
MARRIAGE IS GLORIOUS BUT HARD 
THE MEANING OF MARRIAGE: SESSION ONE 

A man shall leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become 
one flesh.  This is a profound mystery…  (Ephesians 5:31-32) 

As anyone who has been married for any significant amount of time can tell you, marriage 
has a way of changing people. You assume you know someone until you experience married 
life with them. And one of the main reasons for this unforeseen and unexpected change in 
yourself and the person you have married is the fact that marriage has a way exposing 
things about you that even you yourself may have been unaware of all along. A spouse has a 
way of sifting out some of the deepest and darkest areas of your soul.  

We all desire to have healthy marriages, but many of us (if not all of us) are unprepared for 
everything that lies ahead of us when we enter into this covenant relationship of marriage. 
Within weeks of your wedding day, the amount of exposure that is experienced can be a bit 
unnerving. But God knows what he is doing in the way that he has designed marriage, and 
so we can find great hope in having the healthy marriage that we all desire by making sure 
that we understand the design and the Designer of this mystery called marriage. 

• Question: How would you define the meaning and purpose of marriage? 

The Bible is a book that begins with a wedding (Adam and Eve) and then ends with a new 
wedding and the ultimate wedding reception (Christ and his church). The Bible reveals that 
God is the Creator and Designer of marriage, and so any hope of success in marriage lies in 
our understanding and submission to his design and purposes for it.  

Think of entering a race: If you are to have any hope of finishing the race and enjoying it in 
the process then you will certainly need to pay attention to the rules and the specific course 
that has been given for that particular race. If you were to ignore the rules of the course and 
just ran however and wherever you pleased then you would certainly diminish your chances 
of success and more than likely end up completely lost and exhausted in the process.          
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And so, as we begin this study on the meaning of marriage, we must start by highlighting 
two big principles that set the course for a successful marriage. 

1. Marriage is a sacred relationship instituted and designed by God. 
2. Marriage was designed to be a reflection of the way that God loves us in Christ. 

A clear understanding of what Christ has done for us through his life, work and the cross 
helps us better understand the meaning and purpose of marriage, and so marriage itself 
ought to also help us gain a better understanding of the life, work and cross of Christ.  

Paraphrasing a definition given by Timothy Keller, we can properly define marriage as a 
lifelong covenant relationship between a man and a woman that reflects God’s love for us in 
Christ, refines our own character and creates the most appropriate community for human 
flourishing and the birth and nurture of children.   1

[Brian] Three weeks into my marriage with my wife (Kim), I found her one Sunday up in our 
room crying on the floor next to our bed. When I asked her what was wrong, she looked at 
me and said, “You bend your back for everyone in your life, but what about me?” Those 
words floored me immediately that day and set me on a completely different course than 
the one I was cruising on at the time.   

Like many of us, I had no idea how selfish I was until I got married. Prior to marrying Kim, I 
did what I wanted to do and whenever I wanted to do it. In doing so, I had failed to realize 
that the guy I was making myself out to be was not in touch and completely blind to the 
reality of who I really was underneath the surface. I am so thankful that Kim had the courage 
to call me out so early in our marriage because if she hadn’t there is a really good chance 
that our marriage would have quickly become difficult and full of tension.   

The Bible is unashamedly clear that we all make many mistakes.  And so if that is true, then 2

what do we expect might happen when one person who makes many mistakes decides to 
join forces and marry another person who makes many mistakes as well?  

   Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage, (Penguin Group: 2011), 161

   see James 3:22
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Will two people who make many mistakes not make many more mistakes together? The 
Bible is refreshingly real about what our expectations should be as we head into marriage.  

And so, as we begin to consider God’s design for marriage, we ought to begin by being real 
and honest about the fact that marriage is meant to be glorious, but marriage is also going 
to be hard.  

When two selfish people try to come together to make one sacrificial union, it is going to 
present its fair share of difficulties and challenges.      

