
The Meaning of Marriage 
Study 3: Marriage Requires Mutual Grace

Read Ephesians 5:31-32

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)

Many of us have no idea about the distinct dysfunctions of our own families 
until our spouse sets their eyes upon it from an outsider’s perspective. We each 
grew up within the confines of our own individual family mess, and therefore 
we really have had no frame of reference to clearly observe and consider that 
what we’ve been living in really wasn’t as ‘normal’ as we had always thought. 
Although, we may have been aware that there was dysfunctional aspects of our 
own family, we failed to see the depths of it or how much it actually affects us 
until we get married to someone independent of our particular mess. 

In His own mysterious and infinite wisdom, God uses the gift of marriage to 
open up our eyes and awaken us to some of the effects of that mess that we 
have hidden deep within the depths of our soul (even if we weren’t aware that 
we were hiding anything).  

All the way back in the beginning, God declared that “it is not good that the man 
should be alone” (Genesis 2:18). God considered His creation of mankind to be 
incomplete apart from relational community. We were created first and 
foremost to experience community with God, but then we were also created for 
the purpose of experiencing community with one another. 
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Therefore, the desire for authentic relationships is a created code within our 
human DNA. However, most of our relationship problems arise when we 
exchange the type of authentic relationship that fulfills our created purpose 
with an artificial replacement that seeks to fulfill our personal pleasure. 

Marriage between a man and a woman was designed to be the most authentic 
relationship a man and a woman could possibly experience. And while God 
uses this relationship to expose the depths of our souls, He also graciously gives 
us this gift to elevate our understanding and growth in Christ. 

❖ Question #1: Why did God say, “It is not good for man to be alone”? In our 
modern age where we have instant access to so many people at once, would 
you say that we are a less lonely society or actually a more lonely society?  

In writing to the Colossians, the apostle Paul encourages Christians to: 

“Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, 
kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one 
has a complaint against another, forgiving each other, as the Lord has forgiven 
you, so you also must forgive” (Colossians 3:12-14). 

One of the beautiful aspects of living in the context of a relationship is the fact 
that it forces us to learn the practice of forgiveness. Those who never experience 
the struggle of having to forgive others fail to grasp the depth of the way in 
which Christ has forgiven us. The command to “forgive” can only be carried out 
in the context of relational community. And perhaps there is no better theatre 
for the art of grace and forgiveness than the home of a husband and a wife.  
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If you haven’t experienced it thus far in your marriage, you will eventually. One 
day your spouse will hurt you. One day your spouse will wrong you. One day a 
conflict may arise and confrontation will ensue. And it’s in these moments that 
we will come to the proverbial fork in the road of our relationship. At this fork, 
we will be forced to choose between two different paths on how to handle the 
conflict. We can either choose the self-centered path of ‘Building Our Case’ or 
we can choose the serve-centered path of ‘Extending God’s Grace’. 

❖ Question #2: Did you grow up in a family where the home was primarily an 
atmosphere of grace or primarily an atmosphere of law and performance? 

Building Our Case 

All the way back to that first married couple in the Garden of Eden, we get a 
glimpse of a particular marriage conflict that has literally set the tone for every 
other marriage conflict that has ever arisen since. In the book of Genesis, we 
read about the original sin of mankind, and it plays itself out like this: 

So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight 
to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its 
fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he 
ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were naked. 
(Genesis 3:6-7)  

In the midst of being tempted to do the very thing that God had commanded 
them not to do, Adam passively watches his wife Eve take and eat the 
forbidden fruit that would bring devastating consequences for them both. 
Adam willingly compromised his wife’s safety in hope that he might have 
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something to gain for himself. He wanted the benefits of what the forbidden 
fruit might bring him, but he didn’t want the responsibility that came with it.  

Therefore when God confronts Adam about the fruit, he quickly builds his case 
on why he was faultless in this matter. He attempts to throw the blame on Eve 
and even worse, he throws some of the blame towards God by declaring, “The 
woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit of the tree, and I 
ate” (Genesis 3:12).  

