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Introduction
This is not a study about marriage.  Or, I should say, this is not primarily a study about marriage between man and wife.  It is primarily concerned with the ways in which God relates to His people, according to the Bible.  

I have made some attempts at poetry for my wife.  And when I write a poem, I get to decide if the poem will be recited, or read to her.  I decide if I’ll frame it and give it to her as a gift, or if I’ll just leave it on her voice mail.  I am the creator of the poem, so I have legal rights, if you will, to decide what the purpose of the poem is.  Likewise, God created people.  Before He thought of us, there was no such thing as “human beings”, or even the concept of men and women.  Because He is our Creator, He alone has the right to determine our purpose.  Well, He says that our purpose is His glory.  We live first to know Him.  That is our overriding purpose, as dictated by our Maker.  We can say that creators always have the right of determining purpose. But we often fail to acknowledge this very basic fact…

We have a great problem today, both inside and outside the church: we prove daily that we have no idea concerning the intended purpose of marriage.  As you look around your life, at the people you know and meet daily, there is no discernable consensus as to a “correct” marriage relationship.  It is usually assumed, even, that an objective standard, from any quarter, for measuring the success of a marriage, is an impossibility.  And that even the term “correct marriage” is irrational.  So we’re left with a million varying opinions on the subject, with everyone doing what “seems right in their own eyes”.  As you may recall, that’s exactly the condemning synopsis of rebellious believers in Judges 17:6.  According to this verse, this is what we look like when we have no King:  We do whatever we think to do.  This is the natural result of our not acknowledging God’s right to declare purpose in marriage, which is His creation.  So, having nothing to go on but our own flights of fancy, we’re tossed to and fro by every whimsy that crosses our path:  The purpose of our marriage is to create children who’re good citizens one day, to be a profitable career machine the next, and to live as passionately sexual lovers the day after that.  We find that these are all fine things in themselves, but they make lousy goals for a marriage.  They produce people who’re unhappy, unfulfilled, and confused.  We abuse, we receive abuse, we split up, come back together, divorce, and generally wreck each other’s lives.  We make it up as we go, and suffer the consequences of our foolishness.  But how could we do otherwise?  How could we possibly know, when we start with ourselves, the intended goal of marriage?  Relationally, we must admit that we are travelers without maps--How else can we explain the jaw-dropping fact that marriages inside the Christian community are no less prone to divorce than marriages outside the church?  The Christian mantra of “divorce is bad” doesn’t prevent divorce at all—it simply produces divorcees who feel guilty and rejected by the church.  What is passed down isn’t understanding; it’s merely a moral law.  When we look at the facts, we simply have no clue about what we’re doing, nor do we know what “success” would look like if we saw it.  We don’t know what’s going on!  

If the husband/wife relationship is the most basic relationship in any society, wouldn’t it seem reasonable that we would seek some understanding of its tenets?  Shouldn’t we at least desire knowledge concerning the foundations of this key relationship?  Maybe we just don’t want anybody telling us how to live our lives, and run from that possibility.  Or maybe--and I suspect this is the case with a lot of us--we simply don’t know to seek understanding from the Maker of Marriage..

I’m trying to ask a question whose answer seems to be known by only a precious few.  It’s a question that I won’t ask when I’m led by my arrogance, but when I abide in the LORD, I desire it like good food.  It’s a question which present-day philosophy says we can’t ask.  But it’s a question that, if answered correctly, will serve as an invaluable guide for anyone seeking wisdom, joy, understanding, and life in their marriage relationship.  The question is this:  What is marriage supposed to look like, and why?  

The answer to this question, standing alone (even without all its subsequent blessings), would be a monumental and incredibly helpful revelation.  It would be like a stabilizing structure to undergird the countless unpredictabilities of married life.  We’d finally have some grasp on how the whole picture is to come together.  If we’re desperate enough to hazard the asking, though, we’re still left with the harsh reality that the question alone gets you nowhere. We must have an answer.  But where could we even hope to find the answer to this integral question?

As we said, creators determine purpose, so we must consult marriage’s Inventor.  We must do so humbly, recognizing that this Creator has endless rights to instruct and even command us in our marriages.  The artistic creation that is marriage exists under a kind of copyright law, if you will, and to misuse the creation would be to offend and even defy its Creator.  Thankfully, marriage does indeed have an Inventor and, to our delight and great satisfaction, He desires to explain its true purpose.  I submit that our attention to His explanation should be as rapt as if someone were giving us the ingredients to antidote.  Our hearts should burn for understanding, committing beforehand that we will wholly receive and submit to His dictates.

His explanation for His “poem” of marriage is this:  The very purpose of having this institution called marriage is not to continue the species, nor it is to fill for us some unnamed void of satisfaction in the recesses of our souls.  According to the Bible, as dictated by Maker God, the purpose of marriage is to create an animate, operational display of the relationship between the God Who Is and His redeemed bride, the Church Universal.  Everyone who observes marriage- relatives, friends, believers and unbelievers, and even (especially!) the bride and groom themselves- are to gain insight into the dynamic of the love of God simply by brushing up against its living symbol, human marriage.  This, then, is the model to which we can (and rightly should) aspire:  marriages measured by the degree to which they accurately reflect God in relationship with His people, not by our arbitrary happiness quotients. Our marriages are most God-glorifying (remember- that’s the reason we exist!) when they most resemble this original relationship, so the study of that Christ/church relationship is foundational to the correctly operating marriage.  I know this all tends to sound hyper-spiritual, and a little pie-in-the-skyish, but as we investigate this picture, we’ll see that it is completely reasonable, totally practical, and altogether glorious, both in its invention and in its delivery. 

“The expressed Biblical purpose for a Christian marriage is the demonstration of the relationship between Christ and the church.  In a dying world, God has deposited the symbol of His presence and union with mankind in the form of the relationship between the husband and the wife.  That is why marriage between the Christian is holy.  It is set apart for the purposes of the LORD.”  

–Sam Soleyn

TIPS ON MEETING AROUND THIS STUDY
1.  You’ve read our introduction, so you know where we’re coming from theologically in this study.  Restated (a little more concise, this time), we simply desire to fully comprehend the Christ/church paradigm, and how that can be reproduced in our marriages.  So that’s how the study will work:  we’ll always look first at a characteristic of the heavenly marriage between Christ and His church (for instance, Week 1’s topic:  The Groom Loves the Bride), and consider the implications of that aspect for us as Christ’s bride, and for Christ Himself.  Then we will look at the same topic with regards to the earthly marriage, and how we can best mimic the heavenly marriage.  May God quicken all our spirits as we consider His person and ways!

2.  You’ll also notice that we have weekly memory verses, designed for couples’ meditation throughout the week.  I suggest that you familiarize yourself with the next memory verse immediately after attending the group study.  Then, you can be memorizing the verse throughout the week, even if you only go through the Bible study the day before meeting with the group.  There are many memorization techniques, but my favorite for this study is reviewing and quoting the week’s verse to my wife (and her to me) each night as we head to bed.

3.  This study doesn’t require a leader in the traditional sense.  There isn’t much “new material” to master or teach (this isn’t really about knowledge, it’s more about understanding), so the need for the all-knowing leader-type is significantly downplayed (but certainly not forbidden, either, if that’s how your group works).  Really, only a discussion leader is necessary from week to week.  We have made a habit of rotating discussion-leading couples from week to week, so that there is no great burden on any one couple.  Also, consider having a week of discussion for each topic, coupled with an additional week for applying that aspect of the heavenly marriage to your couples’ marriages.  That week’s meeting could be more of a sharing/testimony time (we always enjoy eating together in the sharing week).  Again, the study is more about changing the way we think about our marriages, than it is about getting hold of new information or techniques, so allowing for additional “soak time” with the principles is often very helpful.

4.  When beginning the study, we also recommend that you discuss the level of sharing that will be accepted/expected in your group.  The topics is this study will lend themselves to disclosure, so we always encourage a policy where 1) everything is fair to confess or share, as long as your spouse is okay with it, and 2) nothing sensitive that is shared will leave the confines of the group itself.  We respect one another’s personal information, and don’t want to make any room for the fear of having confidences betrayed.  We want our relationships to be a safe place to be embarrassingly honest.  Please make your relationships a priority in your group!  It will often be the LORD’s heart to simply drop the planned discussion and pray over one of the couples in your group.  Please never let the desire to “get through the study” keep you from ministering to each other in love.
“Pre-Study Week”: Self-Evaluation Inventory

Adapted from Someday, A Marriage Without Regrets, by Kay Arthur


For your first meeting together, it might be a good idea to do some general talking about the condition of your marriages.  Consider this an optional exercise: do it if it’s helpful for your group.  If you’re in a newly formed group, this is a great way to enter the waters of deeper relationships with your fellow group members.  I’d suggest going through the questionnaire with your spouse during the week, then sharing highlights or particularly illuminating answers with your group at the next meeting.  It’s always stunning how much we can learn from one another, when we’re being open and transparent.

Your Father

1. What kind of role model was your father as a provider?  What was his attitude toward work?

2. What kind of relationship did your father have with your mother?  How did they respond to each other’s needs, handle problems?

3. What kind of relationship did you have with your father?  Was he helpful, caring, or playful?

Your Mother

4. What kind of role model was your mother as a nurturer?  What was her attitude toward housekeeping?  What did she see as her responsibilities in the home?

