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Not long after Nina and I were married, I had the chance to officiate a marriage ceremony for someone at NCC and we were in the car on the way to the ceremony when we got into this big argument. I don’t remember what it was about, 80 percent chance that it was about my driving style! But we got there and I started my sermon and I always like to talk about this idea of how problems can actually bring you together and I thought, this is a great time for a personal example! So I starting telling about how on the way there, Nina and I got into this huge argument and people were eating this up so I was extrapolating the whole thing and Nina was looking really solemn over there and the ceremony ends and we were in the car on the way to the reception and Nina says what in the world was that? You need to talk to me if you are going to share our personal arguments! So we got to the reception and a guy at the table said, man that was so funny when you started talking about that argument you guys had. I said man that was funny, wasn’t it? I’m like, in fact, on the way from the wedding to here, we got into another huge argument because I didn’t get permission to share that argument! And the table is roaring. Most of the table was roaring. How many of y’all are thankful sometimes that you are in a public place? Right? That was me. And I love Nina. I valued Nina. But did I truly know her yet? You can be around somebody, you can be with somebody, you could have heard somebody but it doesn’t’ mean that you truly know that person.
Today, Nina and I together want to talk about this beautiful picture of what it is to be known in marriage. 

[Nina]

Maybe you are wondering why we would spend a whole message talking about marriage when so much of our church isn’t married. But the reality is that we are all affected by marriage. And many of us are actually experiencing brokenness either in marriage or from a marriage that impacts us. And many are losing hope and we believe that we have a responsibility as a church to paint a picture of healthy marriage and the marriage that God intends. But I’ll be honest, we intend to tread carefully today because there are many among us that are still longing for or hoping for marriage. And I want to say that maybe as a church we shy away from talking about marriage as often as we should because we want to be sensitive, and I hope that you hear love from us today. For those of you that are still hoping for and longing for marriage, we are hoping and grieving with you and we plan to be very sensitive in our approach. We also want to be careful about how we speak about marriage because the truth is that marriage is not always the ultimate goal. It is not God’s ultimate plan and purpose for everyone or really even the ultimate goal toward which everyone is hoping for praying for. And I feel like maybe the church has misstepped in speaking about marriage as though there are two categories, the married and the not yet married. But there are more than two categories, right? God’s intention is not marriage for everyone and we don’t want to communicate with that assumption. But we do want to look at the beautiful gift of marriage and what it means to be truly known inside of a marriage relationship. And we want to address some of the distortions about marriage that culture presents to us. What are some of those distortions? Some misunderstandings? Maybe some of those are modern day assumptions that culture might have us to believe is that everyone has a soul mate. If it didn’t work out, that person might not have been the one. Or that romance is the most important part of a successful marriage. Or that marriage does not mean forever but it means for right now. So we are going to deconstruct some of these misconceptions and we want to see marriage for what it truly is and for what God truly intended.

[Joel]

Mark 10:6-9

6 “But at the beginning of creation God ‘made them male and female.’ 7 ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, 8 and the two will become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9 Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.”

Believe or not, eHarmony did not create marriage! It is not a manmade institution that the hotel industry came together or the catering industry came together to create. No, Jesus, in Mark 10, He is going all the way back to Genesis, the very beginning of time and it is when God talks about marriage. The idea is that the two become one. God’s math is fuzzy, is it not? The two become one. So one plus one equals one. We think marriage is a 50/50 proposition, you give 50 percent, I give 50 percent and it becomes 100 percent. But it is actually 100/100 proposition. You give 100 percent, I give 100 percent and it equals 100 percent because it is two people dying to self to become one flesh. And God, of all the metaphors that He could use to communicate Jesus’ relationship to his people, He choose the metaphor of marriage. Marriage was designed to be a reflection of saving love of God for us in Jesus Christ.
Ephesians 5:25 says that husbands are to love their wives like Christ has loved the church.
Do you know the end of that story? It is not good! Jesus dies. He sacrifices. Marriages is for real y’all. It is the real deal because we are called in marriage to live sacrificially, to live submissive to one another. But when we do that, we more fully understand the relationship and the love that God has with us specifically. Subordinating ourselves to God is radically dangerous and it is radically safe all at the same time. It is radically dangerous in mission. But it is radically safe because it was God who said, I will go to hell and back because I love you that much and because I am with you. And this is the picture that God gives to each one of us.