And then when God confronts Eve about the fruit, she quickly builds her case 
on why she is not to blame for this matter either. She attempts to throw some of 
the blame on her own innocence and also on forces outside of her control by 
declaring, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (Genesis 3:13).  

That first act of defiance and deception that took place in the garden is what 
tainted the soul of man with the sinful condition that breeds self-centeredness 
and self-preservation. This is why men and women throughout history and still 
today are prone to play the victim when challenged with accountability. We 
have a tendency to build our own case and quickly blame others in order to rid 
ourselves of any responsibility.

Their defiance and deception forced God to punish them both with the 
consequences of their decision. The woman would now seek worth and 
validation from the man, and the man would now seek worth and validation 
from his work. Adam is now forced to focus on the ground, Eve is now forced to 
focus on Adam, and both will now find it difficult to remain focused on their 
God. And the reality is that not much has changed all these years later. In his 
book, The Meaning of Marriage, Timothy Keller writes: 

THE MEANING OF MARRIAGE- STUDY 3: MARRIAGE REQUIRES MUTUAL GRACE !4



“Each of us comes to marriage with a disordered inner being.  Many of 
us have sought to overcome self-doubts by giving ourselves to our 
careers.  That will mean we will chose our work over our spouse and 
family to the detriment of our marriage.  Others of us hope that 
unending affection and affirmation from a beautiful, brilliant romantic 
partner will finally make us feel good about ourselves.  That turns the 
relationship into a form of salvation, and no relationship can live up to 
that…Until God has the proper place in my life, I will always be 
complaining that my spouse is not loving me well enough, not respecting 
me enough, not supporting me enough.”1

❖ Question #3: Would you say that you are quick to defend and protect your 
spouse or perhaps quicker to defend and protect yourself?

The original act of defiance and deception that took place in the Garden has 
caused us in our now sinful condition to focus naturally on self-preservation 
and our own self-interests over the interests of others. This leads us to naturally 
want to play the victim whenever conflict arises. The pattern of playing the 
victim in response to marriage conflict usually plays itself out like this:2

❖ First, you begin by building your own case (even if you don’t verbalize it) by 
bending the truth of what happened in your favor and by subtly bringing up 
other unrelated “issues” from your relationship history that proves you are 
the better person in this relationship. 

   Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage, (Penguin Group: 2011), 72-73.1

   John Lynch, Bruce McNicol, Bill Thrall, The Cure, (CrossSection, 2011), 67-68.2
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❖ Next, you become the Judge of the relationship by questioning your spouse’s 
motives and by determining what your spouse ought to do to make things 
right again. 

❖ Next, you become so self-focused and so set on your own self-defense that 
you become completely unaware of what’s going on in the lives of others, and 
every conversation turns into a presentation of your case. You poison the 
minds of others with your distorted viewpoint while polluting your own 
mind to the point of irrationality about what actually took place. 

❖ Now, you’ve reached a point where you will judge your friends based on 
their commitment to your case, and anyone who challenges you or chooses 
not to embrace your bitterness is perceived as an enemy. 

❖ And finally your faith has become so dependent on God doing something on 
your behalf that you begin to distort your theology and beliefs about God in 
order to accommodate Him to your circumstances and the case you’ve built.     

This pattern of playing the victim is a revealing pattern that exposes the depths 
of our natural selfishness and pride. And sadly, until we humble ourselves to 
the point of being able to extend grace and forgiveness, we will find ourselves 
in a joyless condition of feeling unloved and at the same time unloving. 

Building your case will build an impenetrable wall around you that keeps the 
love of others locked out and your love for others locked in. True restoration 
between you and your spouse becomes impossible and constant fighting or 
consistent pretending will be the fate of your marriage future. 

