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Introduction: How is Your Marriage?
How is your marriage? Do you have a good marriage? Whatever answer came into your head just now was based on some standard you have in your mind for what constitutes a good marriage. You have some kind of measuring stick in your mind for what a marriage is supposed to be, so that when you measure your marriage against that criterion, you can see if it measures up or falls short. So one of the most important questions you can ask is this – is your measuring stick the same as God’s? If a car company designs a sports car, what are their measuring sticks for success? How fast can it go? Acceleration, handling – things like that. What if my measuring stick is how well it does off road? How much clearance does it have, and does it have 4-wheel drive and how deep a creek can it cross? If that happens, then my assessment of the car is not going to be anything like the manufacturer’s assessment. And when I put effort into modifications, from my perspective I think I am making improvements, but from the manufacturer’s perspective I am ruining it. Is there any chance you are doing that with your marriage? If your idea of the ideal marriage is not the same as God’s idea of an ideal marriage, then when you try to make improvements, you could actually be doing damage rather than good.
So before we go any further in talking about how to make improvements to your marriage, let’s make sure we are on the same page with God with regard to the purpose of marriage. If we are going to make any improvements to our marriages we need to know His definition of a good marriage vs. a bad one.
The World’s Standard
The world’s idea is that the purpose of my marriage is to make me happy. I got married because I wanted to live happily ever after, so my marriage is a good marriage if it makes me happy and it is a bad marriage if it doesn’t. That is not God’s purpose for marriage. If you buy into that, you will never have a good marriage. Nowhere in Scripture are we told to get married in order to be happy. We are instructed to be happy in our marriages, but we are not told to look to our marriage as the source of our happiness.
So what is the purpose? Why should a couple get married? And once they get married, what are they supposed to accomplish with their marriage? 
Well, as for why get married, it doesn’t take much of a reason. 1 Corinthians 7:9 says if someone is not succeeding in exercising self-control in the sexual area, that is a good reason to marry. The very first marriage – Adam and Eve – came about to solve the problem of the man being alone. God said, “It’s not good for him to be alone,” so God gave him a wife. God’s design is for most people to get married. If you don’t mind being alone, and if you are doing fine in the area of self-control sexually, and you want to devote your full attention to kingdom work, then you might be an exception. Otherwise, plan to get married. Sometimes people say, “We got married for all the wrong reasons.” But if you were burning with passion for each other, or you just didn’t want to be alone, those are valid reasons.
Quite often Christians who are in a hard marriage will consider divorce because they think, “We never should have gotten married in the first place.” That reasoning is never valid. No matter what your reasons for getting married, once you are married, it is God’s will for you to be married to each other. Even people who got married as unbelievers, and the will of God was the farthest thing from their minds, that marriage is still a valid marriage in God’s eyes.
That is not to say a single Christian should marry someone just because of sexual desire. If marriage does indeed have a purpose, then obviously the wisest course is to only marry someone who is on board with accomplishing that purpose. So what is that purpose? Whatever your reasons for getting married – once you are married, what is the goal?
The Purpose of Marriage
As I study what God’s Word says about marriage, I find three major purposes.
1) To Carry Out a Task
The first is found in the account in Genesis 2, where marriage was first created. First God creates the man, and assigns him a task that he cannot possibly accomplish. According to Genesis 1:28, Adam’s task was to be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. God could have created the man and the woman at the same moment. But He didn’t. The man was alone with no suitable helper.
Genesis 2:18 The LORD God said, "It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him."
And at that point you would expect that the very next verse would be the account of the creation of Eve. But it isn’t. Eve doesn’t get created until verse 22. So what happens in between verse 18, where God says Adam needs a helper, and verse 22 where God actually creates Eve? God brings all the animals to Adam for him to name them. And after all that is done, what is the concluding statement?
20  So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals. But for Adam no suitable helper was found.  
God points out the need for the helper, but then instead of creating one right away He brings to Adam a whole bunch of non-suitable helpers. Why? To teach us something about what “suitable” means.