Our culture tends to view marriage through the consumer mindset but a marriage is a covenant. It is not a contract. Months ago, I was reading and I came across this, Mexico City is looking into studies that talk about whether they should consider a temporary marriage license. So the idea was after two years, you could either part ways or you could renew your marriage. And here’s what the assemblymen said who co-authored the bill. 

The proposal is when the two year period is up, if the relationship is not stable or harmonious, the contract simply ends.

This is crazy! Literally it is redefining covenant as a contract. A voidable agreement that is dissolved if the two parties don’t like its course. So individual happiness has become the ultimate value in our society. The individual is supreme but we all know what happens when you have two supreme beings in one house, you get war! But God says in Mark 10, what God has joined together. It is not just a covenant with one another, it is a covenant before God. But we see this in our society.
Sociologists argue that in Western society, we are so affected by a marketplace mentality, we have begun to see relationships as consumers. Right? So it is all about this give and take. We engage in a relationship as long as it is meeting our needs at a cost we are willing to accept but when the give is more than the take, we walk away. It is called commodification. It is a process of taking social relationships and reducing them to economic exchange. It is so far from the biblical idea of covenant. But guess what? Covenant is the essence of what biblical marriage is. Covenant is not practiced when you feel like it. It is not convenient, suitable or easy. It is involved, committed, it is relational.

[Nina]

So we are going to confront some of the lies that we have come to believe about marriage. Joel mentions that one of them is the consumer mentality. So one distortion with marriage is that marriage is something for me rather than something asked of me. Right? It is my experience quite often when talking with people who are hoping for or dreaming about marriage, quite often when they discuss it, they are focused much more on what they would get from the marriage rather than what they would be required to give. Let me be clear that my marriage with Joel is the greatest gift that the Lord has ever given me! But it is hard! And to keep it healthy and strong is the biggest commitment that the Lord has ever asked of me. That call to deny myself on behalf of another, that is the highest sacrifice that the Lord has called me to. So I love weddings, like really, really love them because they have everything that are my favorite things, like friends and dancing and eternal declarations of love and of course food and cake. My favorite part of weddings is the part with the vows. Lately people have been getting cute with the vow piece and putting in little cutesy things like I make a commitment to always be willing to watch something other than romantic comedies, or I am willing to always root for the Chicago Cubs. That is probably what Joel would have me put into our vows, except he would also include in there nightly foot rubs and we would have to eat Ethiopian food all the time or something like that. But the vow is the epic moment in the wedding. It is that profession of love and admiration. But the truth is a vow made before God and your community is so much more than a declaration of present love. It is a commitment, a binding commitment to future love, to forever love. It is not a one-time commitment to put your ways aside. It is an everyday commitment. I will lay down my own needs and wants and desires. It is the kind of love of submission that Christ offered in his love for the church. And the entire New Testament paints a picture of that sacrificial love. Philippians 2 describes Christ as emptying Himself and taking on the form of a servant. So on our wedding day almost 13 years ago, we stood in front of an altar in front of Pastor Mark and he said this one phrase where he described and reminded us that marriage would call us to yield the right of way. That’s how he put it. That is the definition of submission, to yield the right of way. So I would ask you, if you are hoping for marriage, is that the kind of marriage you are imagining? If you are in marriage now, is that the kind of marriage you are living? 
So another distortion that marriage is too great of a risk to pursue. Right now I’m talking to those of you that are scared. Many of you have been looking at the marriages that are suffering or hurting around you and carry a high level of fear about the risk of marriage. Or maybe you are in a marriage that was broken so you carry a high level of fear. And your fears are not totally unwarranted. Statistics show us that marriage satisfaction in the US has been in a steady decline. All the studies are different but somewhere around 40 to 50 percent of marriages in the US will ultimately end in divorce. Amazingly, it was interesting in research to find that recent divorce data shows that Washington DC has the highest divorce rate in the country. So all of this reveals an increasing weariness and pessimism about marriage in our culture, especially among younger adults. Ironically this concern about marriage actually puts a crushing burden of expectation upon marriage. And it leaves people desperately trapped between both unrealistic longing for and terrible fears about marriage. And I get it because I carried a lot of reservations about marriage. Most of my fears were rooted in my own inadequacies or insecurities. My parents were young loves and they divorced young. They divorced when I was still a baby so I was from a blended family. And I say blended, and then squished and then stretched and then blended, and as a young adult, I was a new follower of Christ and as a new follower of Christ I began to experience bumps and hiccups in my dating life. And I could only assume from my own inabilities or maybe lack of exposure to healthy marriage. And I began to confront some deep fears about whether or not I even had to tools or what it would take to have a healthy marriage. I actually have a vivid memory of a dinner that I had with a guy in college that I really respected an admired. We were just sharing some of our hopes for the future and I remember at one point he said this phrase, no matter what, I will only marry someone who comes from a really strong marriage and strong Christian home. He didn’t know my story yet so he wasn’t issuing a judgment on me but I heard the judgment loud and clear, you don’t have what it takes. And every failure that I would encounter in relationships really validated that concern. So people that have experienced a painful past sometimes worry if it might be possible to develop healthy or intimate relationship. Maybe that is you. Maybe you are from a broken home or maybe you have broken relationships or a broken marriage. Maybe you have pain or regret in your past or baggage in your family. I have to tell you that in my desperate prayers this week, I feel like the Lord said to me that He wants to set you free from that fear. The fear that you don’t have anything to offer in marriage, God’s Word tells us in II Corinthians 5, therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old is gone, the new has come. So I want to remind you that you have the worth of the Holy Spirit in you and the same God of miracles that we read about in the Bible is the one at work in your own life. So if you feel like you are ill-equipped for marriage or you are reeling from brokenness, the God of miracles is the one that can overcome any deficiency and any disappointment. And I want to tell you that God has been good to overcome any deficiency in my own marriage and it has been incredible way for God to show me how He has made me new. 
Next, the lie that marriage will complete you. So whether you are already in marriage or you are hoping and praying for it, there is danger in viewing marriage as something that is intended to bring you wholeness. We perceive our own deficiency and we have a desire in marriage for it complete those. God’s Word tells us that we were created exactly as He intended. Ephesians 2, we are God’s workmanship in Christ Jesus. Marriage can be a beautiful partnership when two people complement each other. But desiring for a marriage to make up for all the weaknesses in your life can be very dangerous. 
One of my very good friends says it this way. This is the way she warns singles. She says the idolatry of marriage that is distorted in your single life will in fact destroy your marriage relationship. Carrying those expectations into marriage can be really damaging. That is not a firm foundation on which to build.