❖ Question #4: What are some excuses that we tend to come up with for not 
forgiving others of their wrongs or sincerely repenting of our own wrongs?  
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Clothe yourselves, all of you, with humility toward one another, for “God 
opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble.” Humble yourselves, therefore, 
under the mighty hand of God so that at the proper time he may exalt you, 
casting all your anxieties on him, because he cares for you. (1 Peter 5:5-7 ESV)   

We all sin in many ways, but if we’re honest with ourselves, one of the most 
frequent ways that we tend to sin is through judging the lives of others. When 
we begin to judge our spouse, we begin to pick apart every flaw and 
imperfection that they have in order to elevate ourselves to the position of being 
the ‘better’ spouse. Like the apostle Peter has written above, rather than self-
exaltation, we ought to pursue God-exaltation that is granted to those who 
receive and extend His grace. Without understanding and administering God’s 
grace, we will continue to hurt those whom we love the most, and we will 
create an environment where neither spouse can perform well enough to fulfill 
the other’s expectations. 

My wife, Kim, used to keep things bottled-up inside of her, and especially the 
stuff that I would do to frustrate her. Therefore, I began to realize that the more 
frustration that she bottled-up inside then the more she would begin to critique 
my every move. Unfortunately, once I began to feel the pressure of having her 
magnifying glass overlooking and examining my every move then I began to 
quickly get defensive in order to fight off the pressure that I was feeling. 

We all hate to feel judged. And even though more times than not I probably did 
something that was worthy of Kim’s frustration, the weight of being judged still 
doesn’t feel good, and it would put me on the defensive. Our Lord hasn’t called 
us to build our own cases against each other in order to validate who’s right 
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and who’s wrong. Our Lord has called us to love, serve, forgive and extend 
grace to one another no matter who’s right or who’s wrong. 

❖ Question #5: What are some of the potential dangers of building our case and 
withholding grace and forgiveness? What will this do to our relationship 
with each other, and what will this do to our relationship with God?

Extending His Grace

The two most important practices in marriage are the practices of forgiveness 
and repentance.  In order to truly resolve conflict and reconcile our relationship, 3

our marriage must maintain an atmosphere that is hospitable to confrontational 
honesty and compassionate love. Keller writes:   

“Love without [honesty] is sentimentality; it supports and affirms us but 
keeps us in denial about our flaws. [Honesty] without love is harshness; 
it gives us information but in such a way that we cannot really hear it.”4

Honesty without love will create division, and love without honesty will create 
delusion. The only way to maintain a marriage environment that promotes 
honesty and love together is for each spouse to become very good at forgiving 
and very good at repenting. Extending mutual grace is the key to keeping 
honesty and love working together. Without this grace, we will either suppress 
honesty in the name of love or sacrifice love in the name of honesty.

  Keller, 163.3

 Ibid., 48.4
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Keller writes:

“One of the most basic skills in marriage is the ability to tell the straight, 
unvarnished truth about what your spouse has done – and then, 
completely, unself-righteously, and joyously express forgiveness without 
a shred of superiority, without making the other person feel small.”5

So how do we go about extending mutual grace through the practice of 
forgiveness and repentance? What if we are willing to forgive, but our spouse is 
unwilling to repent? What if we have willingly repented, but our spouse is 
unwilling to forgive? 

In writing to the church in Galatia, the apostle Paul writes:

“Dear brothers and sisters, if another believer is overcome by some sin, you who 
are godly should gently and humbly help that person back onto the right path. 
And be careful not to fall into the same temptation yourself.” (Galatians 6:1)  

Gentleness and humility manifest themselves from a heart that isn’t trying to 
manipulate or advance its own cause. Gentleness and humility are the fruit of a 
heart that is willingly and authentically desiring to help and bless others. The 
more grace that we can extend toward one another in our marriage the better 
our marriage will be. At the same time, we want to remain careful of extending 
grace at the expense of honesty and the truth. Our Lord is “full of grace and 
truth” (John 1:14), and He calls us to extend His grace while telling the truth.

 Keller, 165.5
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❖ Question #6: What are some of the dangers of primarily speaking the truth 
but without showing gentleness and grace? What are some of the dangers of 
primarily showing grace without ever really telling truth?

So how do we go about maintaining honesty and love through the practice of 
forgiveness and repentance? How do we resolve conflict by extending grace?

Unlike the pattern of building your case, the process of extending God’s grace 
ought to play itself out somewhat like this.6

❖ First, we have to be honest with ourselves that something has hurt us, and 
how we’ve been hurt by it. We cannot be too proud or too ashamed to admit 
that we’ve been hurt because we cannot extend forgiveness until we admit 
that we’ve been sinned against and acknowledge how that sin has effected us. 