Me vs. We 

The Enlightenment of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries altered the way that we 
thought about the meaning of man’s existence. It took people in Western society from a 
more focused pursuit of the common good to a more focused pursuit of the fulfillment of 
the individual. Keller describes the effect that this had on the institution of marriage: Rather 
than getting married to carry out responsibilities to God or the good of society, marriage 
became more “privatized”, and people started to get married with the primary focus of 
trying to find personal gratification.   3

Keller continues:  

“Marriage used to be a public institution for the common good, and now it is a private 
arrangement for the satisfaction of the individuals. Marriage used to be about us, but 
now it is about me. But ironically, this newer view of marriage actually puts a crushing 
burden of expectation on marriage and on spouses in a way that more traditional 
understandings never did. And it leaves us desperately trapped between both 
unrealistic longings for and terrible fears about marriage.”  4

   Keller, 283

   Ibid., 294
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We now live in a culture and society where marriage is primarily about ME rather than being 
about WE. And tragically, more often than not continuing to live as two individuals will result 
in a marriage that won’t last. Because of this modern focus on our own personal gratification, 
we have come to expect way too much from our spouses, and unfortunately they have no 
way of living up to these expectations no matter how hard they try.  

[Brian] Kim grew up surrounded by relationships where one person in the relationship 
depended entirely on the other person for their sense of self-worth and purpose. So in the 
beginning of our relationship, she assumed that I would be the one who would make her life 
complete and the one who would be able to give her that ultimate sense of worth and 
purpose. However, I understood that there was no way that I would ever be able to provide 
that level of satisfaction and security for her which led me to continually steer her towards 
the only type of relationship that could do that for her — which was a relationship with Jesus.  

It was not an immediate or easy process because my own understanding of relationships 
had also been tainted from previous relationships in my own past. But Jesus got us through 
these false expectations and misunderstandings as we both began to learn how to truly trust 
and rely upon him rather than relying completely on one another.   

So, thankfully, early on in our marriage, we understood that true satisfaction, security and 
salvation comes through a relationship with Christ and not our marriage. If we look to each 
other as our ultimate source of hope in this life then what’s going to happen when one of us 
begins to let the other person down? How often do many of us fail to realize that placing all 
of our hope in another person is an unstable place to rest our greatest amount of hope?  

In his book, You and Me Forever, Francis Chan writes: 

“Many people will tell you to focus on your marriage, to focus on each other; but we 
discovered that focusing on God’s mission made our marriage amazing.”   5

   Francis Chan, You and Me Forever, (Francis & Lisa Chan: 2014), 115
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Me-centered marriages are the ones that are constantly looking for personal gratification 
and self-satisfaction. As a couple in the game of baseball, have you ever said or heard 
someone else say something like this, “As soon as the offseason starts then it’s my time” or 
“You don’t understand. I have a lot on me, and I really need to focus on my career right now.” 
Me-centered marriages will naturally produce a lot of me-centered statements.  

As Keller states: 

“[Those with a me-centered mindset] want a spouse who is fun, intellectually 
stimulating, sexually attractive, with many common interests, and who, on top of it all, 
is supportive of their personal goals and of the way they are living now.”  6

When we enter into a marriage maintaining a me-centered mindset then we are expecting a 
spouse who will sacrifice themselves for us without requiring any big sacrifices from us. Me-
centered marriages are actually looking for and expecting Mr. or Mrs. Perfect when the truth 
of the matter is there is no such thing.  

Marriage is a glorious institution that has been designed and instituted by a good and 
gracious God, but we will only see and experience its gloriousness once we begin to 
understand the love of Christ and the life that he has called us to live. The love of God 
demonstrated in the life, work and cross of Christ ought to provide us with the Biblical vision 
and understanding that marriage was not designed to deliver self-fulfillment, but rather it 
was designed in a way that demands self-sacrifice.  

• Question: Read Philippians 2:3-8. If we devoted ourselves to living with this kind of 
humility then what implications might this have on your marriage? What might your 
marriage look like if this was your central theme and focus? 

  

   Keller, 326
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Self-fulfillment vs. Self-sacrifice 

One of our Lord’s attributes is his immutability (unchangeable).  God doesn’t change. He is 7

unchanging in is his nature, character, desire and his covenant faithfulness.   

However, we as human beings are the complete opposite of immutable. Not only do we 
have a natural tendency to be one person today and another person tomorrow, more often 
than not there are things about ourselves that actually need to be changed in order to make 
a relationship with another human being work. If we assume that we don’t need to change 
anything about ourselves then we are somewhat arrogantly proclaiming that we’ve “arrived” 
— that we have somehow achieved a reasonable and respectable level of immutability.  

