath.

“What?” Leslie asked.

I started the car and put it into gear.

By now, our baby had stopped crying (I suppose that had something to do with the visor on his car seat), and Leslie and I both sat silently as I drove.

A couple minutes passed when Leslie uttered a single word: “Tacos.”

The conversational misstep

This conversation occurred yesterday on a carefree drive to a park. We were under no stress—other than a crying baby. Just a cheery little outing with our family—or so we thought. But why the hiccup in our communication?

Truth is, we know better than to let our conversation get tangled up with crossed wires. After all, we’ve been married for two decades. We counsel other couples. We give national marriage seminars. We have the tools. We know the techniques. We understand the dance steps.

The miscommunication was a tiny stumble on the dance floor of our day. It was quickly filed away as a minor blunder. Or was it?

Getting in sync

Studies have shown that these seemingly insignificant missteps in communication have an important effect. Each message that breaks down inscribes a note on your relationship: “My partner doesn’t understand me.” While it may not be conscious or articulated, it is felt. And when a couple suffers enough of these breakdowns, isolation and loneliness are bound to creep in.

On the other hand, when you and your mate are communicating well, there’s an indelible inscription on your relationship that’s priceless: “I am known and understood.”

That feeling of being in sync, of speaking each other’s language—fluently—is vital. Couples gauge the depth of their connection by the satisfaction of their conversations. It’s an excellent barometer of our bond. Studies indicate that improving your communication increases the quality of your relationship more than anything else.

So what can you do to improve your communication dance? How can you avoid stepping on each other’s toes? For us, it often comes down to what we call “the two-step”: clarifying our partner’s intent and seeking genuinely to understand.

Step one: clarify content

Consider this example. A wife says to her husband, “This house is a mess—and your mother is coming tomorrow.” 

What is she saying exactly? It may not be what you think. Consider these clarifications:

Husband: Sounds as if you think the house is a mess.

Wife: I just feel like a failure when I can’t keep the house clean—and I know it’s going to be like this until the boys are older.

Or Husband: You sound a little depressed, are you all right?

Wife: No, I’m upset that my boss won’t give me tomorrow off. I have to work the entire time she’s here.

Or Husband: Is my mom’s visit stressing you out?

Wife: Actually, I’m glad she’ll be here. I just don’t have the energy to vacuum.

Or Husband: Is the state of the house really bothering you?

Wife: I need your help so I’ll feel comfortable when your mom shows up. 

See how it works? A simple inquiry goes a long way to make sure you understand the message. It ensures you stay in step.

The husband could have easily jumped to a number of conclusions, thinking he knew exactly what his partner was saying: She wants me to clean this room, or she wishes my mom wasn’t dropping by, or she’s feeling depressed. And in each conclusion he may have been wrong. That’s why this fundamental skill is so essential.

Step two: seek understanding

Not long ago on a flight from Denver to Seattle, we had a communication breakdown as we were trying to talk about laundry. It started when we were thumbing through a magazine and saw a photo of a super cool stackable washer and dryer depicted in a spotless laundry room.

“Why can’t our laundry room look like that?” asked Les.

I (Leslie) felt my body stiffen. This wasn’t the first time we’d covered this ground. Throughout our marriage we’ve tossed the chore of washing laundry back and forth. But recently it’s been my responsibility, and with two little boys it was becoming more of a challenge.

“If you want to do the laundry now, be my guest,” I snapped.

With that, we were off and running. If you were eavesdropping from the seat behind us, you would have never known that we were on our way home from giving a marriage seminar. We weren’t even close to practicing what we preach. So we finally resorted to a strategy we developed for just such an occasion.

When stuck in a communication meltdown, we get out our “cheat sheet,” which reminds us what’s truly important in communication. It’s only one sentence: “Seek to understand before being understood.”

That’s it. This simple thought, popularized by Stephen Covey in his book Seven Habits of Highly Effective People, changes our entire mindset and inevitably gets us back on track. It sounds simple, but it’s profound. And it works. Once you try to understand your partner before you try to get him or her to understand you, your communication skills, no matter how rudimentary, take a quantum leap.

After thinking about that sentence, I relaxed my defensive posture and worked to understand Les’s perspective. “You really value having an organized and orderly life. Sometimes I forget how much that means to you.”

I could barely believe the words were coming out of my mouth! Les recognized my sincerity and acknowledged the struggle to keep up with our growing family’s requirements. Our entire conversation turned around. We were able to get back on track with a civilized and constructive dialogue.

So take it from a couple of very human relationship experts: Next time you find yourselves stepping on each other’s toes in a conversational dance, practice the two-step: clarify content and seek understanding. 

—Les and Leslie Parrott, MP regular contributors, teach at Seattle Pacific University and are authors of Love Talk (Zondervan). Visit the Parrotts at www.RealRelationships.com.

“Avoiding Missteps and Misunderstandings,” by Les and Leslie Parrott, Marriage Partnership, Fall 2005
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	Leader’s Guide

Hurtful Words Start Inside

Where do hurtful words start, and how can they be stopped?
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PART 1

Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Talking to Yourself” from Marriage Partnership magazine (included at the end of this study).

Adages about speech abound: Honesty is the best policy. If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all. It isn’t healthy to bottle up your feelings. Silence is golden. No one likes a tattletale. Say what’s on your mind. Talk is cheap. Everyone tells little white lies. Actions speak louder than words. Don’t talk behind someone’s back. Sometimes you just need to vent.

Some of these adages are more accurate than others. Even the useful adages can conflict. What if you honestly want to say something that isn’t nice? Does grumbling about your home life to a friend qualify as healthy venting, or is it talking behind your spouse’s back? If talk is cheap, does that mean we should have less of it, or that we should try to make our words more valuable? The stock advice swirling around our heads does not solve all of our communication conundrums and might actually make matters worse.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
Consider several of the adages above individually. In what circumstances might each be helpful? In what circumstances might each be wrong? When two adages conflict, how do you decide what to say (or not to say)? 

[Q]
Can you think of other speech-related advice? Where did you pick it up? Is it helpful?

[Q]
Describe the tone of your inner voice. What celebrity or person in your life does it sound like? What are some of its favorite phrases?

Optional Activity: Distribute pens or markers and blank sheets of paper to everyone in the group. Ask each person to make a pie chart of his or her daily speech. What percentage of the words used each day fall into the following categories: work speech, conversation with spouse, talking to children or other family members, conversation with friends, and spiritual speech (i.e. witnessing, group Bible study, praying aloud)? Within each of these categories, what percentage of each type of speech is uplifting?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: We cannot control every thought in our minds or every feeling in our hearts.