5. What kind of relationship did you have with your mother?  Was she loving, caring, or playful?  Was there anything you wanted from her that you didn’t receive?  Compare your relationship with her to that of your siblings.

You

6. What did you learn about God, the Word of God, and prayer from your father?  Your mother?

7. How are you different from your father?  Your mother?

8. Who had the greater influence on you?  How?

9. Are you bitter toward either of your parents in any way?  Explain your answer.

10. Did you (or do you) find it difficult to submit to your parents?  One or both?  Why?

11. When you compare yourself to what you consider to be the model man/woman, what’s your greatest shortcoming?

12. Name the people in your life who’re actively helping you become more like the model man/woman.  What’re they doing to help you get there?

Your marriage

13.  Wives, how does your husband treat his mother?  Husbands, how does your wife treat her father?

14.  Why do you want to be a good spouse, and have a good marriage?

Week 1- The Groom loves the Bride.

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her.  –Ephesians 5:25


The most reiterated command to husbands in the Bible is that they love their wives.  Why is that?  Perhaps because that is the aspect of God’s character that He most desires to communicate to us.  So it makes sense that in marriage (the LORD’s chosen illustrator of His relationship to His people), the single most important message to be conveyed is that of love.  And if the paradigm of a love-giving Groom is at a premium for God, it should be for us, too.  So husbands, let’s love our wives!


I’ve always thought it was a strange command, to be honest, to love your wife.  But then I’ve lived most of my life thinking that love was something that happens on its own.  I’ve thought it was uncontrollable.  But God wills His love toward us; He doesn’t just feel it every once in a while.  It is not some amorphous mist in the super-spiritual ether; it is His person and character.  “God is love”, so says John 4:8.  When we men “enforce our wills” in our marriages, it shouldn’t be so that we can watch what we want on TV or eat what we want.  We should enforce our wills to communicate love.  Summon your masculinity to that end!  Let’s see how God enforces His will in loving His bride:

I.  The Heavenly Marriage

1.   Read these verses together, meditating on their meaning:

Exodus 34:6


Deuteronomy 23:5

Psalm 37:6

Psalm 48:9


Psalm 52:8


Psalm 136

Zephaniah 3:17


John 3:16


Romans 8:35

II Corinthians 13:11

Ephesians 2:4


Ephesians 5:2

2.   Read Song of Solomon 2:4.  What have you incorrectly thought of as God’s main attitude toward you?  (Ex.- duty, apathy, disappointment…) Why?_________________________________________________________________________________

3.   What in your life has made you most doubt God’s love for you?________________________________________________

4.   God has stated His love for us many times and in many ways in the past, yet He never seems to tire of reminding us that He loves us.  Describe some recent event or situation that gave you assurance of God’s love for you. ________________________

II.  The Earthly Marriage


I’m learning that in any situation in our marriage, be it one of conflict or harmony, what’s most important is that Dora is completely assured that she’s loved.  Isn’t that God’s attitude toward us?  Whether I’m swept away by sin or my heart is inclined to Him, His love for me is what I need to hear.  I always need reminding that His heart is toward me.  That He is on my side.  That He will never leave me.  He is patient with me, and will continue to deliver the message of His love, even when I am resistant and slow to believe Him.  When I believe that He really loves me, I can receive everything from Him: comfort or discipline, compliments or judgments.  I can receive anything from Him, because I’ve come to trust the Lover of My Soul.


Again, if the defining characteristic of God toward His people is love, guess what the defining characteristic of a husband toward his wife should be.  Power?  Sex appeal?  Knowledge?  Ability?  Try love.  The knowledge, based on experience (not just words- but words, too!), that she is truly, deeply, totally loved is the most important and satisfying gift you can ever deliver to your wife.  The deep knowledge of being loved, by the way, is also the most important gift you can receive from the LORD.  See how God wants to teach us through marriage?

1.  List 5 things Jesus does for His Bride, the church


1.   [example:  He provides for our needs]


4.


2.






5.


3.

2. Now walk back through that list and consider how you can mimic His love in your marriage.  That is to say, how can you husbands love your wives in the listed ways?  Record what seems to you to be the most important observation(s) from this list. 

3. Name 5 things that you do out of consideration toward your body.


1.  [Make sure it has good food]



4.


2.






5.


3.

4. Read Ephesians 5:28-29.  The above is also a list of things the LORD does for His bride!  How can you mimic His love in your marriage?

5. Read Colossians 3:19.  Knowing what you do about men and women, why do you think this verse is here?

6.  What does this principle tell you about God’s relationship to His bride (you)? _____________________________________

7.   Wife, tell your husband something he does that makes you feel unloved.  Then tell him two things he does that make you feel loved.

8. Wife, tell your husband a little about what his love means to you (He’ll like hearing this!). 

9. Bride, together in prayer tell your Groom a little about what His love means to you (He’ll like hearing this!).
10.   Try to memorize Ephesians 5:25 together this week.
Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave Himself up for her.  –Ephesians 5:25

Week 2-
The Bride receives the love of the Groom

We love because He first loved us  -I John 4:19

Have you ever noticed that there’s no command anywhere in scripture for wives to love their husbands?  Weird, isn’t it?  You’d think that’d be a basic command.  But nope, it’s not there.  Surely an interchange of love is part of God’s plan for couples, right?  So how do we get there, if wives aren’t also commanded to love?

Again, the human marriage is an illustration by which we can understand God’s relationship to His people.  And HE works like this:  He repeatedly, relentlessly delivers affection and care to His wayward Bride.  When she loves- He loves.  When she doesn’t love- even still, He loves.  What changes us as God’s bride is our receiving His love, not our working up our own love toward Him.  Once we receive the love of God, in its glorious fullness, love flows out of us naturally toward Him.  People who deeply know God’s love for them will never have to be cajoled into loving Him back.
Let’s look at John 1:12.  “Yet to all who received Him, to those who believed in His name, He gave the right to become children of God”.  What changed us?  Efforts toward “goodness”?  Iron wills of righteousness?  Nope.  We just received Him, and that made all the difference.  We will all find that the more we receive the LORD on His terms, the more we are changed into His likeness, and the more our lives produce the fruit of His Spirit.  So, as the Bride of Christ, what we need to do is receive the love of the LORD.  And, as we will see later, this paradigm can be mimicked in our marriages.  But first let’s look at how we are to receive the love of God.

I.
The Heavenly Marriage

Lamentations 3:22-23


“His mercies ___________________________________________.  They are new ___________________________.”

Isaiah 45:5


“… though you have not _______________________________________.”

II Timothy 2:13

“…He remains ___________________________, for He cannot disown Himself.”


II Peter 3:9



“…He is ________________________ with you…wanting…everyone to come to ___________________.”

1)  As the above scriptures show, God’s love is consistent even when ours is not.  Describe a time recently when you blew it.  Did you feel that God’s love for you lessened in that moment?____________________________________________________

2)  What are 2 things we receive from God, according to Romans 8:15 and I John 2:27?


1-___________________________

2-_______________________________

3) What was the Jews’ fatal flaw regarding Jesus, according to John 1:11?_________________________________________

4) Read Revelation 3:20 aloud.  In this verse, Jesus is talking to His bride, the Church.  What is keeping Him from communion with her?____________________________________________________________________________________

5) What does God want you to do, according to Psalm 81:10?  __________________________________________________

6) Tell your spouse of any changes that could be made in your life that might make you more receptive toward the LORD.

7) Now talk together about changes that could be made so that your marriage is more receptive toward the LORD.

8) Pray with your spouse right now that you will be even more open and receptive of the LORD:  of His character, His love, and His good plans for you.
II. The Earthly Marriage

God’s love never fails, and the husband’s love should never fail.  But sometimes wives don’t receive the love of their husbands fully.  It’s the same problem we have with God.  Allow me to illustrate:  when I really receive one of God’s gifts to me, I 1) recognize that He’s given it to me (with verses like James 1:17 in mind:  “Every good and perfect gift is from above…”) and 2) immediately praise Him for His kindness in the giving of it.  Oftentimes, I will also 3) remember what He’s done, and praise Him again for what He did.  We know that blesses His heart, and it’s also good for us.  But I don’t always do those things.  Very often, I don’t even recognize His kindnesses.  Or, I will recognize His love but not thank Him for it, taking Him for granted.  There is, of course, a parallel in marriage.

When a husband shows godly love to his wife, either in an exciting way like planning a special evening out, or in a more mundane way like doing the dishes or taking out the trash, he is initiating a gift of love toward her (That part of the deal, by the way, is between him and the LORD.  It is not the wife’s concern how often or how well her husband initiates love to her).  Now comes her part:  she can 1) recognize his initiation, 2) affirm him for it, and 3) refer to it in the future.  That part of the deal, by the way, is between her and the LORD.  It is not the husband’s concern how well she receives him.

1) Husband, describe something recently that you did for your wife that went unappreciated.  How did you feel?  (The point of this question is just to establish that not being received is unpleasant for the Groom.  As we stated in Week 1, the husband should continue to love without wavering, with no expectations for how he’s received.)

2) Husband, describe a recent event in which your extension of love was well received.  How did you feel then?

3) Wife, how would you rate yourself on a) recognizing your husband’s kind acts, b) affirming him for them, and c) referring to them later?

