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God’s Design For Marriage (Genesis 2:15-25; Ephesians 5:1, 22-32)

God designed marriage to be:

· A permanent relationship providing companionship, happiness, sexual pleasure, and mutual enrichment.

· An intimate relationship built on love, security, respect, and teamwork.

· A “classroom for two” where we learn about giving and receiving love, and living together in partnership.

· The foundational relationship for family life.

· Based on love as deep as Christ’s love for I Us church.

The Reality of Relationships after the Fall (Genesis 3:1-24)

· Fear and self-protection inhibit the intimacy we long for. We deeply desire a Genesis 2 relationship, but live in a Genesis 3 world.

· Despite our best “mate selection efforts” our partner is not perfect (and neither are we!)

· All couples experience conflict and disagreements. The concept of reconciliation is a key element in a Christ-centered marriage.

Why Marriages Drift

It may seem a bit odd to talk in a marriage enrichment seminar about what contributes to marriage partners losing their sense of oneness. However, being aware of contributing factors is crucial you continue to build and maintain a strong foundation in your marriage. According to research, the reasons that couples divorce or individuals report being unhappy in their marriages tend to fall into the following four categories:

· Emotional connection or friendship diminishes or is lost.

· Partners no longer feel important to or valued by each other.

· There is a lack of willingness to accept differences. 

· Conflict is not managed constructively.

When these patterns are present, marital satisfaction wanes. This can lead to an “empty shell” relationship.

Building a Strong Foundation (Romans 12)

If relationships drill for the above reasons, it makes sense that our marriages can thrive when we concentrate on the following:

· Build emotional connection and friendship by treating your partner as you would a valued friend. Fairness and respect as well as love are key ingredients in an intimate relationship.

· Seek to really know your partner as a person, not just as your husband or wife. What are his/her hopes and dreams? What are the gifts God has blessed them with? Learn your partner’s “love language” and speak it frequently. Remember that your partner is a unique person, and that he/she is not an extension of you!

· Accept less than perfect aspects of your relationship. All marriages contain elements of disappointment.

· Learn to attack problems and not each other. Developing effective strategies to manage conflict constructively is vital for your marriage to stay strong.

Paying Attention to Marriage and Family Transitions

In the same way that our lives change as we move from childhood to old age, we experience different stages through the years in our marriages as well. Understanding your current “marital stage” with all its joys and stressors can be helpful as you continue to grow together as partners through the seasons of life.

· All marriages go through transitions. Developmental transitions are the result of expected changes that take place through the years. Accidental transitions are the result of unexpected changes that occur in our lives.

· Times of transition (whether positive or negative) can create disequilibrium.

· The source of this disequilibrium is often related to changing roles or responsibilities, or to value conflicts.

· Navigating transitions successfully will lead to a stronger marriage. However, if transitions are nut recognized or addressed, marriages can drift and closeness erodes.

· During times of transition core values should not change, but new ways to communicate them must be developed.

· Relationship strain is absolutely normal during times of transition.

· During times of change, seek the support of others walking a similar road.

Sources of Dissatisfaction in Relationships

Conflict can occur for a variety of reasons and over a variety of issues in a relationship. Some of the most common sources of marital conflict are:

· Miscommunication

· Unmet expectations

· Individual issues which negatively impact the relationship

· Differing values or outlooks

· Relationship changes through the years

· Living stress-filled and complicated lives

Four Common (But Destructive) Patterns When Conflict Occurs

In the “heat of battle” we all fall short of managing conflict constructively. At times we say or do things we later regret, and we have to be willing to make amends when we are in the wrong. Researchers at the University of Denver have identified four destructive patterns couples often exhibit in attempting to resolve conflict. They are destructive because they result in relationship wounds and almost guarantee that the problem won’t get solved. These four patterns are:

· Escalation. Emotions flair, tempers rise, and zingers fly as each brings up topics in an attempt to put their partner in a bad light. The message received? “You protect yourself by putting me down.”

· Invalidation. The partner’s efforts are not acknowledged or their perspective is put down by sarcasm, inappropriate humor, or criticism. The message received? “I am not important to you.”

· Negative Interpretation. Negative intent is read into the partner’s words or behavior. Conclusions are drawn without checking out the assumptions that are being made. The message received? “You don’t believe me or trust my motives.”

· Avoidance or withdrawal. Important (but touchy) issues are avoided. However, if they do come up, they are either talked about quickly or one partner shuts down, changes the subject, or walks out. Topics are not fully discussed and any agreements made are typically not long lasting. The message received? “You don’t care enough about me to deal with real concerns”

A Four-Step Model for Solving Problems as a Team

Conflict is inevitable in any relationship as problems — some expected, some not expected — occur. How differences are addressed is crucial not only in developing effective solutions, but in maintaining a positive working relationship between the parties involved. The following is a 4-step model for solving problems constructively.

Step 1: Have a full discussion: The goal of Step 1 is to clarify and understand the issues involved. Each person should Fe committed to understanding the other’s point of view.

· Practice the “Golden Rule”: seek to understand as well as be understood

· Paraphrase what you have heard for greater clarity

· Focus in this step on getting all information and perspectives “on the table”

Step 2: Work together to find a solution: The goal of Step 2 is to consider options and then decide how to solve the problem. Remember - attack the problem, not each other!

· Decide first exactly what issue you want to resolve

· Brainstorm all possible solutions

· Consider the ramifications of each solution offered.

· Agree on a course of action

Step 3: Make a Plan: The goal of Step 3 is to begin to take action on the agreements made.

· Be sure to specify who, what, where, when and how in following up on the agreed upon solution.

· It is sometimes helpful to write out the agreement made.

Step 4: Follow-up: The goal of Step 4 is to see if the agreements made are working.

· Put a date on the calendar for a follow-up discussion

· Evaluate together how the process is going – no zingers

· Decide what to do next (go back through steps 1 and 2, if necessary)

When followed, these steps can lead to positive solutions and keep people working together as a team. Not managing conflict constructively car have a negative impact far beyond the initial area of concern.
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