The Parrotts write, “Self-talk occurs without prior reflection or reasoning. Our brain instantly sees it as plausible and valid, even when it’s not.” This is why the solution to negative speech (and negative self-speech) is not, as some Eastern mysticism teaches, cleansing our minds of all impurities or suppressing all of our passions. The Bible teaches that fallen humanity cannot live up to this ideal. Read Romans 7:14–25 and 1 John 1:5–10.

[Q]
What does it mean to be “sold as a slave to sin” (Romans 7:14)? Does this passage suggest that we are not responsible for sinful actions? 


Leader’s Note: It doesn’t excuse our sinful actions; it just recognizes that no matter how hard we try to conquer sin, we will still be sinful beings. See teaching point two.

[Q]
According to John, is sin a past or present condition for Christians? Does walking with God mean that we are completely purified from sin? 

[Q]
How does the conflict between darkness and light affect what we say to ourselves and others? Is there any validity to the old cartoon image of the angel on one shoulder and the devil on the other?

Teaching point two: Sinfulness is an explanation, not an excuse.

The sin nature, of which Paul and John wrote so dramatically, predisposes us to ugly thoughts, words, and actions. But Christians are not called to accept this condition without a fight. Protestant reformer Martin Luther once wrote, “Temptations, of course, cannot be avoided, but because we cannot prevent the birds from flying over our heads, there is no need that we should let them nest in our hair.” In other words, while we cannot remove the stain of sin in this lifetime, there is much we can do to clean up our minds and our mouths. Read James 1:19–26, which contains many commands toward this end.
[Q]
What does James instruct Christians not to do? What does he instruct them to do instead?

[Q]
How do you understand the analogy in verses 23–24 of a man who looks in the mirror and then forgets what he looks like? How is hearing God’s Word similar to, and different from, looking in a mirror?

[Q]
What does it mean to keep a tight rein on your tongue (v. 26)? Why does an uncontrolled tongue render religion worthless?

[Q]
Given the depth of sin described in Romans 7:14–25 and 1 John 1:5–10, is it possible to follow James’s instructions and control the tongue? Why or why not?

Teaching point three: The best defense against hurtful words is a good offense.

Several of the Parrotts’ suggestions for countering negative self-talk involve positive communication: pray, ask questions, counter your thoughts, speak positively, verbalize your thoughts. This advice recalls the famous sports motto: The best defense is a good offense. Read Philippians 4:4–9.

[Q]
How do joy and peace (Philippians 4:4, 7) change our minds and enable us to think higher thoughts? Where do joy and peace come from?

[Q]
What kinds of things are noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy? What kinds of things would be the opposite of these? How can we train our minds to think more about good things and less about bad? 

Read Psalm 19, which puts a different spin on speech and gives us even more to think about.

[Q]
Who and what speak in this psalm? What do they say?

[Q]
How are hidden faults (v. 12) different from willful sins (v. 13)? Is there a parallel here between self-talk and verbalized speech?

[Q]
Do you have more trouble bringing the words of your mouth or the meditations of your heart (v. 14) in line with God’s will? Why?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

The Parrotts end their article, “Want to really make a positive change in this area? On paper identify the most common self-statements you use throughout the day. Next, write an alternative to each, countering it by turning the negative into a positive. … This simple exercise can trigger a positive response the next time it’s needed.” As we’ve seen throughout this study, communication starts deep in our minds and then works its way out into positive or negative words. Only godly intervention at every stage of this process will ensure that your words build your marriage instead of tearing your spouse down. 

[Q]
What negative self-statements plague you? What sins do these statements reflect? How can you seek help in overcoming these sins?

[Q]
Look back at James 1:19–26. Which command in this passage strikes you most forcefully? How can you put it into practice this week?
[Q]
Think of your spouse’s noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy characteristics. How can you encourage him or her in these godly traits?

Action Point: Close by giving each person in your group time to do what the Parrotts suggest: On paper identify the most common self-statements you use throughout the day. Next, write an alternative to each, countering it by turning the negative into a positive. 

Optional Activity: Close your meeting by praying Psalm 19:12b–14.

—Study prepared by Elesha Coffman, former managing editor of Christian History & Biography magazine

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Learning to Appreciate Our Spouse

-Faith as the Marriage Glue

-Glorify God Together: Marriage with Purpose

-When Money Comes Between Us

-Marriage and Opposite-Sex Friends

-Sex and the Christian Couple

-When It’s Hard to Love

-Successful Relationships Course

· The Bondage of the Will, Martin Luther, trans. J. I. Packer and O. R. Johnston (Revell, 1990; ISBN 0800753429)

· Communication: Intimate Marriage Series, Dan B. Allender and Tremper Longman III (InterVarsity Press, 2005; ISBN 0830821368)

· Love Talk, Les and Leslie Parrott (Zondervan, 2004; ISBN 0310245966)
· Pillow Talk for Couples, Les and Leslie Parrott (Thomas Nelson, 2002; ISBN 0849996627)
· Talk Your Way to an Intimate Marriage, Donald Harvey (Baker, 2000; ISBN 0800786742)
Article

Talking to Yourself

It’s not a sign you’re losing your mind, but a means to a better marriage.

By Les and Leslie Parrott, for the study “Hurtful Words Start Inside“
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One of the world’s longest marriages was celebrated recently. Lee Hoon-yo and Kim Bong-geum from South Korea celebrated their 82nd wedding anniversary. On their anniversary, the couple was given special gifts, including 182 roses … and hearing aids.

After more than eight decades of marriage they were getting hearing aids! Guess they still wanted to be sure they wouldn’t miss a word. Can you imagine the number of conversations this couple has had? In all that time, they must have touched on every conceivable topic a husband and wife could discuss.

But this amazing marriage got us thinking. Were Lee and Kim aware of the private dialogue they engaged in daily? Few couples are. Yet it’s the most important discussion you ever have. Its words linger longer, are felt more deeply, and determine the closeness or distance you feel.

We’re talking about the conversation you have with yourself—your relational self-talk.

The surprising things you say to yourself

Each of us holds an unending internal dialogue, which colors every experience in marriage. Self-talk occurs without prior reflection or reasoning. Our brain instantly sees it as plausible and valid, even when it’s not. While these thoughts are rarely noticed, they continually shape our attitudes, actions, and outlook.

Imagine you slip a microchip into a computer and it tabulates everything you’ve thought about your spouse and your marriage.

Now imagine you and your partner sitting down to study it. What would you find?