4) It’s sometimes hard for new wives, especially, to switch gears and go from taking care of themselves (and being rather insular in their love) to receiving the love and care of their husbands (and having a more expansive, open heart).  Wife, do you see yourself as an “easy sell” for your husband’s affections and initiations?  Why or why not?

5) We should all recognize that receiving our spouses is part of our receiving God’s provision for us.  Wife, how can you more fully open yourself up to your husband’s love, receiving all that he has to give you?

6) Pray together.  Husband, ask God to make you the kind of loving giver that He is.  Wife, ask God to make you the kind of receiver that He’s looking for in His bride.

7) Try to memorize Psalm 81:10(b) together this week.

Open wide your mouth, and I will fill it.   –Psalm 81:10

Week 3- The Groom Shepherds the Bride

For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.


-Revelation 7:17

The word translated “pastor” in the Bible and the word translated “shepherd” are the same word.  Pastoring = shepherding.  So a pastor, from a Biblical standpoint, is not a person who stands at the front of the auditorium on Sunday mornings (regardless of their title); a pastor is someone who tends to (or “shepherds”) God’s people.  Sadly, most Christians have a very warped view of what shepherding looks like.  We assume (because of our worldly experience with abused authority) that it’s basically a deal with the devil:  “I will try do what you say, if you’ll give me some food, and maybe some protection.”  That’s not a sheep-to-shepherd relationship, that’s a slave-to-master relationship!  

Shepherds do provide for sheep, though.  A good shepherd will always consider how long his sheep can last in any locale, and can anticipate for their nourishment, rest, shelter, medication, etc.  A sheep’s only hope is in the ability and goodwill of its shepherd.  Sheep, if left to their own devices, would never have the sense to care for their own needs.  Sheep are unreasonably skittish (even when there is no legitimate threat to them), astoundingly stubborn (not because they’re aggressive, but simply because they balk at being led), and inordinately dull (they’re some of the most unintelligent creatures on God’s green earth).  Hey, wait a second!  Aren’t we sheep, in Scripture?  It’s kind of comforting, actually:  if God only expects these “sheeply” qualities in us (and He does), then that really takes the pressure off!  See, our relationship with God is all about Who He is to us, not what we can do for Him.

Let’s consider Ephesians 5:23, which says, “…The husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church…” So how is Christ head of the church?  One way is that He is our Shepherd.  Let’s see what it looks like when the LORD “shepherds” His people.

I.  The Heavenly Marriage

1.   Jacob, renamed Israel, was the first in Scripture to call God his Shepherd, in Genesis 48 and 49 (Quoholeth, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Micah, Zechariah, Paul, Peter, and John all heard the LORD’s heart beat in this way, as well).  This was before there was any scripture to give him the idea!  What are some of God’s attributes that would’ve convinced Jacob in this way? _________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. David really got a hold of this Groom-Shepherd paradigm.  Let’s look at the famous 23rd Psalm:

-List 8 things that the Shepherd (God) does for his sheep (David):

1. _____provides for him (v. 1)


2. makes him stop and rest (v. 2)    
3. _______________________


4. ________________________

5. _______________________


6. ________________________

7. _______________________


8. ________________________

-List 8 things that could be said of a sheep, when under the Shepherd’s care:

1. ____ in need of nothing (v.1)


2. ______________at rest  (v. 2)    
3. _______________________


4. ________________________

5. _______________________


6. ________________________

7. _______________________


8. ________________________

-David indicates that God takes him into and out of times of trouble, or discomfort.  In this shepherd/sheep metaphor, what does he call those times (verse 4) ? _____________________________________________________________________  

-David, considering the LORD’s rod and staff (tools of defense and correction), says he feels what (verse 4)? ______________________________________________________________________________________________________

3.   I Kings 22:17, Zechariah 10:2, and Matthew 9:3 are all prophetic laments that God’s people were not shepherded.  Then Jesus stepped on the scene and told us overtly that HE is the Good Shepherd we’ve all been needing and wanting.  When Jesus says these words (John 10:11 and 14-15), what are the two things he says are foundational to that role?


-______________________________________
-__________________________________________

4.   Does any of this sound threatening?  No, it’s all provisional, giving health and life!  Friends, it’s God’s kindness, not megalomania, which speaks out of this shepherding capacity.  Now, before we go on, let’s all walk back through questions 2 and 3.  How does your marriage stack up to this paradigm?  (And don’t feel bad if you don’t stack up well:  we’re supposed to be learning here.  We don’t have it all down!)
II. The Earthly Marriage

The tribes of Israel came to David in 2 Samuel 5 and reminded him that God had said that he, David, would be for them a shepherd and a ruler.  You and I might think that being shepherded sounds kind of sweet, but that being ruled over sounds oppressive.  But living under godly shepherding is always a place of safety and comfort, and never a place of tyrannical domination (this is what we’ve seen in Psalm 23).  So it should be with your husband:  his being your shepherd is not to control you, it’s to make you truly free:  If you always have to take care of yourself, you are bound by that obligation- always watching for threats, and always trying to control your destiny.  In God, and in your husband, you are to have the freedom to grow, develop, blossom, and relax!  Hallelujah, huh?

For you wives who say, “I can trust God as my Shepherd, but my trusting my husband is a different matter!” I would only say that if you’re not entrusting yourself to your husband, you’re not trusting the LORD.  God has given you an earthly groom-shepherd for a reason.  Let’s face it- we humans have a hard time trusting anybody.  But it’s God’s intent to demonstrate His faithfulness to you via your husband.  It is also his intent that your husband cues off of your Heavenly Shepherd’s heart toward you.  He is to serve you by shepherding you:  sheep are not tools for engineering glory for the shepherd.  Read I Peter 5:2-4 together to gain some clarity on what it means to be a shepherd under the LORD. 

1.  According to I Peter 5:2-4, what are three things shepherds should be?


-______________________             -________________________
      -________________________

2.  This passage also says that shepherds are NOT to act begrudgingly (that means “with a roll of the eyes”, fellas), nor to be dominating/commanding.  Husband, confess the last time these attitudes were in your heart toward your wife.

3.  Looking back at Psalm 23, David says in verse 4 that his Shepherd’s presence removes all fear from him (please see also I John 4:18).  Wife, confess your greatest fears to your husband right now.  Husband, pray for the wisdom to love your wife in such a way that these fears are removed from her heart.  Wife, remember to receive him in this.

4.  A good shepherd is gentle and tender toward his sheep (Isaiah 40:11), yet can be violent in their defense (I Samuel 17:34-35, Ezekiel 34:12.  Incidentally, this is what Adam failed to do for Eve in Genesis 3:1-6.  He was with her, yet he didn’t protect her from the enemy or herself).  Wife, remind your husband of a time when was wonderfully gentle with you, and of another time when he came to your defense.  How did you feel in these times?  Husband, pray for the humility to be gentle, and the boldness to be strong on your wife’s behalf.

5.  One of your answers for section I., question 3. should’ve been that the Shepherd knows his sheep.  Husband, you should be the greatest possible student of your wife’s heart.  Ask her right now, as practice, to tell you:

      - 2 of her goals        - What she’s looking forward to this month      -What she admires most about her best girlfriend
6.  Remember that a shepherd is a pastor.  That means that husbands have spiritual responsibilities to lead their wives toward the LORD.  Wife, commit to your husband that the next time he makes an initiation in your home as a worship leader, you will follow his lead as God’s pastor to you.

7.  Finally, memorize Revelation 7:17 together-

For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.

Week 4- The Bride Trusts the Groom

O LORD Almighty, blessed is the man who trusts in you. –Psalm 84:12


We saw in week one that God’s most elemental motivation and function toward us is love.  Then we saw that, based upon that foundation, He is our Good Shepherd.  We must have that understanding (that He is a loving servant-shepherd) before we go on.  If we question God’s dedication toward us; or if we think that He is motivated by wanting to use us in some way in the future; or if we think that there is the possibility that He might carelessly abuse us, we will never fully give ourselves to Him.  Instead, we will follow Him tentatively (only because we think that we should), with one suspicious eye on Him at all times.  We will allow Him to lead us in sputters and starts, cautiously holding our hearts, instead of gladly giving ourselves to Him full-bore.  If you aren’t completely confident in God’s overflowing heart of passionate grace and generosity toward you, I suggest that you pause in this study and seek His heart (right now) on this issue.  


If, however, we believe in His goodness and receive His advances toward us, then we have come to trust in the LORD’s heart.  David said in Psalm 13, “I trust in Your unfailing love.”  His confidence wasn’t built on God’s rightness, nor His power, but upon His love.  Listen to Peter’s appeal:  “Cast all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you.” (I Peter 5:7)  Again, the reason we can trust God is because His heart is trustworthy!  If you don’t think that God has sufficiently proven that fact to you, I know that He is interested in doing so.  (Ask Him to prove Himself, starting today!)  He is intensely eager for you to trust Him, because He always has your interests at heart, and what’s best for you is following Him.  To give yourself totally to the LORD is always the safest route: consider the untrusting sheep that opposes his shepherd at every prompting.  This sheep is missing out on joy and freedom in his own heart, is not moving forward, and hinders the entire flock.  May we be people who know God’s goodness and, like little children jumping into a loving father’s capable arms, give ourselves totally to Him!
I. The Heavenly Marriage

1.   Who are the people that really trust in God?


Psalm 9:10
-______________________________________  (To know Him is to trust Him!)