Woman as helper
1Corinthians 11:9 says man was not created for woman, but woman for man. Women are literally God’s gift to man. But in what way is the wife created for her husband? She is his helper, but what sort of helper? Is she supposed to help him by serving him, like a maid? Or is it some other kind of help?
The answer is in the meaning of the Hebrew word. We think of a helper as an assistant – or a secretary or gopher, or errand boy. None of that comes anywhere close to the idea of this Hebrew term. Here is the definition of this word: relief or aid, as one who helps the miserable and destitute. It is always the idea of helping the helpless, and most of the time helping them because of the fact that they are in a miserable condition.
This word is never used in the sense of assisting to make a project easier. It is always used of assisting in order to make a task possible. The point is, without the helper, the task cannot be done.
Normally this word is not used to describe human beings. In the Bible it is always used to describe God, except for here where it is used to describe the woman. There are some cases in the historical books when the verb form is used to refer to an army helping another army that was at risk of being routed, but all the rest of the 110 times it appears, it refers to God. It is the word in Psalm 121 - I lift my eyes up to the mountains, where does my help come from?  My help comes from You..."
So Moses is taking a word that is normally only used to describe God and applying it to Eve. The point of that is to show that Eve is the very help of God. “Where does my help come from? My help comes from God, and her name is Eve” – that is the idea. That is the sense in which Eve was created for Adam. He needed a helper – someone to rescue him – someone to come along and make what was an impossible task, possible.
Understanding that will help if you are the type who is offended by the idea of being created as a helper for your husband. The feminists will say, “I don’t want to be a helper - that’s demeaning.” Oh, so you would rather be the one needing help? In the relationship between God and His people, God is the helper and man is the needy one who has to have a helper. Is it demeaning to play God’s role in that?
So a married couple is not just two people both fulfilling two callings under one roof. A married couple is two people fulfilling one calling. Your calling is complex. It involves everything God expects of you: your ministry at church, family, friends, work, personal life – everything. And unless you are like Paul or Jesus – specially called by God to be single for the sake of the Kingdom, then you need a spouse to accomplish your calling. So the ideal marriage is not only a companionship, but also a partnership – two people carrying out one task.
Suitable
The word translated suitable (or “meet” in the KJV, or “fit” in the ESV, or “like” in the CSB) is an interesting word. It literally means “according to in front of him” or “corresponding to what was in front of him” There was a task sitting there in front of Adam. Fill the earth and subdue it. As soon as God gave him that task, Adam was in dire straits, because he was not capable of filling or subduing and ruling the earth on his own, so God came to his rescue with one who was suitable, corresponding to the accomplishment of Adam’s task.
And verse 20 is clear that no animal would do. If Adam just needed help farming, an ox would actually be more suitable than a woman. But for the kind of help Adam needed, it had to be someone who was also in the image of God. Nor would another man do. If Adam needed someone to serve him like a slave, another man would do just fine for that. But this helper had to be someone very different – a compliment rather than a duplication. 
One of the reasons it is so important that we do not obscure the biblical roles for male and female is because the differences between the sexes are crucial for the combined ability needed to carry out God’s calling. 
Partnership with God
And this also illustrates our relationship with God. Obviously there is no sense in which we are God’s helpers. But God is very often called our helper, and there is a very real sense in which we work in partnership with Him. And the closeness of that partnership is so profound that you cannot even make a clear distinction between what we are doing and what He is doing.
Colossians 1:29 To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.
Paul’s ministry was God’s doing and it was Paul’s doing. It was not half Paul and half God. It was Paul’s labor, God’s energy, and God’s powerful working – but through Paul.
It is such a real partnership that God even allows really important things to go undone if we fail to do them. That is the relationship between God and His people.