So there really is something fascinating though, most of you probably realize in the relationships around you, about the way people tend to be attracted to someone who is so different from them. Joel and I are about as different as they come. If you study any of the personality tests, we have the exact opposite Myers-Briggs, all four letters. On Strengths Finder, we do not have any of the same strengths, not even one. When we drive somewhere I prefer the list of step by step instructions. Joel just never even hits start on the map, he just takes a look at it and zooms. So I am louder and maybe sometimes demanding. Joel, you actually don’t know in his role but he is much quieter and he is definitely more flexible. I say a lot of words, Joel says less words. He asked me if I had a word quota? He tells people like if we have been on a trip or something that he is the headlines and I’m the fine print. Basically, go to me if you want the details. So my love language is acts of service and verbal affirmation and Joel’s love language is food. But when we enjoy a meal, I prefer to share food and have an experience together. Joel does not. Your food, my food, the end. When sleeping, I prefer to have three blankets on and Joel prefers to have three fans on. But it’s not just our preferences. We think differently. We navigate conflict differently and we have different response tendencies. And it is really an odd thing and a magnificent thing how opposites attract. There does seem to be some sort of unconscious desire to find qualities in a mate that one does not possess themselves. It is as if a person is trying to complete a perceived deficiency by choosing someone that would make up for what is lacking. And while it is true that I of course admire so many things in Joel that are different than myself, he does not complete me. I am made whole in the one who fills up. Completeness, wholeness, only comes from our Creator and any perception of something different is setting you up for disaster. The Word promises that He who began a good work in you will be faithful to complete it. And that doesn’t come from marriage or singleness, that comes from God alone. Of course the truth is that many of the things we are attracted to in marriage become the things that drive us crazy. And here’s the problem with that, if you make your spouse or partner or person you are dating the object of your devotion, you are setting them up to failure. You are asking them to meet a need that was not designed by God for them to meet. 

Pastor Tim Keller says it this way. It is an illusion that if we find our one true soulmate, everything wrong with us will be healed. But that makes our beloved into God and no human being can live up to that. 

Marriage was never designed to fulfill you and don’t put pressure on your spouse that only God can bear.