2.  When is a great time to trust in God? 

Psalm 56:3 
-_____________________________        Isaiah 50:10    -________________________________

3.  What are some benefits of trusting in the LORD?

Psalm 22:4
-_____________________________        Isaiah 30:15    -________________________________


Psalm 32:10
-_____________________________    Jeremiah 39:18   -________________________________


Psalm 84:12
-_____________________________          Nahum 1:7   -________________________________


Isaiah 26:3
-_____________________________

    -________________________________

4.   What are some false gods that vie for your trust?


Psalm 20:7

-________________________________________ (How would you modernize this verse?)

Psalm 49:13

-___________________________________


Psalm 62:10b

- increased ___________________________


Psalm 146:3

- mortal _____________________________


Proverbs 3:5

-___________________________________________________

Isaiah 47:10

- your __________________ and _________________________
5.    In your marriage, which of the above (or anything else) have you trusted most, outside of God?  Together, confess and repent, then ask God to teach you about trusting Him more, and giving yourselves to Him more completely.

II. The Earthly Marriage

The complement to the loving shepherd is one who is agreeable, receives easily, and is trusting of him whom God has made your shepherd (=pastor).  This is the role of the wife: to illustrate for the entire world (your husband included!) how the perfected bride of Christ receives His loving leadership.  As demanding as it may be for her, she is to trust in the spiritual path on which he leads the home, the financial course he plots, and generally receive him as he expresses God’s bridegroom heart.  Hard work, I know: Our tendency is to question everything, and to only “follow” when we’re happy with where we’re being led.  That’s tantamount to only allowing God to exercise “lordship” when and where we choose!  In that case, of course, it’s not Him who is really the lord--it’s us. So the call for wives in the LORD is to trust your husbands, even when you don’t like where you’re being led.  I don’t mean that you never contribute a thought, or never have any input in what’s going on, but that when he makes a decision, you trust that his way is the way the LORD has for you.  Can you imagine the frustration of a shepherd whose flock is constantly rebelling against him, and he’s forever pleading with them to cooperate?  Or he’s only allowed to lead every so often? Hebrews 13:17 admonishes us to be compliant toward every leader God places in our lives “so that their work will be a joy, not a burden, for that would be of no advantage to you.”  In the case of marriage, wives should always remember that God holds your husband accountable for where you go as a couple, so freeing him in that capacity, instead of chaffing against him, is greatly useful to both of you. 

Of course, wives do not automatically trust their husbands, just as we don’t instantly trust the love of God.  He proves His love to us, and we make a daily decision to give in to Him.  For some of us, that decision requires a heap of effort.  For others of us, who’ve learned that trusting the LORD is joyful and life-producing, that decision is more natural and less forced.  Nevertheless, it’s important for wives to understand that God wants to take you to a place of complete trust in your husbands.  When you are trusting toward your husband, you are trusting the LORD to take care of you.  And that compliant heart is even more of a delight to the LORD than it is to your husband.

1.    Wife, name an area in which you’ve historically had a hard time trusting your father.

2.    Wife, tell your husband about an area in which you feel he’s made it hard for you to trust him.

3.    Read Proverbs 19:13 together.  We tend to laugh off verses like this one, but what do you think is being said by this scripture?

4.    Wife, what if you knew that your husband was leading you in a spiritually unwise direction?  I bet you wouldn’t want to do it.  Well, let’s read I Peter 3:1. We can assume that the wives to which this verse refers do not have husbands that are correctly leading them in the LORD (right?  I mean, they’re not believers).  Yet the wives are commanded to stay with them.  What is one of the effects in your husband of your being agreeable toward him, according to this verse? __________________________________________
5.    I Timothy 3:2 says that a deacon’s wife is to be “temperate”.  What do you think that means?  (If you don’t know, look it up and see.)  Could you see how a trusting wife would be a temperate wife?  Why?

6.    Wife, tell your husband a way in which you’ve not trusted him as you should, but you want to do so.  Husband, speak forgiveness and blessing over your wife. 

7. Husband, pray again for a shepherd’s heart of gentleness, grace, and generosity toward your wife.  Wife, ask God for a more trusting, vulnerable heart.

8.   Memorize Psalm 84:12 together:

O LORD Almighty, blessed is the man who trusts in you. –Psalm 84:12
Week 5-  The Groom Equips the Bride

Whoever believes in me will do the things I have been doing.  




He will do even greater things than these, for I am going to the Father
-John 14:12
As we’ve seen so far in our study, we are in a place of primarily receiving under God.  Though a common misnomer of religion would have us believe we can possibly “do something for God,” the truth is that He is not a God Who is served by human hands (Acts 17:25, see also Isaiah 66:1).  Just as in a marriage, acts of service are poor substitutes for a relationship with God.  We have also seen that, through God’s shepherding heart, He acts as a merciful servant toward us, providing for our needs and taking us to places of wholeness and peace.  But God in His goodness does more than this for His bride.  He also equips us “to do great exploits” in the kingdom of God. (Daniel 11:32)  In Him, we are able and strong.  In Him, we can defend our ground spiritually, and even invade the darkness.  When we abide in Him, we bear much fruit.  (John 15:5)

Then God does even more than making us able.  He Who doesn’t need us chooses to make us His “ambassadors, as if God was making His appeal through us.”  (II Corinthians 5:20)  He actually does His work through us.  Through us He touches the lost world, and through us He ministers to the other Body members.  He makes His Bride into a dynamo of power and wisdom!  In Him, we are totally released to live out our giftings and callings, and to express everything He’s built into us.  If you searched for your true identity as long as I did, this is Good News to you!  In our Groom we have identity, security, provision, and purpose.  He’s the One I’ve been looking for my whole life!

As we consider the way God sends forth His bride in power and authority, let’s research the scriptures.  Remember that these verses are not speaking only of some people far away; they’re talking about YOU!

I. The Heavenly Marriage

1.    According to Ephesians 4:12, why has God given us apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors, and teachers? _____________

2.    According to II Timothy 3:17, why has God given us the scriptures? ___________________________________________

3.    Psalm 144:2 says that God is our Shield and Refuge.  But what does verse one say that He trains us to do?  Have you ever considered this to be one of your roles as Christ’s Bride? ____________________________________________________

4.   What can we do when we fail to abide in Him, according to John 15:5? _________________________________________

5.   Describe the authority that God has given to Jesus, as recorded in Matthew 28:18. _________________________________

6.   Now, understanding His authority, what authority has He given to you, His bride? 


In His Kingdom-   Mark 13:34 (think of what the parable means): ________________________________________


Over the enemy-    Luke 9:1: _____________________________________________________________________


To minister truth-   Titus 2:15: ____________________________________________________________________

7.   Now let’s consider the LORD’s sending…


Matthew 10:16:   “as __________________________________________…”


Mark 3:14-15:  “to [1] _________________ and [2] ________________ and to [3] __________________________.”


John 17:18:  in the same way that ______________________________________________.

8. Through God’s empowering, we really are meant to do the works that Jesus did, and even greater works (see John 14:12).  Pray together that you will be open as a family to receive God’s calling and His equipping, and that you will be all that He intends for you to be.  Thank Him that He cares enough to “prepare you for the works of service”, and has let you in on the lifelong adventure of walking in Him!

II. The Earthly Marriage


Are we husbands as diligent and proficient in this equipping and sending of our brides as is the LORD?  Surely not.  But we still need to understand this powerful dynamic in the LORD’s relationship to His Bride.  Then, of course, once we see that aspect of our relationship, we need to do everything we can to emulate that same quality in our relationships with our wives.  


Well, what does that mean, to “equip your wife” and “give her authority” and “send her out”?  Do we train our wives in hand-to-hand combat then send them out on commando-type reconnaissance missions?  Well, not exactly.  But as we seek to emulate Jesus’ relationship with His bride, the redeemed church, how can we practically live these things out?
1.   Mimicking the LORD’s example:

A) Equipping.  God knows what our giftings are (because He gave them to us!), but many husbands don’t even know which gifts their wives have been given.  Is your wife by nature a servant?  Administrator?  Helper?  Giver?  Shepherdess?  Teacher?  Whatever her gifts are, you, husband, have an opportunity to build into your wife for her further equipping.  Maybe that will mean a new savings program for your administrator wife to pursue the master’s degree she’s always dreamed of.  Or perhaps you’ll have to bite the bullet and provide consistent childcare so that your shepherding wife will be free to pursue God-given relationships with other women (like Titus 2:3-5 prescribes).  Or you might be able to sit down with her and help her research what the Bible says about her gifts (or even teach her what you know about those things)!  Discuss where your wife’s giftings lie (see Romans 12:6-8, I Corinthians 12:8-10, 28-30 for some sample lists), and how those gifts can be encouraged or grown.