First, you’d almost certainly be surprised by what you heard. You might find, for example, that you’re giving your partner internal compliments he or she never hears. I love it when she wears that dress. He’s brilliant with the kids. But you may also be shocked by how much negative commentary you quietly grumble. He cares more about his car than me. She’s so careless with our money. This kind of self-talk sets up impossible standards and then tears down your spouse for not meeting them. In fact, according to some experts, as much as 77 percent of the average person’s self-talk is negative. One negative thought can kill dozens of positive ones if it’s expressed at the wrong moment. Imagine the impact this has on a marriage—how it ultimately hinders your connection with each other. That’s why it’s particularly valuable to monitor your inner voice in situations that elicit a negative tone.

Our friend Donna confessed this story to us. It was Friday night and Donna wanted her husband, Tim, to suggest a fun restaurant for dinner. After all, she thought, we’ve both had a tough week at work. He’ll realize I shouldn’t make dinner tonight. We can take it easy and relax together. “But I didn’t say anything to him,” Donna admitted, “because I thought, He should initiate it. He should know.” Tim obviously didn’t know because he didn’t suggest going out to eat. So Donna angrily heated some leftovers, while she thought, He only thinks about himself. He doesn’t care about me.
During the meal Donna sulked, and it only got worse when Tim didn’t ask about her day. She said to herself, If he really loved me, he’d want to find out how I’m doing. She threw a pity party, and he didn’t even notice. “I sat there feeling rejected and depressed. And I thought, He’s so selfish.” The rest of the evening Donna avoided Tim. Why? Because “a woman shouldn’t have to ask her man to talk to her.”

Improving your inner voice

If Donna had monitored her self-talk, she would have realized she was being her marriage’s own worst enemy. While her goal was to connect with her mate, instead she punished him for not meeting her unspoken expectations. Think how her mood—and the evening—would have changed if she’d countered her negative self-talk with positive, rational thoughts: I can’t expect him to read my mind—he doesn’t know I’d like to eat out. Or, Just because he doesn’t initiate a conversation doesn’t mean he’s not interested in me. Sure, it may take some mental muscle to conjure these thoughts, but aren’t they more accurate?

Here are eight ways to improve your inner voice.

1. Pray. Negative relational self-talk steals our joy and destroys our relationships. We try to start every morning by praying the Bible back to God, using this simple prayer from 2 Corinthians 10:5: “Lord, help me take captive my every thought to make it obedient to Christ and pleasing to you.” It’s amazing how God answers that prayer by filling our minds with positive thoughts about each other.

2. Take note of your self-talk. Recognizing a problem is the first step toward solving it. So start listening to your thoughts. If you were to sum up all your self-talk statements, putting the negative ones on one side of the scale and the positive ones on the other, which would win out?

For five days, early in our marriage, I (Les) literally kept track of my internal dialogue. I carried a pad and pen to jot down what I was saying to myself. I was astounded by how negative my self-talk could be—how often I had critical thoughts about Leslie, myself, and our relationship.

3. Identify the situation. Cindy grew up watching her father always open doors for her mother. In fact, her mom would stay in the car until her dad opened the door for her. That’s how a man shows his wife he loves her, Cindy thought. But when Cindy got married, her husband never considered such an “old fashioned notion.” “That’s why we have power locks,” he’d joke. But a quiet voice inside Cindy’s head would say, If he really cherished me, he’d open my car door. Small thoughts—that began to eat large holes in her actions toward him. Once she identified situations most likely to provoke an irrational internal conversation, she could proactively work on changing her attitude.

4. Ask yourself some questions. As you become more aware of what you’re saying and when you’re saying it, ask yourself: Is this a rational thought? Is what I’m thinking really accurate? Is it negative? Is it spouse-condemning? Once Cindy recognized the negativity in her self-talk each time her husband didn’t open her car door, she realized it was contaminating their relationship. She could then say, He didn’t grow up in a home like mine, and it’s unfair, even silly, for me to read motives into whether or not he opens my car door.
5. Counter your thoughts. Say aloud: My thoughts determine my feelings. Once you own the fact that it’s not what happens to you, but how you talk to yourself about what happens to you, then you set your mind on a positive track. You begin to live out what the apostle Paul wrote to the Philippians (4:8-9): “Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about such things … and the God of peace will be with you.” Countering your thoughts may take some time, so don’t beat yourself up when you fail. Just stick with it.

6. Speak the positive. The best part of understanding your self-talk is realizing you control it. So make it positive. The best way to do this is to select an aspect of your partner’s character you admire. For example, Les is one of the most organized people I (Leslie) know. Sometimes his desire to have everything in its place can get under my skin. Ever felt that way? The very thing I appreciate about him can become the thing that bugs me. But I can train my brain to say, “While this may irritate me right now, his self-discipline is something I value deeply.” This kind of positive self-talk changes my perspective and makes life easier. By the way, I’ve found this is much easier to do when I’m not tired or hungry. So train your brain on a full stomach!

7. Verbalize your thoughts. If your self-talk is an irrational guessing game or a litmus test to determine if your spouse really loves you, give it up. There are no merit badges for mind reading, so you can’t expect your spouse to do this. In Donna’s case, when she worried Tim didn’t care about her because he didn’t suggest eating out, she could have verbalized her thoughts: “Tim, I’ve had a tough week. How about we go out to eat tonight and relax together?” That straightforward question could have changed their entire evening.

If your relational self-talk is positive, all the more reason to tell your spouse. If you’re thinking, She looks great in that dress or I like the way he laughs at my jokes—say it! You can never give too many compliments.

8. Take action. Want to really make a positive change in this area? On paper identify the most common self-statements you use throughout the day. Next, write an alternative to each, countering it by turning the negative into a positive. For example, counter, She’s always nagging me about my clothes on the floor, with She cares about making our home pleasant for us. This simple exercise can trigger a positive response the next time it’s needed.

By the way, if you have a negative self-statement (my spouse is a slob) that’s difficult to counter, it may be because it’s true (your spouse really is sloppy). That’s when it’s time to turn your self-talk into couple’s talk and actually discuss the issue.

With a more reasonable internal dialogue, you won’t hold your spouse to unvoiced expectations. You’ll feel a new sense of empowerment in your marriage, almost immediately.

—Drs. Les and Leslie Parrott, MP regular contributors and authors of Love Talk (Zondervan), are cofounders of the Center for Relationship Development at Seattle Pacific University. 
Visit Les and Leslie at www.RealRelationships.com.

“Talking to Yourself,” by Les and Leslie Parrott, Marriage Partnership, Fall 2004
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Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Loaded Questions” from Marriage Partnership magazine (included at the end of this study).