So when you have a husband and wife off in two different directions doing two different things and there is no partnership in what they are doing, their marriage lies about the way God works with His people. Marriage is to be a partnership that rescues the man from his inability to fulfill God’s call on his life.
2) To Illustrate the Relationship between God and His People
Many times in the Old Testament you see God’s love for His people being compared to the way a husband loves his wife. There is an entire book in the Old Testament devoted to that – the book of Hosea. And it is the same in the New Testament – the roles in marriage are modeled after Christ and the Church.
So your marriage exists to illustrate the love between us and God – how is that done? There are two areas where that is done: exclusivity, and roles.
Exclusivity
We would not be able to understand how God feels when we love the world if He had not given us the husband-wife relationship so we could understand jealousy. If not for the marriage relationship we would not be able to understand exclusive love. Most love is not exclusive (and by “exclusive” I mean it excludes everyone else and focuses on just one person). Most love can be shared. If I sit down for dinner, and I look down at that nice, tender, sizzling steak hot off the grill, and my mouth just starts watering, and then I glance over at the hot, buttery dinner roll fresh out of the oven, the steak doesn’t say, “Hey, get your eyes off that roll!” There is nothing whatsoever wrong with me loving that steak and that roll simultaneously. And the craving I have for the roll does not in any way diminish the craving I have for the steak. In fact, they actually go together quite well. And it is the same way with loving people. I have never had one of my kids come up to me and say, “Dad, you can love me or you can love my sister but not both. You need to make a choice!” No – none of my kids are offended at my love for their siblings. Nor does my love for their siblings diminish my love for them. The man with ten kids does not love each of his children less than the man with two kids. That kind of love is not exclusive. It grows and deepens and expands as it is multiplied among others – so that the father of ten may very well love each of his ten kids more than he did back when he only had two. Nobody questions my love for rafting just because I also really enjoy Jeeping. All the loves in this world can be spread around without any problem – except one. Think about it – suppose you went to your husband’s work to surprise him with a visit one day, and as you walked in you looked down the hallway and witnessed a confrontation between your husband and a female co-worker. And she is pointing at another female employee and yelling at him and saying, “You can be friends with me or with her, but not both – you have to choose!” What would you immediately assume about that woman’s relationship with your husband? And what if your husband felt the same way toward that woman – full of jealousy and anger if she was friendly with another man? You would say, “I’ve got a case of adultery on my hands.” Why would you say that? You have not witnessed anything physical – no kissing, no hugging, no hand-holding. The only thing you witnessed is exclusive love. And on that basis alone you can see that it is adulterous, because exclusive love is a property of marital intimacy alone. In every other context love is not exclusive.
That is even true when it comes to the use of your eyes. Why is a woman upset when her husband looks at other women or looks at porn? You are not jealous of the way he looks at a spectacular sunset. It does not bother you when he is wide-eyed over some amazing athletic feat that he sees. You don’t get angry if he gazes longingly at a steak dinner. But the look of desire directed at a female body – when he gives that to anyone but you – that is something that hurts you because you know intuitively that that kind of looking belongs to you alone as his wife. That kind of looking is part of sex, which means it belongs only to you. His handshakes do not belong to you alone – he can spread those around. There are plenty of things he can do with other people that do not make you jealous. But those things that are connected to marital love are exclusive – yours alone, and that is why you feel betrayed when he gives it to another woman.
Why? Why did God make marital love like that? Why is it so bad for your husband to also be in love with another woman? Or for that matter, what would be wrong with him having another wife – one wife at home and another wife at work? It is not wrong to have multiple kids or multiple friends – why not multiple spouses? It would be wrong because marital love exists for the purpose of teaching us about the kind of love relationship God has with His people. And that is a love that has to be exclusive and faithful and loyal. That is why the first two of the Ten Commandments are about idolatry. Commandment #1 - 
Exodus 20:3 "You shall have no other gods before me. 