B) Granting Authority.  God has given men authority over their wives in the same way that He’s given Christ authority over His Bride (Ephesians 5:23, I Timothy 2:12).  Do you both believe and understand this?  What does that mean to the husband, as he stands before God?  What does that mean to the wife, as she recognizes that authority?  Yet as we’ve seen, that authority is never to be used to dominate or lord it over the wife (see again I Peter 5:2-5).  The husband should instead, as Jesus has done toward His bride, grant his authority freely to his wife, in every way that will make her grow and blossom in the LORD.  The LORD is not a nitpicking tyrant in the exercising of His authority.  For example, my wife (who is a called shepherdess) should carry the authority to invite people over for dinner or for a Saturday out with us whenever she feels led to do so.  She should not worry that she will receive a questioning scowl from me if she does this.  Instead, she carries my authority with her, and is free to wield it in expressing her gifts.  Or again, what if an opportunity crosses the path of the wife, and she must make a quick decision about spending on an unplanned expense?  Will she incur the wrath of her husband, or will she act in freedom under his authority?  Wife, are there places where you feel hampered and cut off, instead of released and empowered?  I’m not talking about places where you should be independent of your husband, but of places that deal with your calling and giftings.  Discuss the state of your marriage with regards to delegated authority and if need be, how you can together establish a place of freedom and empowerment.  (As an aside, discuss the authority delegated by the LORD in I Corinthians 7:4.  How is this lived out in your marriage?)

C)
Sending Out. The LORD has sent us out into the world, that we might proclaim Who He is.  We are also sent out that we might know Him more. (see Philemon 6, John 13:34, John 15:12, et al.) Wife, do you feel maximized in what God has called you to?  Husband, do you make your wife feel like she’s failed you when she wants to take a couple of hours to meet with other women around the Word of God?  Do you give her the freedom to take a prayer walk when she feels led?  What about when you’re looking for a playmate and she requests some time alone with the LORD?  Wife, tell your husband about any ways that you want to grow in God but don’t feel “sent out” by your husband.  Husband, if you’ve never done it before, affirm to your wife that you wholeheartedly send her out to do God’s work.  You might want to say something like, “I give you all freedom and full rights to pursue the LORD in any way that His Spirit leads you.  More than that, I want to uphold you in prayer and encouragement as you live out your destiny in Christ Jesus.”

2.   What are some things we’re supposed to be doing to build each other up? (Read Colossians 3:16, I Thessalonians 5:11, I Peter 4:10)  This is what we’re to do toward every believer, and it follows that this should first be practiced in the home.  Husband, you are always to take the lead in initiating spiritual intimacy in your marriage and in your family.  Wife, pray for your husband right now, that God will continually grant him the wisdom to lead effectively.
3. Memorize John 14:12 together this week (try it each night before bed!):
Whoever believes in me will do the things I have been doing.  




He will do even greater things than these, for I am going to the Father.
Week 6- The Bride Helps the Groom

A wife of noble character who can find?  She is worth far more than rubies.   

–Proverbs 31:10

When God made Adam, He gave him authority and responsibility (Genesis 2:15), and He instructed him with regards to knowing real life (v.16-17).  Immediately after establishing those things, God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone.  I will make a helper suitable for him.” (verse 18)  So we can assume that some of the woman’s helping arenas will be 1) his places of responsibility, 2) the carrying out of his authority, and 3) his living in the way of true life.  We can also assume, in accordance with God’s overarching desire for our lives, that whatever He provides for us (as the woman was provided for the man) is intended to lead us into a deeper knowledge of Him.  For every married man, God has given a “suitable helper” (verse 20) for your purpose in life.  What a wonderful gift and asset!  

Every husband should be full of gratitude to God for His kind provision of a wife for you.  She’s one of the greatest, most creative gifts God ever handcrafted for your benefit!  (see Proverbs 18:22, 19:14)  Wives are to help their husbands not only in their spiritual calling toward God, but also in very practical, down-to-earth ways (think of God’s first command, in Genesis 2:28, “be fruitful and increase in number.”  Do you think Eve helped Adam obey God on that one?)!  Proverbs four and five contrast wisdom and foolishness, comparing them to a good wife and a prostitute.  Every wise husband knows that God has given him his wife to be wisdom to him:  she has sensitivities in places where he does not, and her perspective is often a gift from God, for deepening his understanding of a situation.  Wise men listen to their wives, knowing that God is often speaking through them! 

I. Spiritual Help


We are the Bride of Christ.  Suffice it to say, though, that most men don’t know how to be good brides!  That’s not exactly a skill that comes to us naturally.  And yet we husbands are absolutely the Bride of Christ.  We often identify so closely with our God-appointed masculinity, though, that we neglect the fact that we’re called to be feminine toward the LORD. (How’s that for a different way of looking at things?) Strange to think about, certainly, but go with me on this one.  Scripture indicates very clearly that there is some purifying to be done in Christ’s bride prior to His return, and I believe that part of that purification will be the growing in understanding of men as to correctly walking in our calling as Christ’s bride.  But how will we know how to do that?  We’re men!  Well, God has given you a live-in tutor for your lifelong study of How To Be Christ’s Bride:  your wife.  She is God’s instrument whereby He will teach you how a person of wisdom, dignity, nobility, and ability is to be deferent, submissive, responsive, and loyal.  Your wife will teach you (if you will be taught!) how you are to act as Christ’s bride.  For every couple that will see your marriage in this light, you are ready to unlock God’s treasure chest of intimacy.  What glorious dividends have been paid in my own life by listening to the LORD in my interaction with my wife!  I want to learn, through my relationship with her, how I am to be toward Jesus.

1.   Husband, what does your wife do that makes you feel the most like a man?  How can you emulate that with regard to God?

2. Husband, what does your wife do that makes you feel the most unappreciated or ignored?  What do you do that makes God feel unappreciated or ignored?  (Hint:  it’s the exact same things)

3. Husband, what is it that you do that makes your wife feel the most secure and loved?  How does this apply to your relationship to God?

(These questions are just helpers to get you started down the road of learning from your wife.  Can you think of other helpful applications between your earthly marriage and your heavenly marriage?)

4. A wife’s spiritual help isn’t limited to modeling a perfect bride for him.  God has given wives a unique place of potential blessing for their husbands that no other occupies, for they are bound together in the LORD’s eyes.  Wives have God-given insight into the heart of their husbands, and can pray with authority on their behalf.  You also have the opportunity to affirm Christlike qualities and actions you witness in your husband’s life.  Husband, pray for your wife right now, that God will continually give her wisdom to build you up, pray for you, and support you in the LORD.

II. Temporal Help


At the beginning of this lesson, we saw that God provided a helper to Adam for executing his authority, and for carrying out his responsibilities.  It’s still God’s plan for wives to provide those valuable services to their husbands.  We talked some in our last lesson about how a wife acts in her husband’s authority, but let’s look in Proverbs 31 at the Bible’s most exhaustive description of a wife of noble character and how she helps her husband.

1.   Read Proverbs 31:10-31 together.  This woman is clearly a great help to her husband, because of her activities and character.  She is an asset to her husband, increasing his confidence and stability.

2.   Verse 12 says “She does him good and not evil all the days of her life.”  Wife, tell your husband some areas in which you endeavor to do him good.

3.   Wife, go through this passage, verse by verse, and consider the activities of the wife of noble character.  If she lived in your house today, what would she be doing?

4.   For the following character qualities of this woman, wives might ask themselves 1) Is this an area in which I excel, or an area in which I need to grow?  (I ask this not to bring condemnation nor pride, but simply to encourage you to look honestly at yourself compared to the Bible’s description of a woman of excellence.) and 2) Is there anything your husband can do to help you in this area?

     -Verses 15-17, 22, 24, and 27.  She is diligent, not lazy.


-Verses 26 and 30.  She is brimming with wisdom.


     -Verses 21 and 25.  She is not a worrier, but trusts God. 



-Verse 10 (also I Timothy 2:9, 3:3).  She is modest.

     -Verses 15 and 20.  She is giving toward outsiders and the poor.


-Verses 13, 16, 18, 22, and 24.  She is frugal.



5.   In order to be a good helper, no matter the endeavor (think, too, of a painter’s helper, or a stonemason’s assistant, or a teacher’s aid), a basic requirement is an understanding of what the helped person is doing.  Wife, do you seek out what your husband is up to, offering to help?  Or are you regularly off on your own, doing your own thing?  If you are designed to be a helper to him, you need to know what he’s doing.  Do you have an understanding of what your husband feels called to in the LORD?  What would you say his spiritual gifts are?  Do you know where he wants to go in his life’s journey?  Are you helping him get there?  (By the way, this concept of “knowing where your groom is going” should be applied to our walks with the LORD, as well!)

6.   Husband, what are some of your “blind spots” or incomplete areas where you feel completed or made better by your wife? (Examples:  spiritual insight, personality traits, giftings, organizational skills, etc.)

7.   Husband, name a time in which your wife acted as Wisdom to you, in a way that you couldn’t have done alone.

8.   Husband, pray for your wife, that she will feel free to live out her calling as your helper, thanking God that He is making her into a woman of noble character.  Wife, pray that you will know your husband deeply, that you might be effective in your help.  Together, ask God to make you into the kind of Bride He seeks.

9.   Memorize Proverbs 31:10 together:
A wife of noble character who can find?  She is worth far more than rubies.

Week 7- The Groom lays down his life for the Bride

…the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom…

-Matthew 20:28


This is the very heart of the matter.  If we miss this point, we do not understand Jesus’ relationship to us, nor do we emulate His love in our marriages.  This calling is similar to our calling as believers:  we are not to act like “good men”; we are to act like God.