“Look out for number one!” “I did it my way!” Self-indulgent statements like these are recurring themes in our culture. As Americans, we are encouraged to defend our rights and to be assertive in making sure our wishes are granted. Scripture, however, tells us to think of others as more important than ourselves, giving preference to one another in honor. We are told to do all that we can to be at peace with others. Either of these positions will have great impact upon communication and compromise in a relationship, including a marriage relationship. When married couples are focused on each spouse getting his or her own way, strife and frustration are inevitable. However, when each spouse is willing to give up his own interests for the sake of his partner, mutual compromise and marital harmony will result. 

Eva Marie Everson encourages us to be intentional about our communication with our spouse. She suggests that we be purposeful in asking our spouse about his or her preferences. She believes this will bring about mutual compromise and greater intimacy in our marriage.

Discussion starters:

[Q]
How does our culture’s philosophy of “Look out for number one” differ from Scripture’s command to “… in humility consider others better than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3)? Give specific examples of how each of these positions might positively or negatively affect a marriage relationship.

[Q]
How do you think our culture’s look-out-for-number-one philosophy originated? Why is this appealing to people? What are the results of this philosophy?

[Q]
What are some typical areas of disagreement in marriage relationships? What attitudes often contribute to these disagreements? If you and your spouse are comfortable, share with your group some areas of regular disagreement.

[Q]
In your opinion, what makes a marriage relationship solid? What produces intimacy in a marriage? 

[Q]
How do we learn to compromise with our spouse? What role does communication have in a healthy marriage relationship?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: With humility of mind, let each of us regard one another as more important than him or herself.

Read Philippians 2:3–8. One can scarcely imagine that the God of the universe would give up his right to the eternal glories and magnificent beauties of heaven. Even more amazing is that he would come to this sin-scarred world to die in our place. Jesus humbly laid down his right to celebrated majesty, infinite riches, and majestic power for the sake of those whom he greatly loved. How gloriously divine his love for us must be, for Jesus to empty himself and become obedient to God the Father—even to the point of death on a cross. 

God calls us to have the same sacrificial attitude of love that Jesus demonstrated. We are to do nothing out of selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind we are to regard one another as more important than ourselves. Paul reminded the Philippians to look out not only for their own interests, but also for the interests of others. For us to successfully do this, we must rely on God’s sustaining grace for wisdom and strength of relationship. By abiding in fellowship with Christ, we will be able to fervently love each other deeply from the heart, which will result in the self-sacrificial love modeled by Christ.

[Q]
What was the attitude of Christ that Paul encouraged the Philippians to imitate? How can we model this attitude? Give practical examples. How might we apply this to our marriage relationship?

[Q]
What rights did Jesus give up? What motivated him to give them up? 

[Q]
What rights might we need to give up for the sake of our spouse? Does this mean we never get to have our own way? Explain.

[Q]
How do selfishness and conceit affect our relationship with our spouse? What would happen to our marriage relationship if each of us did nothing from selfishness or conceit?

[Q]
Everson suggests asking our spouse to communicate what areas he or she desires for us to change. How might this type of communication be an example of the attitude God wants us to exhibit toward each other? 

[Q]
How might Everson’s suggestion be a practical way for us to look out not only for our own interests but also for the interests of our spouse? In what other practical ways can we look out for our spouse’s interests? Does this mean we must do everything our spouse desires? If not, how do we balance our own interests with the interests of others? 

[Q]
How do you think we should respond if our spouse has unreasonable demands for us to change? How can we determine if the request is unreasonable or if our attitude is unbending?

[Q]
Do you find it easy or difficult to look out for the interests of your spouse? Share your experience. What might assist you to love your spouse with the love of Christ?

Teaching point two: Seek to know the desires of others and be willing to give up your own rights for the sake of peace.

Read Genesis 13:5–18. Strife had broken out between the herdsmen of Abram and the herdsmen of Lot, because the land where they were living could not sustain both groups. Abram took the initiative and addressed the contentious issue with Lot. He called Lot to remember that their eternal relationship and love for each other was far more important than any earthly material gain. Abram gave up his rights and allowed Lot to choose the area of land he desired. Lot saw the lush, green Jordan Valley and based his decision on personal gain. His greed, however, exposed him to the wicked culture of Sodom and Gomorrah and its eventual destruction by God. Abram’s sacrifice, for the sake of brotherly peace and his love for Lot, resulted in God’s abundant blessing. While Lot struggled with the evils of Sodom and Gomorrah, Abram enjoyed intimate fellowship with God.

[Q]
How did Abram appeal to Lot for peace? Why do you think he cared about what Lot wanted? Why did Abram give up his own rights for the sake of peace with Lot?

[Q]
What role did communication have in their treaty? What role did sacrifice have?

[Q]
How can we follow Abram’s example when there is strife in our marriage? What can we infer from this story about working through a disagreement? What can we infer about the need to sacrifice our own desires for the sake of peace in a marriage relationship? Should we always give up our own desires for the sake of peace? Explain your thoughts. 

[Q]
What blessing did Abram receive because of his sacrifice? What blessing do we receive when we sacrifice our own desires for the wishes of another?

Teaching point three: Humbly communicate your desires to one another, and be willing to change.

Read Ruth 3:7–11. In the middle of the night, Ruth secretly uncovered Boaz’s feet and lay down, so he would wake up and notice her. She humbly communicated that she wanted something from Boaz, but waited for him to ask her about it before making her specific request. Boaz’s response to Ruth’s unassuming entreaty was a desire to please her. “I will do for you all you ask,” Boaz promised Ruth.

Partners in marriage should follow the example of communication set forth by Ruth and Boaz. If we want something from our mate, we should approach him or her with humility and gentleness. We should communicate our desire to discuss the situation, and then wait until our spouse acknowledges that he or she is ready to listen to our request. If our spouse requests something of us, let our heart’s desire be like Boaz’s—to please our spouse in any way we are able.

[Q]
How did Ruth demonstrate humility in making her request of Boaz? How did Boaz respond to Ruth? Why do you think he responded in this way? 

[Q]
Based on this passage, what is a wise way to communicate our desires to our spouse? Why is it wise?

[Q]
Based on this passage, what should our attitude be toward requests our spouse makes of us?

[Q]
Everson recommends we ask our spouse what he or she would like us to change. How do you respond when your spouse requests that you change something? Does your spouse’s approach affect how you feel about changing? (For example: a humble request vs. a pushy demand for change.) Share your experiences. 