[Joel]

Marriage was designed specifically around this idea of two becoming one. Nina just talked about distortions but there is also the flip side which is that love is aggressive. Love is not passive. Love pursues. Love in not a noun, it is a verb. It is an action. So we want to talk about some pathways or some habits to be most known within marriage. The first is this, seek to understand. There is a big difference between information and knowledge. Most arguments stem not because someone isn’t heard but because someone doesn’t feel understood. In other words, information has been received but understanding has not been achieved. And you guys know this. You know this when you get in an argument, what is going through your brain while the other person is talking? You are putting together a five part Powerpoint on why what they say makes zero sense and why I should receive the Nobel Peace Prize for the way I am working within this, right? Can I just give you a little secret, a little marriage advice? No zinger has ever led to reconciliation in an argument. You get out there and it just comes to you, doesn’t it? That’s funny because what you just said is exactly what your mother says when you can’t stand the way she says it to you. Zing! Like you just cut one and you’re feeling one. Never is the response, oh my goodness, I want to reconcile. The truth bomb you just dropped in my lap, I feel so much better now. No! Listen there is a time for truth telling. What I’m saying though is this, seek first to understand. 
Here’s my checkpoint in whether I am doing this or not. Am I making a statement or am I following up with a question? Because if I’m making a statement, it is usually not a statement, it is usually many statements thrown together, versus is I’m asking a question. So what you are saying is, you work so hard today and then you grab the kids from school and then you come home and you are prepping this and working on that and what you are saying is that some affirmation would help reenergize you for the rest of the day? And it is amazing how when you seek to understand somebody else, it opens up their hearts and it invites them to understand you as well.

I did something a couple days ago. I did a little text survey. I asked a few guys how they feel most known within their relationships. Here’s what a few said. When my sacrifice for my family is noticed and acknowledged, I feel known. When I fail and she gives me grace, I feel known. When I’m heard and respected, I feel known. When I figured out my spouse’s love language, I feel known. When my wife follows me even if she disagrees with me, I feel known. Then I did this, I shot a couple texts back and had those guys ask their ladies the same question and here are a couple responses from the ladies. I feel known when he gives me something I needed or wanted whether it was mentioned at some point or an unspoken need because it shows he notices me. I feel most known in moments of intimacy that are not sexual. When I feel fat or defeated at the end of a week or haven’t met everyone’s needs, it is the moment when I feel most exposed but also most accepted. And then the guy replied in response, I didn’t know there were intimate moments that weren’t sexual! 
[Nina]

So pathways to being truly known. It is important to make time for real connection. It can be so easy to lose connection in marriage and all of a sudden you are just coexisting, living in the same house, maybe sometimes it feels like business partners, not truly connected. But you can’t be truly known in marriage without doing the hard work to stay connected and engaged in each other’s stories. And if you introduce kids into the picture this gets even harder. So much becomes transactional. Quick text asking who is getting the kids from soccer or did you get that email from the teacher about the party on Friday and that becomes the extent of communication. Make it a priority to stay connected. Be a moment maker. Make time for the activities that promote the most connection, that require eye contact that aren’t just sitting in front of the TV together. Have a rhythm in your life to make sure there is time to share. Research is actually showing with the use of electronic devices that people are making less and less eye contact. Look into your spouse’s eyes every day. Joel and I make it a priority to get away here and there for a few days without our kids. We are surprised that is pretty rare for most of our friends. They go many years of not leaving their kids overnight and I would say that those moments where he can be my only priority, those are priceless. So have date nights and inside jokes and send flirty texts, stay connected. But of course we can’t talk about making time for real connection without acknowledging the most intimate form of connection which is sex. Earlier we referenced the Scripture from Genesis 2 and it is also quoted by Paul in Ephesians 5 that a husband and wife are to be united, to become one flesh and that one flesh connection is created whenever a married couple is intimate. It is the gift that God have us to renew our covenant. It is the most powerful way He gave us to help be connected with another human being. It is the most intimate way of being known and loved. 

[Joel] 

Can we just keep talking about that point? I like that point right there! We will connect later! 

[Nina]

We are in church Joel!