As we’ve seen, Jesus’ relationship to His people is not one of a commandeering owner to slaves; it is as a servant-shepherd to sheep, or a loving husband to his esteemed bride.  In truth, everything we’ve covered thus far, with respect to husbands, can be reduced to this one concept: the groom lays down his life for his bride.  This is the pithiest statement of Jesus’ relationship to us, and it should be the defining characteristic of your marriage relationship.  For every man who has visions of grandeur in his home, that he will assume some imaginary throne as the “lord of the manor” or what have you, this is a stark realization.  But for all of us who personally know the kindness and gentleness of our Savior, the possibility of emulating His heart is an exciting invitation from God Himself. 


It will always be true that, regardless of the setting, the husband’s first and primary function is to reflect God’s love toward His people.  There is no arena where this picture does not apply, or in which we are not responsible to its implications.  When dusting needs to be done, or some unlucky person has to get up to change the baby at 4 a.m., or someone has to give in on an issue that’s important to both people, it is the husband who must intentionally and willfully lay down his life for his wife.  Like God Himself, the groom must choose sacrificial love, regardless of the cooperation or responsiveness of his bride.  In fact, this selfless love is best displayed in times of disunity and friction, just as God’s magnanimous affection for us shines brightest in our rebellion and apathy.  As Romans 5:10 says “…even though we were His enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of His Son…”

I. The Heavenly Marriage


John 10:11, 15, 18   I am the Good Shepherd.  The Good Shepherd lays down His life for the sheep… I lay down my life for the sheep…  No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord.  I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again.  This command I received from my Father.

In the verses 12-14 of the above passage, Jesus states that the hired hand is not the shepherd of the sheep, and that the hired hand is someone who appears to be with the sheep, but when trouble comes, he abandons the sheep.  Jesus is contrasting himself to the hired hand, saying that when trouble comes, he is faithful and dependable.

1. What did Jesus mean when He said “lay down [my] life”?  He didn’t just mean “die”, did He? ______________________

2.  What do we learn by Jesus’ pointing out that “No one takes [my life] from me…”? ________________________________

3.  What command, exactly, did Jesus receive from His Father?  __________________________________________________


John 15:12-13  My command is this:  Love each other as I have loved you.  Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.

After giving us the command, Jesus spells out exactly what His love looks like.  And certainly Jesus exhibits this “greatest love” that He calls us to.  

4.  Husband, what is the greatest love you could give your wife?  _________________________________________________

5.  Jesus personified I Corinthians 13:4-7.  Read this passage together and thank God that He is this way toward us.

6.  Read Ephesians 5:1-2.  What is the proper response to Jesus’ sacrificial love? _____________________________________

II.  The Earthly Marriage


I John 3:16  This is how we know what love is:  Jesus Christ laid down his life for his brothers.  We ought also to lay down our lives for one another.


Ephesians 5:25-27  Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church, and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without spot or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and blameless.

1.    Clearly, husbands are to take their cue from Jesus, laying down their lives for their wives.  What does it look like in your marriage to “give yourself up” for your wife?  In taking care of the house?  In esteeming her?  In being communicative with her?  In your sexual relationship?  In your deferring to her preferences?  Talk about this.

2.    How can you “present [your wife] to [your]self” as “holy and blameless”, even when she’s wrong?

2.    According to Ephesians 5, what is the effect in a woman (or a church) who is loved with God’s perfect love?  Why do you think that is?  __________________________________________________________________________________________

3.    At what point can a husband expect some “payback” from his wife?  That is to say, when can he say, “I gave in on that one, so you give in on this one.”  Or when does he have the right to become frustrated with her, and demand that she “straighten up and fly right.”  (Hint:  think of how Jesus treats you) 

 A Christian man proves nothing by his love, generosity, and levelheaded leadership toward a doting, servile, submissive wife.  That part of the scenario is cake (and I’ll go so far as to say that the man who is endlessly in this position will learn next to nothing about God’s great love for him).  His godliness is proven (and developed!) when he is loving, generous, and gently leading in those moments when her response is callous, insensitive, and even repelling.  In every way, with all regard of “fairness” aside (for mercy triumphs over justice), he is to lay down his life for his bride.  Think of God’s love:  He is always outgoing and invitational in relationship with us, even when we are at our most pig-headed. We know our love is authentic when it is not a function of the actions of our spouse, but is a manifestation of our love with the LORD.  And because His love for us never changes, neither should our love toward our spouse.  The correct response is not to who she is, but to Who God is.  You, groom, are always to lay down your life for your bride.  


Quite a calling, isn’t it?  I wasn’t kidding in the first lesson when I compared marriage to the greatest ministry endeavor or missionary calling.  For a man to receive God’s calling into marriage for the purpose of showcasing His grace and kindness is to agree to one of the grandest and noblest endeavors we could ever undertake.  But better men than us have pursued selflessness and failed… 

John 13:37-38  Peter [said], “I will lay down my life for you.”  Then Jesus answered, “Will you really lay down your life for me?  I tell you the truth, before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times!”

Peter’s intentions were good, and he understood that following Jesus means sacrificing our desires for the good of the Kingdom.  But Peter discovered, as we will, that fleshly efforts made toward spiritual purposes are woefully inadequate.  “Unless the LORD builds the house, its builders labor in vain,” as Psalm 127:1 instructs us.  

4.    Husband, with the agreement of your wife, pray right now, asking God to grant you supernatural grace to love her with His love, to consider her in all things, and to treat her with the gentle tenderness with which the LORD treats you.

5.    God is conforming us into the image of His Son (Romans 8:29), so it’s paramount that we understand what Jesus is like.  Meditate on His character as you memorize Matthew 20:28 together.

…the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom…

Week 8- The Bride submits to the Groom

Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.







-Ephesians 5:24

Last week we considered that the Scripture’s single most touted characteristic of a godly husband is that he lays down his life for his bride.  This is underlined so much in scripture, again, because it is the defining characteristic of the LORD Jesus toward His bride, the church.  We can also see that there is a single defining characteristic that Scripture presents of the perfected bride:  she submits to her groom.  This is the proper posture of the church toward her Lover, Christ, and so should be the case between husbands and wives.  Thus, the correctly functioning marriage always works like this:  the groom commits love and grace toward his wife, and she responds in acceptance and submission.  Think of the Biblical qualities of the bride on which we’ve dwelt thus far:  she receives the love of her groom, she trusts him, she receives his equipping, and she helps him.  These are all forms of submission, and they all bring life and peace and security to the bride!  We’ve been told for too long that submission is about not speaking up, not winning, and generally being compliant when pushed around.  It can be those things, as the LORD leads (more on that later), but it’s more about being in a posture under God that will glorify Him (and benefit you) the most.  God knew what He was doing when He created the marriage picture of His relationship with His people, and He has been very kind in telling us in specific terms what it is to look like.

I.  The Heavenly Marriage

1.    Read the king’s letter in II Chronicles 30:6-9 (esp. v8).  Multiple commands and appeals were made to God’s people in this letter.  What aspects of God’s character (see v9b) are cited as reasons behind these appeals? ___________________________  ___________________________________According to this passage, what would be the consequences (see vv8-9) of our returning and submitting to the LORD? ____________________

2.    According to Job 22:21, what is the result of submission to God?  ____________________________________

3.    Read Psalm 81:10-16 together.  What does God eventually do when we continually resist Him (see also Romans 1:21-28, et al)? ___________________________________What does God eagerly desire to do for His Bride, according to this passage?_______________________________________________________________


In His Sovereignty, God chose a bride who flatly rejected His authority: Israel, as a people, bucked God’s commands from the beginning.  And she is still that way, generally speaking.  The chosen, doted-upon bride of Christ not only refuses to seek God’s guidance of her own accord (though we have clearly seen that this would be of great benefit for her), but she will go so far as to refuse His guidance when He, in His consummate, generous grace, goes out of His way to offer to her the leadership that she so desperately requires.

4.    Husbands, confess to your wife any of your fears concerning true submission to God.  What do you fear that true submission might mean to you?

5.    Pray to the LORD together, and repent of any rebellion or distrust in your heart.  Together, confess your desire to be a submissive Bride before Him, both individually and corporately.  Listen to the LORD together, asking Him to show you any place in your marriage or home where He wants change.

II. The Earthly Marriage


You know what I’m going to say now, right?  Of course you do.  God has given us marriage to illustrate His relationship with His people!  In the kingdom of God, freedom, life, and peace come not by dominance and control, but by service, submission, and humility.  The same is true in our marriages.  As scripture indicates very clearly, when the Bride of Christ is walking in union with the Spirit of God, she submits.  But when she lives according to the flesh, she evades his authority, and even wants to exploit His grace for her purposes.  This can also be the case with wives toward their husbands.  But God has arranged the marriage relationship to be an incredible tool by which we learn to relate to the LORD, and we would be wise to receive His provision for us in this.  

1.    Take a look at Ephesians 5:21-24, 32-33.  This is pretty severe stuff! The scriptures say that wives are to submit to their husbands in the same way that they submit to ______________, and they’re supposed to do so in ________________ (v 24)!  She is even commanded to _________________ him (v33).  You see, our Groom is very serious about our giving the world an accurate picture of our love and submission to Him, and so has designed marriage to those ends.  Remember, everyone:  a wife is not accountable to her husband with whether she is properly submitting (and he should never “keep tabs” on her in this); she is accountable to the LORD alone, Who desires a faithful representation of His perfected Bride in every believing wife.