Now, of course nobody ultimately desires to change, but we must be willing to accept the 
reality and come to the realization that we ALL have areas in our lives that are truly a mess 
and need to be addressed. One of the main reasons why marriage can be so difficult is 
because it has a profound way of exposing our mess and forcing us to address our flaws.   

• Question: How do you handle changes that need to be made in your life? How do you 
handle indications from your spouse/fiancé that changes might need to be made? 

One huge problem regarding change within a marriage is that we are all more prone to see 
the need for change in our spouse than we are to see the need for change in ourselves. And 
so what happens is that one spouse often assumes that they are the ones who need to take 
control of the marriage by making sure the other spouse changes in a way that fulfills their 
own needs and expectations of the relationship.  

It is safe to say that nobody likes to be controlled (or to feel controlled) by their spouse and 
repeatedly shown the various ways in which they are failing to measure up to their spouse’s 
expectations. Although we all have things about ourselves that need to be addressed and 
changed, again a marriage based on self-fulfillment and self-desire simply demands way too 
much from the other spouse in the marriage.    

   see James 1:177
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Our Lord hasn’t called us to take on the responsibility of changing our spouse. Instead, he 
has called us to love them unconditionally and to serve them through self-denial and self-
sacrifice. He alone possesses the power to change a person.  
  
Stanley Hauerwas, an ethics professor at Duke University, makes the following insight:   

“Destructive to marriage is the self-fulfillment ethic that assumes marriage and the 
family are primarily institutions of personal fulfillment, necessary for us to become 
‘whole’ and happy. The assumption is that there is someone just right for us to marry 
and that if we look closely enough we will find the right person. This assumption 
overlooks a crucial aspect to marriage. It fails to appreciate the fact that we always 
marry the wrong person. We never know whom we marry; we just think we do. Or 
even if we first marry the right person, just give it a while and he or she will change. 
For marriage, being [the enormous thing it is] means we are not the same person 
after we have entered it. The primary problem is… learning how to love and care for 
the stranger to whom you find yourself married.”    8

• Question: What are your thoughts or view on the idea of “soul mates”? 

The Secret to Success 

In referencing the original marriage at the beginning of human history, the apostle Paul 
declares marriage between a man and a woman to be a profound mystery. In calling 
marriage a mystery, he is implying that the true meaning of marriage can only be properly 
understood with further revelation from God and with the help of the Holy Spirit. But then 
Paul goes on to immediately say that this further revelation has now been revealed in the 
fact that marriage “refers to Christ and the church” (Ephesians 5:32).    

And so the mystery of marriage from the beginning of creation (see Genesis 2:24) has now 
been revealed in the way that marriage was designed by God to be a reflection of Christ’s 
eternal relationship to the church. This is the mystery revealed and the secret to success.  

   Keller, 37-388
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Our Lord sacrificed everything in order to give us everything. He did not look out for his own 
needs and interests but humbled himself to the point of taking care of our greatest needs 
and interests no matter what it ended up costing him.   

And so, we can read Paul’s commands regarding the roles of husbands and wives and 
realize that they do not merely reflect the culture of his day but present God’s design for 
marriage as a reflection of Christ’s love for us. 

God did not create us in order to fulfill each others needs. If that was the case then we would 
experience no felt need for Jesus. Only our relationship with Jesus possesses the power to 
fulfill our soul’s deepest needs and longings, but until we accept and realize that, we will 
remain in a constant state of being insecure and unsatisfied. We will try to gain control over 
the marriage relationship, and we’ll end up crushing our spouse with expectations in the 
process. The secret to success lies in the power and pattern of the gospel.   

In the words of Francis Chan: 

“Most marriage problems are not really marriage problems, they are God problems. 
They can be traced back to one, or both, having a poor relationship with God, or a 
faulty understanding of him. An accurate picture of God is vital to a healthy marriage. 
It's vital to everything.”    

Somehow we have bought into this illusion that if we find our “soul mate” then our lives will 
be complete and everything that has gone wrong in life will now go right. However, such an 
illusion inevitably turns our spouse into our god, and nobody can live up to that expectation.  

Two don’t become one in order to complete and fulfill each other. We will not find ultimate 
satisfaction, security and salvation in the person that we are married to; we will only begin to 
find such things in the purpose of marriage as given by the God who designed it.  

God’s design and purpose for marriage doesn’t offer us a choice between fulfillment and 
sacrifice; it provides us with the opportunity for mutual fulfillment through mutual sacrifice. 
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