[Q]
Should we change everything our spouse requests? If yes, why? If no, how do we decide what to change and what not to change?

[Q]
Boaz’s response to Ruth appears to be somewhat dependent upon her excellent character. How might our spouse’s character affect our willingness to agree to his or her desires? How should we respond to our spouse if we cannot, in good conscience, honor his or her request?

[Q]
Do you agree with Everson that ignoring or being unaware of even the minor preferences of our spouse can add tension to a marriage? Explain your answer. 

[Q]
What should we do if we ask our spouse to change something, but he or she refuses to change?

Teaching point four: Compromise by giving preference to one another in honor.

Read Romans 12:9–21. Paul reminded the Romans to be devoted to one another in love, giving preference to each other in honor. Certainly, this applies to the marriage relationship. When each spouse’s desire is to honor the other’s preferences, compromise will result. The Book of Romans tells us to do all that we can to have peace in our relationships. This desire for a peaceful relationship should be a driving theme in our marriages.

[Q]
Everson suggests one way to be at peace with our spouse is to ask questions about his or her preferences. How does Everson’s suggestion compare with what Paul told the Romans?

[Q]
What attitudes and actions are outlined in this passage that would help us to honor our spouse’s preferences?

[Q]
Do you agree that compromise would result if both spouses honored the preferences of the other? Support your answer. What role does humility have in compromise (see Romans 12:16)?

[Q]
What usually keeps couples from reaching a compromise? What role does communication have in compromise?

[Q]
Paul warned us to let our love be without hypocrisy. What might hypocritical love look like? What differentiates hypocritical love from genuine love?

[Q]
Is it possible to do all that we can to promote peace and yet still struggle with strife in a marriage relationship? If yes, how should we deal with a marriage relationship that is still unhealthy?

Optional Activity: Consider the following scenario and answer the questions that follow.

Sally is home all day with three rambunctious boys, all of whom are under the age of five. She has little time for herself, and she is often frazzled by the end of the day. On most days, her husband, Dan, comes home to find her dressed in sweatpants and a baggy shirt. He wishes she would pay more attention to her appearance. Sally, on the other hand, wishes Dan would volunteer to spend more time with the children, so that she could have some time to herself.

[Q]
Should Sally and Dan communicate their wishes to each other? If yes, how should they do it? Give practical examples of dialogue. If no, how should they respond to their emotions?

[Q]
How might Everson’s method of asking your spouse about his or her preferences aid in this couple’s communication and compromise?

[Q]
Assuming Sally and Dan are aware of each other’s feelings, how might they each consider the other person’s preferences as more important than their own? What examples of compromise might arise from this type of attitude?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Purposeful communication to discover our spouse’s wishes aids our ability to give preference to him or her in honor. Considering our spouse’s needs as more important than our own is the key to compromise and a healthy marriage relationship. When we apply these principles to our marriage, we will have greater intimacy and harmony with our spouse.

[Q]
Have you ever asked your spouse if there was something he or she would like for you to change? Why or why not? How might this type of question improve communication in your marriage? How might it improve intimacy? 

[Q]
What part of this study was most helpful to you? Why?

Action Point: Ask each individual to list practical ways he or she could give preference to their spouse. Next to each of these, ask them to write how it would promote peace in their relationship. 

—Study prepared by Julie Kloster, freelance writer, speaker, and regular contributor to ChristianBibleStudies.com.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com

-Learning to Appreciate Our Spouse

-Faith as the Marriage Glue

-Glorify God Together: Marriage with Purpose

-When Money Comes Between Us
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· For Men Only, Shaunti Feldhahn (Multnomah Publishers, 2006; ISBN 1590525728)

· For Women Only: What You Need to Know About the Inner Lives of Men, Shaunti Feldhahn (Multnomah Publishers Inc., 2004; ISBN 1590523172)

· Love and Respect: The Love She Most Desires, the Respect He Desperately Needs, Dr. Emerson Eggerichs (Integrity Publishers, 2004; ISBN 1591451876)

· Love for a Lifetime: Building a Marriage That Will Go the Distance, Updated Edition, Dr. James Dobson (Multnomah Publishers Inc., 2004; ISBN 1590520874)

· Romancing Your Wife: A Little Effort Can Spice Up Your Marriage, Debra White Smith (Harvest House Publishers, 2005; ISBN 0736913017)

· Sacred Marriage: What If God Designed Marriage to Make Us Holy More Than to Make Us Happy, Gary Thomas (Zondervan Corp., 2002; ISBN 0310242827)

· Talk Your Way to an Intimate Marriage, Donald Harvey (Baker, 2000; ISBN 0800786742)

Article

Loaded Question

Asking it could make your marriage dynamite!
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By Eva Marie Everson, for the study “The Importance of Compromise“

With one question I opened Pandora’s Box.

“What, if anything,” I asked my husband, “could I change about me to make you happier?”

It wasn’t that we were unhappy or that I perceived he was unhappy. But after nearly 25 years together, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to realize that while we may adjust to certain “things” about our spouses, we’d be happier if those things could change.

Hubby cut a sideward glance at me. “What?”

I smiled lovingly as I repeated the question. Surely, I thought, this isn’t too difficult a question to answer.

“You’re kidding me, right?” 

“No,” I replied. “I’m serious.”

He thought for a few moments. “Nothing.” 

I frowned. “Are you lying?” 

“Yes.”

“I’m serious. It has to be something changeable, though. Just name one thing—”

“Just one?” He looked at me then, the twinkle in his eyes indicating there are a host of things he’d like to see changed. Ah, the truth comes out.

“One,” I affirmed.

“Okay,” he said. “I’m sick of seeing you wear those overall shorts every day.”

My cute little overalls? I thought. Perfect for sitting at the computer and typing all day? “And with what, pray tell, shall I replace them? I’m not comfortable sitting in jeans all day,” I argued. “Surely you don’t expect me to dress as though I’m heading for a downtown office.”

“No. Just something besides those overalls.”

I huffed. I loved my overalls! Still, I had asked—and this was something that was changeable. Suddenly I brightened. “This calls for shopping!” I declared.

It also called for compromise. I offered a simple solution: 

I would wear the overall shorts while working (I own several pair, by the way), but would change into something a little more “fetching” when my husband returned home from work.

A few weeks later, I discovered an ironic thing had taken place. Previously, when my husband returned home from work, he’d take a shower and slip into something just perfect for bumming around. But with my change came his change; he became more attentive to his appearance for me. Rather than putting on some old shorts and a holey t-shirt, he put on a sports shirt and a pair of his dress shorts I’d pressed and hung in his closet. We’ve become quite the fashion statement in the privacy of our home, reminiscent of the days when we’d dated and were attempting to impress each other. And we found our marriage heading toward a new level—a better level—a level of mutual compromise and greater intimacy.