2.    Wives are repeatedly commanded to submit to their husbands (Col 3:18), and are even provided an avenue by which to learn it (Titus 2:5).  Many women, though, find in their hearts a fleshly resistance to submission, especially submission as exhaustive as the Bible presents.  Just as is the case for any believer first coming to God, some women will fear submission, as if it is not an avenue into blessing, but into curse.  Wife, explain to your husband some (if any) of your fears regarding true submission to him.  If it will help you, write them out: 

3.    Husband, realize that these fears may be some of the same fears that your wife has about submitting to God.  Also be aware that you may have contributed to your wife’s fear, by failing to lay down your life for her in the past.  All fear is ungodly, regardless of the source, but you have an incredible opportunity to help her grow in God (remember: you’re her pastor!) by loving her through her fears.  Consider that “perfect love casts out fear” (I John 4:18—this verse is worth a look right now), and the only way these fears will be overcome is via love.  Pray to God right now that you will never abuse your wife’s desire to submit, but will only receive her in tender love, as your Groom does toward you.  Remember, husband: it is not your primary role to lead or rule your wife; it is your primary role to lay down your life for her.

4.    Read I Peter 3:1-6.  Wife, based on John’s explanation of fear’s relationship to love (again, I John 4:18), what do you think it means for you to refuse to give way to fear? ___________________________________________________________________________________

5.    A wife’s godliness is not necessarily proven by her ability or willingness to submit to her husband’s kind and loving leadership.  This is comparatively simple stuff.  She proves her desire for God when she willingly submits to his ill conceived, rash, temperamental, and self-centered leadership (and she will certainly be on the receiving end of that at times!).  I Corinthians 13, though so often seen as ethereal or romantic, is very practical.  Again, I’m not saying that you never give your opinion to your husband (We need it, wives!  You are one of God’s provisions of wisdom for us!), or that you submit to a husband who is unloving and abusive.  But for a husband who desires God and desires to serve you, but errs in those pursuits (as he invariably will), you must be willing to submit to him even then.  You submit not because He is perfect and submission-worthy, but out of reverence for Christ (according to Ephesians 5:21).  You can expect, wife, to be thrust into a crisis (soon!) when your husband acts selfishly, but you hear the Holy Spirit inside you urging you toward submission.  Don’t resist Him!  Submit to Him by submitting to your husband.  This kind of worship is so sweet to the LORD, because you are sacrificing your own desires for the love of God!  Husband, pray for your wife right now, that she will be strong toward the LORD when confronted with your sin.

6.    Wife, confess one area in which it’s particularly difficult for you to submit.  Husband, listen to your wife sympathetically, so that you can be sensitive and understanding toward her in this area.

7.    Memorize Ephesians 5:24 together. 

Week 9: The Groom is Committed to the Bride 

The LORD Himself goes before you and will be with you; 

He will never leave you nor forsake you.



-Deuteronomy 31:6

As we’ve learned in our study together, God is intensely concerned that we understand how to relate in our marriages, because He is intensely concerned that we all experience an accurate picture of Who He is.  I always find it curious that the beginning of this process is to find out what God is like toward us.  Then we emulate Him in our marriages.  And the end result is that we have an experience of God’s own character, right in our homes!  

God longs to reveal to us just how committed He is to us.  He wants us to know that He has chosen us, out of His goodness and love and generosity, and He’s not going anywhere, no matter what.  If we rebel against Him, His love remains the same, as it was never based on us in the first place!  But what is our reaction to His incredible declarations, like in the verse above?  On the whole, enduring fidelity is undervalued and unsung: It is not spectacular; it is plodding.  It doesn’t reveal heroism; it reveals consistency.  It doesn’t require showmanship; it requires resolve.  For these and other reasons, we make far more to-do over the newly married, who’ve yet to prove any mettle or stamina, than we do over the couple celebrating 50 years of marriage, who have expertly catalogued those rare and valuable qualities.  Does that seem backward to anyone besides me?  It’s not starting a race that’s important, after all: it’s finishing the race that we honor.  And the LORD has bound Himself to us in an irrevocable way; He will be true to the end.  He is revealing His glory to us, and part of that glory is found in His faithfulness.
I.  The Heavenly Marriage

1.    First, we need to see what fidelity costs the LORD in His relationship with us, His bride.  All sin, not just sexual sin, is referred to as “adultery” in the Bible—the desire to sin is even referred to as “lust”.  Read Jeremiah 3:6 and Ezekiel 23:37 (there are over 80 verses in the Bible about this, see also Psalm 50:18, all of Jeremiah 3, 9:2, 23:10, Ezekiel 6:9, 16:32, Matthew 12:39, Mark 8:38, James 4:4, II Peter 2:14, Revelation 14:8, etc.).  This is unsavory reading, but we have to see how personally and intimately our sin affects the LORD.  These are obviously not only referring to literal adulteries (the “high hill” in Jeremiah 3:6 was the location of pagan worship rituals), but the LORD sees our sin as if we are His bride, and are having sex with other suitors.  It’s an offensive and degrading image, to be sure.  How would you imagine the LORD feels when His chosen Bride defiles herself with another? (If you want additional insight into God’s pain, spend time in Jeremiah 3) __________________________________________________________________________________________

2.   When we see our sin as idolatry/adultery, we have a better context for God’s faithfulness toward us.  He didn’t want us to miss this picture, so He instructed His prophet Hosea to marry a prostitute.  God said that she was representative of His people, and He told Hosea to love her in spite of her incredible, audacious infidelity.  In Hosea 2, the LORD spells out Israel’s record with passionate rage.  He then gives His response to her sin: read Hosea 2:14-23 together.  His love and longsuffering kindness are unmeasurable, as Lamentation 3:23 declares!  Pray to the LORD together, thanking Him for His limitless grace toward us, His faithless bride.

3.   We can know with absolute certainty that our sin will never give God cause to abandon us.  Our sins, all of them, are covered through Jesus.  He does more than just endure us, though: He overcomes our sin with His great power, bringing us back to His side.  And He has declared to you that His disposition toward you is never to be questioned.  Read Hebrews 13:5 (also Josh. 1:5, Ps. 73:23, Mt. 28:20, Lk. 15:31).  How does God’s commitment to us set us free? __________________________________________________________________________________________________

4.    God’s love really is shocking.  It isn’t based on justice at all; instead, His mercy triumphs over justice (James 2:13).  His love is at once staggering (because we see its power and understand, in part, what it overcomes), and yet delicate and tender.  But without His character of faithfulness, we would never see it—He would split town because of our sin!  Consider the wonderful truth of II Timothy 2:13, and know that you are secure in the love of the LORD:

…if we are faithless, He will remain faithful, for He cannot disown Himself.

II.  The Earthly Marriage


We all know by now that our calling as married believers is to reflect the LORD’s attributes in our marriages.  So it should go without saying that He desires for us to be faithful. Having bound ourselves to our mates, and committed to never revoke our vows, we are to be as committed to our marriage covenants as to the LORD Himself.  God has known, though, that humanity’s perversion would enter into marriages, and He is well aware of the fleshly tendency toward unfaithfulness and even divorce.  So He has spoken to those possibilities, and we desire to receive His full council on this important issue.  We want to love like the God Who loves us!

1.    Husband, you are to be the pacesetter in this area.  You are to reflect God’s love for his sinful bride toward your bride, who is also tempted to sin.  You would do well to receive the command that the LORD gave to Hosea:  “Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites, though they turn to other gods…” (Hosea 3:1).  You might not have done this sort of thing since your wedding day, but take a moment right now to affirm your commitment to your bride.  (You can look at Hebrews 13:5 or Matthew 28:20 if you want the LORD’s wording.)

2.    Wife, how does that declaration affect you?

3.    Let’s talk about sex a little bit.  Hebrews 13:4 states that “…the marriage bed is undefiled [holy].”  That is to say, the marriage bed is so religiously significant that it could be said to be ceremonial.  The LORD is intensely jealous about the purity of the marriage bed, because sexual satisfaction within marriage is a function of sexual purity (and all sex within marriage is pure before the LORD).  Marital health (both in and out of the bedroom) is an honoring reflection of our relationship with God.  Talk with your spouse for a minute about your sexual relationship.  Is there anything you can do to make the other more satisfied?  Are there ways that you can be more sensitive and giving?  Remember I Corinthians 7:4-5: “The wife's body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband's body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife.  Do not deprive each other…”

4.    Let’s look at some commendations and commandments toward godly faithfulness:

Matt. 19:5 “…the two will ___________________________________.”


          v. 6 “…what God has joined together, let man ________________________________.”

I Cor. 7:10  “…a wife must not _________________________________________.”


          v. 11 “…a husband must not __________________________________________.”


          v. 12 “If any brother has a wife… he must not __________________________________.”


          v. 13 “…if a woman has a husband… she must not _______________________________.”


          v. 27 “Are you married?  Do not ________________________________________.”


          v. 39 “A woman is ___________________________ her husband…”
5.    But what would happen if we did break away from our spouses in divorce?  What would the LORD’s reaction be?  Wouldn’t you expect Him to be indignant and frustrated, because His chosen illustrator of His love is being broken, marred, abused and maligned?  Wouldn’t you expect Him to be outraged that a lie is being perpetuated about whether He is constant, and His bride is secure in His love?  Wouldn’t you expect Him to be angry, because His reputation is being smeared?  Read Malachi 2:16.