Commandment #2 - 
4 "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God
Idolatry is the most important sin to avoid, and when we commit idolatry, think of how often Scripture refers to that as adultery against God.
James 4:4 You adulteresses! Don't you know that friendship with the world is hatred toward God? 
One of the reasons God gave us marriage was so that we could understand spiritual adultery against God. He wanted us to understand how He feels when we love the world. We are to love God with an exclusive love. It is not acceptable for us to love the true God and love some false god – or to love God some and love the world some. It would be cruel of God to allow us to do so. Giving any of your love or allegiance or loyalty to a false god is something that not only dishonors the one true God, but it also does great harm to you. If there is one spring of fresh drinking water and a whole bunch of poisoned springs, it would be cruel for God to say, “Drink from whichever ones you like, as long as you also drink a little bit from the good one.” God absolutely will not accept anyone on any terms other than one hundred percent exclusive devotion. If a person is half-Christian and half in the world – that person is one hundred percent lost. You cannot love both God and this world at the same time. God wanted us to understand that. He wanted us to understand exclusive love, so He invented a relationship different from all other kinds of human relationships that is the one relationship that requires exclusive love – marriage. That is why you do not feel betrayed or cheapened when your parents love both you and your siblings, but you are devastated to find out that your spouse is in love with someone else. God will not accept you if you come to Him without turning your back on the world anymore than your wife would have said yes if you would have proposed by saying, “I’m still in love with my old girlfriend, but I’d like you to be my wife on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”
The one flesh union of the man and woman in marriage illustrates the union between Christ and His people.
Ephesians 5:31-32 “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh." 32 This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church.
That is not to say we have sexual feelings toward God. But it is to say that the joys and pleasures and profound oneness and union and exclusivity that are present in the sexual union between husband and wife are designed to illustrate the joys and pleasures and profound oneness and union and exclusivity between God and His people. That is why sex is so holy and sacred. We will get into this when we get to our session on sex, but the reason sexual sin is so serious is because sexual sin takes something that is holy (sex) and treats it in a common or vulgar way. Sexual sin is not so evil because sex is dirty. Sexual sin is so evil because sex is holy, and desecrating that which is holy is the worst thing you can do. And adultery is evil because of how it perverts and distorts the picture of exclusive love that God designed in marriage.
Roles
So marital love illustrates the relationship between God and His people, and secondly, marital roles illustrate that relationship. The wife’s attitude toward the husband is to be modeled after the Church’s attitude toward Christ. And the husband’s love toward his wife is to be modeled after the Lord’s love for His Church. Christian marriage exists to be a walking illustration of the gospel.
Ephesians 5:22-33  Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord.  23  For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.  24  Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.  25  Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her  …  29  After all, no one ever hated their own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the church--  30  for we are members of his body.  31  "For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh."  32  This is a profound mystery--but I am talking about Christ and the church.   
What is the measure of whether you have a good marriage or a bad marriage? If one of the partners is doing a good job illustrating the relationship between God and His people, then from the standpoint of that partner, it is a good marriage. If you are a woman, you have a good marriage if the way you honor your husband looks like the way the Church honors Christ. If you are a man you have a good marriage if the way you love your wife looks like the way the Lord loves His people.
That is why headship and love for the man, and submission and respect for the wife is so important. It is not mainly just to help us get along with each other. Two roommates can get along fine without an authority/submission relationship.  The authority submission relationship is there to give us a picture of the unique kind of relationship between Christ and His church, and also between the Father and the Son in the Trinity.
1 Corinthians 11:3 I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.  
Wives are to behave a certain way toward their husbands so that we can get a living illustration of the way God the Son interacts with God the Father.
So what is the purpose of your marriage? What is the measuring stick to determine if it is a good marriage? Does it do a good job illustrating how the Trinity works, and how God and His people interact? I would suggest that is the most basic purpose of marriage.
That is why the roles are important. And the summary of those roles is this: head and helper. 