And all it took was a change of clothes!

Issuing the challenge

Several weeks later, while dining with some of our couple friends, my husband and I mentioned the question I’d asked and the changes that had come about. One couple, Ron and Dana, looked at each other with mischief in their eyes. “Honey,” Ron said to his wife, “what would you like to see changed?”

“It has to be changeable,” I interjected, excited to see another couple getting into the swing of things. “It can’t be something like his mother, the color of his eyes, or his height. Nothing like that.”

Dana thought for a moment, studying her husband. “I wish you’d listen to what I say from start to finish.”

“That’s fixable,” I spoke up. “Why is that significant to you?”

“Because it says I’m important to him,” Dana answered. “I’d feel more appreciated and understood.”

I felt like a marriage counselor. “Ron,” I asked, “what do you say? Can you do that?”

“Sure,” Ron said. Now it was Ron’s turn. At first he struggled, saying he loved Dana so much, he couldn’t imagine anything about her he’d like to see changed. But as soon as I turned toward the next couple, he interrupted, “Well—sometimes I wish she wouldn’t have so many little projects. It drives me crazy looking at all the stacks of stuff lying around the house.”

Dana sighed. “It’s called laundry, Ron,” she informed him.

We all laughed. “But is it fixable?” I asked.

“Sure,” Dana said. “I just didn’t know it was so important.”

Soon the other couples piped in. Some of the answers had us nearly rolling on the floor in amusement. One husband said he wouldn’t mind his wife not giving him such a list of “to do” things, to which she replied, “But you look so lost without something to do!” When our laughter subsided, he added, “That’s because I’m not sure how much time I have before you give me something to do.”

Other requests were more poignant. “I wish,” one wife said, “he’d follow through on what he says so I’ll feel as though I matter.”

Why ask the question?

In Romans 12:18 the apostle Paul writes: “If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.”

About two years ago my lower back began to bother me. After a visit to the doctor, the end result was this: according to my physician, my middle had gotten a little fluffy (which is why I love those overall shorts so much!). This was putting strain on my spine, which pretty much holds me together. (This, too, is changeable. I’m now walking three miles a day to reduce the fluff.)

The middle of things is awfully important, and so it is with the verse in Romans. “As far as it depends on you.”

It’s so easy to get comfortable with the “little irritations.” They’re like paper cuts. At first they sting and we’re constantly aware of them. Eventually, however, we manage to continue doing whatever it is we do without noticing or even feeling the little slice in our flesh. But the cut remains, and infection can easily set in.

Infection isn’t good; it leads to destruction of the body as a whole.

A friend of mine shared with me that when she and her husband were sitting in an airport (she was wearing her trademark jeans and t-shirt; he was dressed more sporty), he pointed to a well-dressed woman and said, “Now that’s the way I’d like to see you dress.”

My friend tells me she was floored. She had no idea that her cute little jeans weren’t pleasing to him. Why? Because he’d never told her—and she’d never thought to ask.

Should you try this at home …

We’ve all seen the ads that read: Do Not Try This At Home. So you may think that about asking your spouse that little question. You may wonder, What would my spouse say if I asked the question, “What can I change—that’s changeable—that would make you happier? My hairstyle? My choice of clothing? My keeping the toilet seat up or my attempt to control every free moment?”

Don’t just sit there. Ask! But remember, this isn’t an invitation to throw darts. This is an opportunity to grow more intimate as a couple, because in showing that you care about the “little things,” you’re telling your spouse that he or she is important.

It’s also not a chance for you to say what you’d like to see changed. (My husband didn’t ask me for months what he could change, and the one thing I requested didn’t get changed—but I can live with that.)

This is an opportunity, a chance for things to be better “as far as it depends on you.”

—Eva Marie Everson is a speaker and author of such books as True Love: Engaging Stories of Real Life Proposals and One True Vow: Love Stories of Faith & Commitment (both Barbour Publishing).

“Loaded Questions,” by Eva Marie Everson, Marriage Partnership, Summer 2004
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	Leader’s Guide

Grace Connects Men and Women 

How can an ancient biblical concept—grace—transform marriage in the information age?
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Forget Mars and Venus. Author Rhonda Rhea finds that men are computers, always processing data but not always giving feedback, while women are cell phones, forever seeking to give someone an earful of information. With such different communication modes, it’s not surprising that husbands and wives often fail to connect. The solution is not more gadgets, but supernatural assistance from the one who created men, women, and the marriage bond between them. The universal language linking human computers and cell phones is grace.

What is grace? Where does it come from? What does it add to a marriage? These are the questions we’ll be asking and discussing in this study.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Lesson #6

Scripture:
John 1:14–16; 2 Corinthians 12:7–10; Colossians 3:12–17; James 1:17; 4:1–10; 1 Peter 4:8–11

Based on:
“Men Are Computers, Women Are Cell Phones,” by Rhonda Rhea, Marriage Partnership, Winter 2003
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PART 1
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Identify the Current Issue
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Note to leader: Prior to the class, provide for each person the article “Men Are Computers, Women Are Cell Phones” from Marriage Partnership magazine (included at the end of this study).
When Rhea advises disconnected couples to season their speech with grace, she uses a word whose meaning has thinned over the years. Today, the word grace conjures the poise of Audrey Hepburn, the fluid movement of a ballet dancer, or perhaps the reserved dignity of a Southern matriarch. All of these are graceful or gracious in their own way, but they are pale reflections of a quality originating with God himself. The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology defines grace as “an undeserved blessing freely bestowed on man by God” and calls it “a concept which is at the heart not only of Christian theology but also of all genuinely Christian experience.” Another definition spells out grace as God’s Riches At Christ’s Expense. In other words, grace encompasses all of God’s gifts to us (most importantly, the gift of salvation through Jesus Christ) and is the source of all the blessings we can give to each other. Actresses, dancers, and dignified ladies exhibit the trait we call “grace” to the extent that they are sure of what they possess (beauty, strength, material gifts) and willing to share those possessions with others. Christian husbands and wives exhibit grace as they draw on God’s limitless bounty to bless one another. Communication blocks are washed away in this flood of goodness. 

Discussion starters:

[Q]
What do you think of the metaphor “men are computers and women are cell phones”? Can you think of other pairings to describe the differences between men and women? 