6.    Pray together, asking the LORD for grace in your marriage, that you might be as faithful to one another as He is to you.

7.    If you’ve ever been divorced, or come from a broken home, know that God’s grace is sufficient to cover over any failings from your past.  You are not condemned nor rejected (see The Heavenly Marriage, Romans 4:8, 8:1, etc.).  We are not acceptable because we have successfully avoided sin (in this, we all fail); we are acceptable because we are in Christ.  The LORD loves you.

8.   Memorize the following verse together, esteeming this truth as the standard and goal of your marital fidelity:

The LORD Himself goes before you and will be with you; 

He will never leave you nor forsake you.

-Deuteronomy 31:6 

Week 10: The Bride and the Groom Are Committed to the Process
…He Who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion…  –Philippians 1:6


What a high calling it is for us to model our marriages after the LORD’s love for His church!  I sometimes think, “Can I really love Dora that much?  And how can she forgive me for all the times when I come short of that?”  The pursuit of Christ-likeness, both in our personal lives as well as in our marriages, can feel pretty daunting.  Hopefully, though, we’re all understanding more and more that we first receive the LORD’s love, tenderness, grace, etc., before we can ever hope to exemplify it.  “We love because He first loved us.”  I John 4:19.  I must deeply and truly receive the Father’s love for me, and then from that supply, I can apply His love to my wife.  After all, my love isn’t really what she needs; she needs the perfect love of God.


Consider God’s love, which is illustrated in this week’s verse:  He will not stop His loving work until we are perfected in Him.  Husbands, are you willing to work at loving until it’s a perfect love?  Wives, are you willing to work at receiving, etc., until your love is perfect as well?  Sometimes we tend to think of our marriages as a contract that we sign, and that’s the end.  “I committed.  So I’m done, right?  Now I can move on to something else in life to conquer…”  But we all know from painful experience that our world is littered with hurt-filled relationships which have never matured into atmospheres of freedom and grace.  We can have this same “microwave” mindset toward God, thinking that our initial response toward His commitment toward us is as good as it gets.  It isn’t.  Both marriages (with our spouses and with God) require time, enduring effort, and long-term interaction.


It’s a basic truth, but it’s important that we all live in the constant realization that we are engaged in a process together.  We are in process with regards to our spouses, and we are in process toward the LORD.  The bad habits and poor thinking of our pasts don’t limit us, nor are we confined to our present states.  Thank God He isn’t going to leave us in this condition!  It’s so easy to throw up your hands, thinking, “We’ve been at this marriage stuff for _____ years now, and we’re still not perfect yet!”  And we can become so despondent when new problems arise.  But be patient with what God is working out in your marriage, friends!  We are all moving toward maturity (which is Christ-likeness), and God is unwilling for us to stop short of that goal.  Submit to His guidance as you build your marriage in Him.  May we always maintain a “student mindset”:  we are still learning, still growing, and still part of God’s great process of revealing Himself through the marriage picture.

I.  The Earthly Marriage

1.    You are legally married.  Yes, you said “I do” one day, and you received a state-approved document.  There’s definitely a certain amount of finality about being married, but you are also becoming married, in that the word “marriage” suggests cohesion and unity.  You are not completely united; that will take a lifetime of openness and willful vulnerability.  You two have become one flesh (Genesis 2:24), but you are becoming one in spirit.  So we would do well to acknowledge this ongoing process, and expect to be continually stretched, challenged, and grown by our marriages.  Share with your spouse right now the one area you’ve most seen them grow in (with regard to your marriage) in the past year.

2.    Share with your spouse one mistaken assumption you used to have about marriage.  Describe how your understanding has changed on that issue.

3.    The paradox of having been married, yet continuing to be married is a perfect parallel to our walk with Christ (aren’t you surprised?!).  For instance, scripture affirms that we have been seated with Christ in eternal glory (see Ephesians 2:6), yet are still going through the process of God’s redemption and refinement (II Corinthians 3:18, et al.). This is beautifully pictured in verses like Hebrews 10:14, which says, “…by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.”  So, though we are experientially being made holy, we have at the same time been made perfect forever.  We are living out that which has already been done for us (according to Philippians 3:16).  So in your marriage, you are learning how to express, in a moment-by-moment way, what’s already been declared over you: that “You’re married!”  Tell your spouse one area, with regard to your marriage, that you want to see improved in yourself in the coming year.

4.    Remember that the goal of your marriage is not eternally happy problem-less-ness; it’s Christlikeness.  For that reason, we don’t pursue smooth waters at any cost.  Sometimes, we just need to sit down and work through problems, often re-opening issues which have been closed for a long time.  I heard some great advice once:  “Be more afraid of silence in your marriage than confrontation.”  That is to say, there should be no “off limits” areas in your marriage (remembering grace, of course, and always keeping in mind that we are never to “let the sun go down while [we’re] still angry”). Recount together a “hard conversation” you’ve had, which ultimately resulted in good, affirming your desire to work though problems instead of avoiding them.

5.    Memorize Philippians 1:6 together this week (printed at the top of this page).

6.    As you consider where you want to go in your marriage, know that our prayer for you (and God’s will for you, in Jesus) is that of Philippians 1:9-11. 
 
“…this is my prayer:  that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best, and may be pure and blameless until the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.”

II.  The Heavenly Marriage

As we said above, the process we are going through in our marriages is comparable to the process the LORD’s Bride is going through: She is learning how to live with her Husband, is learning to trust Him, and is being purified by His love.  Just as it is our endeavor to see God’s kingdom come to pass in the particular setting of our marriage, it is also our endeavor to see God’s kingdom come to pass in the general setting of our city, country, and world.  We are not only committed to excellence in our marriages; we are committed to the larger purification and maturation of the Bride of Jesus at large.  As you make the most of the opportunities that God brings your way, know that your love for His Bride is dear to the LORD.  And know that the end of the story has already been written:  Jesus will receive a perfected Bride, He will present us to Himself as perfect, and He will take us to glory with Him!

1.    Look at Paul’s heart toward the Bride of Christ, of which he considered himself a servant.  He said in II Corinthians 11:2, “I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy.  I promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to him.”  This was John the Baptist’s motivation as well.  He said in John 3:29-30, “The bride belongs to the Bridegroom [Jesus]. The friend who attends the bridegroom [John] waits and listens for him, and is full of joy when he hears the bridegroom's voice. That joy is mine, and it is now complete. He must become greater; I must become less.”  These men’s hearts were ultimately the Groom’s.  They wanted Jesus to be honored by His Bride, and gave their lives to honor Jesus by serving His bride.  Pray together, that God would make your life together a place of service for the Bride of Jesus.  This self-sacrificing, worshipful attitude honors the LORD.

2.    Husband, when someone assists your wife in her time of need, how do you feel toward that person?  __________________

(I believe that this same sort of warm affection is in the Father when we show our care for His Bride.)

3.    Remember the beginning of our study together, when we looked at God’s lovesick heart for His people?  He repeatedly called Himself their Husband.  That was not just a title He gave Himself to engender sympathy; the time is coming when He will claim His Bride.  Let’s look at some prophetic verses that reveal the end times, when Jesus will receive His bride.  As you read these, consider how glorious Jesus’ wedding feast will be!  This will be a jubilant party like never before!


Revelation 19:7  Let us ________________________ and ________________________ and ___________________________________!  For the wedding of the Lamb has come, and His Bride has made herself ready!


Revelation 21:2 I saw the Holy City, the ___________________________, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a ________________________________________________________.


Revelation 21:9  One of the seven angels… said to me, “Come I will show you the _____________________, the _________________________________ of the Lamb!”


Revelation 22:17  The ___________________ and the _______________________ say, “Come!”

5. Notice how, in 19:7, the phrase is “His Bride has made herself ready,” but in 21:2, she was prepared by God.  This is exactly what is happening in our marriages and in our personal relationships with God.  He is working in us (Philippians 2:13), but we are His co-laborers, receiving Him and agreeing with Him.  I find this whole idea to be incredibly exciting.  Please continue to pray for Jesus’ Bride, that she will be shepherded by loving people, purified by suffering and correction, and equipped for service.

Dear friends,


We truly hope that this study has imparted to you some greater degree of knowledge about the LORD’s overwhelming love for you, and His gracious plan to see you prosper and overcome in your marriage.  He desires to express Himself in and through your home, and His declarations over you are acceptance, grace, and peace.  I encourage you to continually dialogue with your spouse about this Christ/Church picture in your home, and continue to lift one another up in prayer, that you will be all you can be in your marriage.  We truly desire for each of you to see the LORD through your marriage, and for your marriage to be a living illustration to the world about the glorious nature of a real, vibrant relationship with God Himself.  He is truly patient, truly gentle, and truly strong toward us.  Our hearts are full of praise to a God Who is this great!

Thank you so much for allowing us entrance into your home and life through this study.  May it always carry a blessing with it to you and your precious family.  Blessings of grace to you in Jesus, our Savior and Husband God.








Steven and Dora
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