The Man’s Role: Head
Men, your job as head is to lead, provide, protect, purify, and love.
1) Leading
You are the spiritual leader (1 Cor.9:5). You set the direction, you take initiative in spiritual things, you encourage and coach the family along, you do everything you can do to make it so your wife and kids are more likely to grow spiritually. When young women ask me about whether a particular man is a good spiritual leader for them I ask them, “Is it easier for you to do God’s will when you are with him than when you are not?” Being the head involves leading.
2) Providing 
Ephesians 5:28 husbands ought to love their wives as their own bodies. … 29 no one ever hated his own body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church
So your role is to feed and care for your wife and children. If you wife wants to work a job, great, but make sure she does not feel the burden of supporting the family and making sure the bills get paid. God did not design her to carry that load. That is your responsibility.
3) Protecting
Being the head of the home also involves protecting her. Treat her with respect as the weaker vessel (1 Pe.3:7). That means you always put yourself between her and danger. Make her feel secure and safe. If she does not feel safe, don’t tell her she is safe – find a way to make her feel safe. And above all, protect her and the rest of the family from sin – even from the sin in their own hearts, because it is also your job to purify her.
4) Purifying 
Ephesians 5:25  Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 26 to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word 
5) Loving
That is by far the greatest emphasis in the New Testament. Husbands love your wives. Why? So she will be happy? That is a byproduct. The big reason why you need to love your wife is because the whole point of the marriage is to show the relationship between God and His people. And God’s love for His people is so profound that it takes special strengthening and enablement for us to even understand the magnitude of it.
Ephesians 3:17 I pray that you …  18  may have power … to grasp how wide and long and high and deep is the love of Christ,  19  and to know this love that surpasses knowledge--that you may be filled to the measure of all the fullness of God.
Even though God’s love for His people is beyond human comprehension, still, the tiny degree to which we can understand it is crucial for living the Christian life. So husbands must do a good job living out the example of that which God designed in marriage. This is why Satan works so hard at confusing marital roles. He wants to confuse our understanding of God’s love.
The Woman’s Role: Helper
So the man’s role – be the head, which means lead, provide, protect, purify, and love. What about the wife’s role? Be the helper. And that involves strengthening, respecting, submitting, and nurturing. 
1) Strengthening 
If you are going to be a suitable helper for your husband, you need to find a way to strengthen him to be able to accomplish his calling. Women have an amazing ability to strengthen their husbands and to weaken their husbands. You can emasculate him with your attitudes and words, or you can make him almost invincible with your words and attitudes. Learn how to do the latter. No one in this world – not your husband’s best friend, not his dad, not his mom, not his pastor – no one has the ability to strengthen him like you. Appreciate his strength. Put your hand on his biceps once in a while. Enjoy the fact that God designed him to be able to handle stresses that you can’t handle. Talk frequently about his strength. You cannot even begin to understand the effect that will have on your husband.
2) Respect

Ephesians 5:33  However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself, and the wife must respect her husband.

When you are acting in the flesh your tendency will be to mother him and treat him like a child (especially when he is acting like a child). But part of your role as helper involves showing him respect. He craves respect like you crave love.
This is hard, because the world is full of books on how to express love to your wife, but there is precious little on how to show respect to your husband. There are some very helpful things on that subject in the Love and Respect series (if you can get past the first part where they call love and respect “needs” and seem to encourage using them to manipulate your spouse into treating you better). Another resource I heard about recently was a section in the book, “Created to be His Helpmeet” by Debi Pearl. We generally don’t recommend Debi Pearl, and the person I was talking to definitely saw problems in that book. But she found the one chapter titled “What kind of man do you have?” to be helpful in this area.
Here is a place to start: for every one time you would like to hear your husband express his love for you, say these words: “I trust you.” Tell him you love him, and that will be nice. But when he makes a hard decision and you say, “Honey, I trust you,” – that will be like giving spinach to Popeye. “I appreciate your wisdom, I’m so glad you’re able to handle things like this, I feel safe with you as the head of this home, I trust you in this decision” – you probably cannot even imagine the effect that will have on your husband.