Optional Activity: Divide the group into men and women (or, for a single-sex group, divide in half). Ask each half to come up with a pairing, “Men are ____, women are ____.” What gender differences do these pairings highlight?

[Q]
The article gives several examples of husbands and wives failing to communicate. When and where does communication frequently break down in your household? How do you feel during those breakdowns? Imagine yourself in that situation and complete the sentence, “If he/she would just _______, everything would be okay.”

[Q]
How would you define grace? What episode from the Bible, your own life, or from fiction (movies, novels, TV) best illustrates the concept for you?

PART 2

Discover the Eternal Principles

Teaching point one: Grace comes from God.

People can practice gracious movement and gracious speech, but practice will never make perfect, especially in tough situations. The grace required to welcome home a husband despite domestic chaos, to share frustrations without nagging, and to be completely honest with the person you face every day comes only from God. Fortunately, the floodgates are open. Read John 1:14–16, 2 Corinthians 12:7–10, and James 1:17.

[Q]
What does it mean that Jesus was “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14)? What blessings do we receive from the fullness of his grace (v. 16)?

[Q]
Why does Paul believe he has been given a thorn in his flesh (2 Corinthians 12:7)? Why is Paul, ultimately, grateful for it? What does it teach him about power and weakness? 


Leader’s Note: No one knows the nature of Paul’s thorn. Theologians over the centuries have suggested headaches, lusts, poor eyesight, stammering speech, and persecutors, among other things. The point is that we all have besetting weaknesses and that God’s power shines even brighter because of them.

[Q] How does the message of James 1:17 go against our self-help culture?

Teaching point two: You cannot give what you do not have.

Christian singer/songwriter David Wilcox wrote a song about marital struggles called “Break in the Cup.” The lyrics read, in part:

We cannot trade empty for empty
We must go to the waterfall
For there’s a break in the cup that holds love,
Inside us all.

In Wilcox’s metaphor, the “break in the cup” is our fallen nature, and the “waterfall” is the source of all love and grace, God. The apostle James describes our situation in even bleaker language; read James 4:1–10. 

[Q]
James wrote his letter “To the twelve tribes scattered among the nations” (James 1:1), in other words, to God’s own people. Does James’s description of these people—by extension, us—as adulterous, covetous killers seem overly harsh? Why or why not?

[Q]
What are James’s prescriptions for dealing with our broken nature? How do these differ from the messages we get from contemporary culture?

[Q]
In verse 2, James writes, “You do not have, because you do not ask God.” What is it that we do not have because we fail to ask for it? 

[Q]
According to verse 3, what’s the problem when we do ask God for things?

[Q]
Imagine the scenario at the beginning of Rhea’s article, a stressed-out mother waiting for her husband’s arrival from work. Imagine, also, that the mother somehow finds 5 minutes to spend with this passage before her husband gets home. What in this passage will challenge her frustrated attitude? What in this passage will comfort her? Now reverse the situation—the husband reads these verses just before leaving work and is meditating on them as he drives home. What in this passage will challenge and comfort him?

Teaching point three: Giving grace is a blessing in itself.

Rhea’s six “couple-tested ideas” offer concrete solutions to husband-wife communication problems. There is much to be said for accepting godly advice, and putting these ideas into practice will likely smooth many marital rough spots. We must not forget, though, that the “break in the cup” mars all of our efforts to give and receive grace. The object of cultivating grace, then, is not just to improve our marriages, our spouses, or even ourselves. Even when grace doesn’t appear to “fix” anything, it has eternal value. Read Colossians 3:12–17 and 1 Peter 4:8–11. 

[Q]
What would it look like for you to, in the words of Colossians 3:12, “clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience”? 

[Q]
In addition to “clothe,” what other commands (verbs) appear in the Colossians passage? Why are Christians to do these things? Why are these actions especially helpful for husbands and wives?

[Q]
Verse 17 indicates that words and deeds are both important parts of serving God. Which kind of service is harder for you? Do you have more trouble with gracious words or gracious deeds in your marriage? Why? 

[Q]
“Love covers over a multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8) is a familiar phrase. What does it mean to you?

[Q]
Verse 11 does not end, “so that your life might go smoothly,” but “so that in all things God may be praised through Jesus Christ.” How does gracious living contribute to the praise of God?

PART 3

Apply Your Findings

Americans upgrade their cell phones and computers every few years. When two pieces of electronic equipment are not compatible, it is usually easier to replace one than to dig out the manuals and try to reconcile the difference. (Anyone who has wasted an afternoon customizing, installing new drivers, or shopping for the right cable knows this frustration.) Christian husbands and wives, however, do not have this option. We cannot trade in our spouses when static arises. The only upgrade available is an infusion of grace, and it starts with us—not the other person.

[Q]
Think back to Paul’s thorn in the flesh (2 Corinthians 12:7). It represents the specific weaknesses with which each of us struggles. What is one of your communication weaknesses? How could God’s power transform that weakness into a show of his strength?

[Q]
How would conversations in your home be different if you took 1 Peter 4:11—”If anyone speaks, he should do it as one speaking the very words of God”—seriously?

Action Point: Ask each person to consider one concrete way they could show grace to their spouse today. Give them a few minutes to think about it, then close by praying that ’they’ll have the courage to carry it out.

—Study prepared by Elesha Coffman, former managing editor of 
Christian History & Biography magazine.

Additional Resources

· ChristianBibleStudies.com
-Learning to Appreciate Our Spouse
-Faith as the Marriage Glue
-Glorify God Together: Marriage with Purpose
-When Money Comes Between Us
-Marriage and Opposite-Sex Friends
-Sex and the Christian Couple
-When It’s Hard to Love
-Successful Relationships Course

· Amusing Grace, Rhonda Rhea (Cook, 2003; ISBN 0781435323)

· Grace for the Moment, Max Lucado (Thomas Nelson, 2000; ISBN 0849956242)

· Love for a Lifetime, James Dobson (Multnomah, 2004; ISBN 1590520874)

· Love That Lasts: When Marriage Meets Grace, Gary Ricucci, Betsy Ricucci (Crossway, 2006; ISBN 1581347820) 

· What’s So Amazing About Grace?, Phillip Yancey (Zondervan, 2002; ISBN 0310245656)

Article

Men Are Computers, Women Are Cell Phones 

Can we stay connected?
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By Rhonda Rhea, for the study “Grace Connects Men and Women “

“I don’t know how we’re going to sort out tonight’s schedule,” I gushed as my husband, Richie, came through the door. “You’re late—and Andrew has a game an hour away. One of us has to get him there by 7:00. Jordan has a game here. Kaley is cheering at Jordan’s game, but she also has a game right before his. And it’s the same time as Andrew’s away game. That’s also the time Allie and Daniel are supposed to have practice at …” 

I hadn’t even gotten to the dinner dilemma part of my list, when I knew by Richie’s wide-eyed, zombie stare that he’d shut down somewhere just after “You’re late.”