[Joel]

The third thing, be a student of your spouse. This Friday I was at the home-going celebration funeral of Scott, a great man, good friend, co-founder of the Southeast White House and at the funeral his wife stood up and said, ‘Scott loved sports, I did not. I love music, Scott couldn’t carry a tune. But here’s how we’ve learned to love in marriage after all these years. My love to Scott was I learned how to play volleyball and we joined the co-ed volleyball team together. And Scott loved me because he learned to carry a tune. And over the past six weeks, Scott has been in hospice and every group of people that came to sit with us while we were in hospice, we would sing songs and every song we sang was Scott saying I love you.’  Be a student of your spouse. Be aware of what they love and when you learn to love those things, they will feel fully known. 

[Nina]

Be known by learning through conflict. An insider’s tip, if you didn’t realize already, it is possible that you might have conflict, right? And it usually happens when your spouse needs to get some things straight. Conflict is really an opportunity to know and be known. We have a relationship specialists who attends our Echo Stage location and has led a number of groups here at the church and also invested in a number of couples and marriages at the church and we called her earlier this week because we wanted to ask her input with this message and she reminded us that most often when you experience conflict, it is because there is a deep need that has not been met. And the way the brain works when we are stressed or angry, our ability to think objectively is high-jacked by the part of our brain that tends to have reflex reactions, fight or flight. So some people become like a tiger, they attack. And some people become like a turtle and they retreat and both are just trying to be safe in their response but our tendency in those situations is to try to use logic to reach the other person but quite often our brain has passed over the place where they can be accessible. So she would say that the next time you are in conflict, take the time to let your brain relax so you can engage personally and then ask yourself what unmet need is at work in this situation and how can I meet it. The more that we are curious about the source of our relational conflicts, the more we can meet each other’s need. It is the gift of being known that comes only through conflict. 

[Joel]

The last thing is this. Speak life into your spouse. Speak life into them. Ephesians 5:18

Be filled with the Spirit, speak to one another with Psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. 

One of the greatest gifts you can give to your spouse is to call out to the Divine about them. Men, do you know that we are called in Ephesians to present our wives? When is the last time you said your spouse’s name to the Almighty? Get a vision for your wife. He gives us revelations and guess what? When you share those revelations with your wife, a lot of times she didn’t even know that about herself. Or if she did, it is a reminder that she needed to hear. 
Listen, wives, your words are powerful to your husband. And not just words of love and appreciation but words of honor and respect carry such deep weight whether you know it or not, whether there is a response or not. They are so important. 
Listen I know there are some of us here today saying it is good and this is fine for healthy people but I’m not in that place of health and I don’t just have a cold, we have cancer in our relationship. Let me pause for a moment and say this, God is our healer. I don’t mean that in an oversimplified way. I mean it this way, that there is nothing that God desires more than to bring reconciliation into broken relationships. Instead of me saying this, there is no better way than to share a testimony about this. 

[Video clip]

I’m Brian. In 2005, I had a 20 year old son that passed away in a drowning accident. Not only did I lose my son at that point but it was driving my wife and I in different directions. I was not the kind of husband I should have been to her. In 2014, I did something that I really shouldn’t have done. Karen tried to forgive me over a couple of years and ultimately it ate at her too much and in July of 2016 she asked me for a divorce. I begged her over and over again not to do it but she had made her mind up so by October of 2016, we were fully divorced and it is hard to describe what came over me but I was sitting at my desk and made a prayer, not to have her back but for her to know how much I loved her. The one thing that the divorce was is that it did a very realization that I could not do everything. I see myself as somebody that needs God to run my life. In early November, our communication started changing. I can’t say why other than God had his hand on it. Around Thanksgiving of last year, through us communicating back and forth a few times, I simply asked her if she would ever consider us getting back together. Her answer to that was maybe. Karen and I have moved our relationship and have just set a date to get remarried May 7th. God did have his hand on that. He answered a prayer. 

[Joel]

Our heart today is that God would pour his love into those that need love and that God would pour his hope into those that need hope. Our heart today is that God would reenergize the relationships that have become lifeless. I know this, most of us here have experienced the hurts that come through broken marriage and broken relationship. Almost all of us have had those experiences but we are not going to allow the enemy to steal the joy of the beautiful picture that God still desires to give to us. We are not going to allow that to happen. Instead we are going to find joy in Him. Here’s the deal, marriage is not God’s purpose, glorifying God is our purpose and marriage becomes beautiful when we step in and glorify Him in the midst. And when we do that, joy and peace and life all come in the backstroke.
Let’s stand and let’s glorify God as we sing this song together. 
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