3) Submit
1 Peter 3:1-6  Wives, in the same way submit yourselves to your own husbands … 5  For this is the way the holy women of the past who put their hope in God used to adorn themselves. They submitted themselves to their own husbands,  6  like Sarah, who obeyed Abraham and called him her lord. You are her daughters if you do what is right and do not give way to fear. 
Ephesians 5:22  Wives, submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do to the Lord.  23  For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.  24  Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.  
4) Nurture
Be a homemaker. 1 Timothy 5:10 is describing a godly woman and it says she must be…
1 Timothy 5:10 well known for her good deeds, such as bringing up children, showing hospitality, washing the feet of the Lord's people, helping those in trouble and devoting herself to all kinds of good deeds.
The Proverbs 31 woman cares for the home. Think of what a wonderful role that is. Just think of all the things that come to mind when you hear the word “home.” When someone talks about turning a house into a home, what does that mean? Home is where you run if you are in trouble. When I was a kid, if a bully was chasing me, once I made it home I was safe. When I got hurt, I went home. When it was time to eat, I went home. Home is a place of care, comfort, rest, safety, and love. What a wonderful thing a home is. And what an amazing thing it is to be given the ability to create a place like that – to be a home-maker!

So men, your job as head is to lead, provide, protect, purify, and love. And ladies, your job as helper is to strengthen, respect, submit, and nurture. That is a very brief summary of roles. And those roles are crucial because they provide a picture of the way the Trinity operates, and the way God and His people interact.
3) To Produce Godly Offspring
Third, godly children.
Malachi 2:14 The LORD is the witness between you and the wife of your youth. You have been unfaithful to her, though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant.  15 Has not the LORD made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring. 
Verse 15 is one of the most difficult passages in the entire Old Testament to translate. There are all kinds of problems, and the Hebrew is so obscure it is very difficult to understand the meaning. That is why if you look at different translations they will be all over the map in the way they translate the verse. However, there are a few things that are fairly clear. First, the context is very clear – the verse is giving a reason why it was wrong for the men of Israel to divorce their Jewish wives and marry pagan wives. That is definitely the point being made. And verse 15 is giving an argument for that, and at one point mentions godly offspring. That is also clear. So even if we cannot be dogmatic about the exact meaning of the verse, we know it is something along the line that we should not divorce and we should not marry unbelievers because of something to do with godly offspring. Based on all that, along with what the rest of the Scripture teaches, I think it is safe to say that a major purpose of Christian marriage is to have children and raise them to be godly. Obviously that is not God’s plan for every marriage, since some couples are infertile by God’s hand. But it seems to me that the norm is that a Christian couple would have children and raise them to love the Lord.
Homework
STEP 1
Men: Read brochures 6-7. 
Women: Read brochures 8-9. 
Underline five to ten statements in those brochures that point to some area of your role responsibility that needs work. Make adjustments as needed to your original list of things you need to change to become the ideal spouse.

STEP 2
Show your list to your spouse, and ask if anything needs to be added. Add whatever your spouse suggests.
NOTE – when your spouse asks you this question, do NOT give an answer designed to make your life more pleasant. Do NOT give an answer designed merely to get your spouse to treat you better. Give your answer based on what you believe would move your spouse closer to what God desires him or her to be as a spouse.
Is there ever a time when you can tell your spouse what they could do to make your life more pleasant? Yes, but not here. That is not the point of this exercise. We will get to that later in the class. For now, the only goal is to help your spouse make spiritual progress. So when your spouse asks, “What should I add to my list?” don’t say, “Stop doing this thing that bugs me and this thing that bugs me, and start doing this for me…” Your answer should be, “Here is what I think would help you take the next step toward being the kind of spouse Scripture calls for.”