I’ve seen the look before.

How many other wives have seen their husbands processing information when suddenly their “screen saver” kicks on? My husband is able to process a lot of information. I know—I can dish it out in hefty chunks. There are times, however, when something seems to happen to his internal processor. Everything locks up and I feel as if I need to, well, reboot. It’s as if I’m living with a computer!

Funny thing is, Richie tells me he’s living with a cell phone.

The night he arrived home late, he’d had a long problem-filled day at work. He’d been looking forward to coming home, to his refuge where he could simply veg out and not have to think.

As he opened the front door, his peace bubble exploded into an outline of the evening’s agenda. I’d been poised at the door, ready for the attack. Every word about every game and every place the kids had to be came at him nonstop.

Richie told me later that my actions were akin to settling into a comfy seat at a movie theater only to have his cell phone blast.

I’m a “cell phone”? I thought. And I realized I can go off unexpectedly and sometimes at the most inopportune moments. I’m also faithful to keep “calling” until I’m answered. Oh no! I thought. I am a cell phone!
Different wiring

I don’t know about that whole Mars/Venus thing, but I think I can safely say men and women certainly operate on different hardware. We’re wired differently. To me, it seems as if men are computers and women are, well, cell phones. The computer’s communication is most often a one-way communiqué. Cell phones, on the other hand, require two-party participation. They’re all about communication.

Dr. James Dobson hits on the wiring problem in his book Love for a Lifetime. He writes: “Research makes it clear that little girls are blessed with greater linguistic ability than little boys, and it remains a lifelong talent. Simply stated, she talks more than he.” Dobson suggests that God may have given Mrs. Cell Phone 50,000 words per day while Mr. Computer may average 25,000. By the time he’s walking up the driveway to his relaxing safe place, he’s most likely used 98 percent of his daily word store—he’s practically in “sleep mode” already—that mode that’s used after the screen saver’s been on for a while. She, on the other hand, is ready to give him most of her 50,000—and she wants a similar number from him. But all she gets is a busy signal. How can we find common ground?

Getting connected

Cell phones and computers do have something in common. They both need a connection, just as husbands and wives need a connection. And isn’t it interesting that techno-smart people are finding more and more ways computers and cell phones can work together to make life better? I was stuck at an airport recently and occupied myself by watching the lady next to me check her e-mail and send out a message or two—all on her cell phone!

Powerful connection can result in a powerful, productive, and satisfying marriage. Try these six couple-tested ideas to find your own techno-compromise. You can get connected—even in a technically challenged relationship.

1. Season your speech with grace. Sarah was at her wit’s end. She tried talking to her husband, Jeff, but found him clamming up during almost every conversation. After hearing a sermon about kindness and the art of listening, Sarah did a communication evaluation on herself. She discovered she was dominating most of their conversations. She also noticed she was spending a big percentage of their talks crabbing at Jeff.

The sermon that impacted Sarah’s speech included Colossians 4:6: “Let your conversation be always full of grace.” She realized that to promote healthy communication in her marriage, she needed to get rid of the static—any unkind, graceless speech. She’s working on incorporating more grace in her conversations and becoming a good listener as she works toward encouraging Jeff to share with her more openly. 

2. Be open and honest. Angie’s communication struggle was different. She couldn’t figure out why her husband, Bill, didn’t clue in to her signals. She thought he should be sensitive enough to pick up on hints for attention. When he didn’t, her “silent treatment” response only complicated the communication glitches.

After Angie shared her disappointment with a mentor, she learned that computers can’t process information they haven’t been given. Instead of giving Bill the “Well, if you really understood me, you’d automatically know I need you to listen now” speech, she’s working more on her ability to lovingly level with him. 

3. Let your computer be a computer. Lynn spent the first three years of her marriage trying to remake her husband, Doug. Doug resented her motherly corrections and they argued at almost every encounter. When they decided to talk to a counselor, Lynn was sure he could whip Doug into shape. Was she surprised when the counselor hinted that she was a big part of the problem! The counselor encouraged her to let her husband be himself. She had essentially been trying to make a computer into a cell phone.

Lynn is learning instead to accept their differences, including what she once thought were Doug’s “weaknesses.” She’s finding that some of the characteristics she’d been harping on as his weaknesses are actually some of the same ones she considered his strengths when they were dating. Lynn turned over a new leaf in her marriage when she decided to enjoy Doug “as is.”

4. Make God your source of fulfillment. Sue had become a smotherer. If her husband, Mike, didn’t hang on her every word and dote on her when they were together, she interpreted his inattention as indifference. So she pouted their time away. And Mike was wearing out.

After yet another evening of pouting, Sue finally called her mom for advice. Sue’s mother said, “Husbands aren’t meant to supply every emotional need. Only God can do that.” Sue’s mom told her she was putting a heavier load on Mike than a mate can handle. It was just too much for his mainframe to manage. Sue’s mom reminded her that the Bible tells us to “Cast all your anxiety on [God], because he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7).

Sue has seen her marriage become stronger and less frustrating as she has deepened her prayer life and her Bible study time, and strengthened her dependence on God. And she’s finding great blessing in living in a virtually pout-free household!

5. Make room for friendships. Sue also discovered she’d neglected her need for friendships with other women. She was thrilled when she discovered she could unload several thousand words on her mom or another interested friend (and let her friend unload a significant percentage of her 50,000 word store too). Sue found it was great not only to get another woman’s take, but to give Mike a break. Since women have a greater need for conversation, Sue and her friends help each other out in the dialogue area—person to person and phone to phone.

6. Grow in Christ together. As Sarah and Jeff have worked on better techno-compromise, they’ve found that spending time praying and studying God’s Word together builds conversation that really counts. They find they’re both more ready to compromise and give to meet the needs of the other as they’re aiming at becoming more like Christ.

What a great target for each of us—computers and cell phones alike. As we continually ask God to impact our marriages, we can become better talkers and better listeners, hearing him through his Word and prayer.

Can you hear him now? Good.

Rhonda Rhea, author of Amusing Grace (Cook Communications),
 lives with her family in Missouri.

“Men Are Computers, Women Are Cell Phones,” by Rhonda Rhea, Marriage Partnership, 
Winter 2003
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