❖ Next, we must come to God in prayer and tell Him all about it. We may 
convince ourselves that God doesn’t need to hear our issues, but we are 
promised that the peace of God that transcends all understanding is waiting 
for those who bring everything to Him in prayer (Philippians 4:6-7). 

❖ Next, we must forgive our spouse before God in prayer. We hand over the 
case to God as Judge, and we trust in His character, strength, love and 
protection to heal us from our hurt and the effects of our spouse’s sin. This 
does not resolve the conflict and reconcile the relationship, but this is the only 
thing that truly frees us from the bitterness, resentment and judgment that we 
will hold on to if we don’t forgive and trust God to restore us. Forgiving our 
spouse before God in prayer is the only thing that truly frees us to the point 
of actually being able to extend grace (unmerited forgiveness and love) to my 
spouse before they’ve even asked for it.

 Lynch, McNicol, and Thrall, 72-766
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❖ Now, we wait for our spouse to repent and seek forgiveness. This may take 
longer than we wish, but we cannot demand repentance nor force it. Telling 
our spouse that we forgive them before we’ve given them the opportunity to 
repent will rob them of experiencing their own freedom from the guilt and 
shame of what they’ve done. However, our spouse’s repentance is no longer 
needed to heal our heart (we took care of that when we forgave them before 
God); it is simply needed in order for trust to be restored and the relationship 
to truly be reconciled. 

❖ That being said, when repentance and forgiveness have finally taken place, 
we must not falsely assume that trust has now been completely restored. 
Forgiveness and repentance set the table for trust to be restored, but 
forgiveness and repentance offer no guarantee of fully restored trust. Trust is 
easily and quickly broken, but it is patiently and slowly restored. 

❖ And lastly, we must make sure that we have been pursuing the reconciliation 
of the relationship more so than the mere resolution of conflict. We must 
avoid the quick-fixes (ie. “I’m sorry.”) and be willing to do the harder thing of 
extending grace and giving your spouse the time and the opportunity to 
properly repent of their sin and receive it.               

Extending grace maintains the environment of confrontational honesty and 
compassionate love where no one is addicted to affirming they’re right and no 
one is afraid of admitting they’re wrong.

❖ Question #7: How do you know that you’ve truly forgiven someone before 
God and that your healing is no longer reliant on their repentance?
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Those who never experience the struggle of having to forgive others fail to 
grasp the depth of the way in which Christ has forgiven us. But those who fail 
to understand Christ’s forgiveness will lack the power to persevere in their 
forgiveness of others. 

So how can we make sure that we possess the power we need to extend grace?

The power to extend grace cannot be naturally manufactured but only 
supernaturally reflected. It is a work of God in us, and it is a work of God 
through us. Trying really really hard in our own strength to extend grace and 
forgiveness will not work. As we are regenerated by the power of the Holy 
Spirit and have the eyes of our hearts enlightened to the reality of our Lord 
dying on the cross for us in order to forgive us while we were yet His enemies, 
then we will find ourselves properly humbled and profoundly empowered to 
extend this same kind of grace to those who have sinned against us. The gospel 
of our Lord and what He has done for us gives us no reason for building our 
case and every reason for extending God’s grace.  

❖ Question #8: Why are we so prone to judge others (especially our spouse), 
and when we do judge others what are we ultimately saying about ourselves? 
How is playing the victim, building our case and judging others not in step 
with the truth of the gospel?
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Summary Statements:

❖ Those who never experience the struggle of having to forgive others fail to grasp 
the depth of the way in which Christ has forgiven us. 

❖ Building your case will build an impenetrable wall around you that keeps the love 
of others locked out and your love for others locked in.

❖ The only way to maintain a marriage environment that promotes honesty and 
love together is for each spouse to become very good at forgiving and very good 
at repenting.

❖ The gospel of our Lord and what He has done for us gives us no reason for 
building our case and every reason for extending God’s grace.


