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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

FRONT MATTER 

 

AUTHOR'S PREFACE: WHY THIS BOOK IS DIFFERENT 

I never wanted to write this book. 

Not because the topic is difficult—though God knows it is—but because I never wanted the 
qualifications to write it. I've sat across from too many couples whose worlds imploded on 
a Tuesday afternoon. I've held the hands of betrayed spouses whose bodies shake with 
sobs they didn't know they had. I've watched unfaithful partners carry guilt so heavy they 
can barely breathe. I've walked through my own valley of marital devastation, where the 
geography of brokenness became familiar terrain. 

This book exists because the ones that already exist weren't enough. 

Most Christian books on infidelity fall into one of two categories: the "seven steps to restore 
your marriage" variety that treats adultery like a home improvement project, or the "biblical 
grounds for divorce" treatises that reduce the most devastating relational crisis to a legal 
question. Both approaches, while perhaps well-intentioned, fail to meet people in the 
actual wreckage of their lives. 

The performance-based recovery model says: Follow these steps. Do these things. Perform 
correctly and your marriage will be restored. It's spiritual pragmatism dressed in Bible 
verses, and it leaves both partners feeling like failures when the timeline doesn't match the 
manual, when triggers show up uninvited, when forgiveness feels impossible, when the 
simple act of sitting in the same room feels like drowning. 

I'm offering something different: a grace-centered approach that acknowledges you're both 
broken people attempting something that may be impossible, and that God meets you in 
the impossibility, not beyond it. 

For Both the Betrayed and the Unfaithful 

Here's what makes this book unusual: I refuse to choose sides. 

Most infidelity books are written for one partner or the other. Books for betrayed spouses 
often veer into victimhood that becomes identity. Books for unfaithful partners sometimes 
minimize the devastation or rush toward "you're forgiven, now move on." Both approaches 
fail to recognize that healing—if it comes at all—requires both partners to do completely 
different work at completely different paces while attempting to stay in the same marriage. 
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If you're the betrayed partner, I will not ask you to minimize your pain, rush your grief, or 
forgive on anyone's timeline but your own. I will not spiritualize your trauma or suggest that 
your rage is unbiblical. I will not tell you that you must stay. But I will also challenge you to 
examine what healing looks like beyond revenge, what trust means in a post-betrayal 
marriage, and how to move forward without becoming permanently defined by what was 
done to you. 

If you're the unfaithful partner, I will not let you hide behind excuses, minimize the 
devastation, or control the timeline of your spouse's healing. I will not allow you to position 
yourself as the victim because your partner won't "just get over it." But I will also 
acknowledge your own grief, your genuine remorse, your exhaustion with being defined by 
your worst moment, and your own need for grace as you attempt to become someone 
different than the person who did this thing. 

Both of you are reading this from different rooms in the same burning house. What works 
for one of you may wound the other. That's the terrible reality of infidelity—it devastates you 
asymmetrically while demanding you heal together. 

A Ragamuffin's Guide to Redemption 

Brennan Manning wrote: "The gospel of grace is the good news that Jesus Christ came for 
sinners, that He came for those who are struggling and suffering and scarred and broken, 
that He came for those who are outside the church and inside the church who are full of 
shame and regret." 

I'm writing as a ragamuffin—a broken person who ministers from brokenness rather than 
from arrival. I don't come to you as someone who has it all figured out, but as someone 
who has walked through fire and discovered that God shows up in the flames, not just on 
the other side of them. 

The ragamuffin approach means: 

• Grace over performance: You don't heal by doing everything right. You heal by 
showing up honestly in your brokenness. 

• Truth without condemnation: We name sin as sin and devastation as devastation, 
but we don't weaponize truth or withhold grace. 

• Mess before cleaning up: God meets you in your mess. You don't have to clean 
yourself up before you're worthy of healing. 

• Process over arrival: There is no "fixed" or "healed" destination. There's only the 
daily choice to stay in the work. 
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This book is not about restoring the marriage you had. That marriage is dead. It died the 
moment the affair was discovered, and no amount of Christian effort will resurrect it. What 
I'm offering is the possibility—not the guarantee—of building something different from the 
rubble. Something more honest. Something built on truth instead of illusion. Something 
that acknowledges you're both broken and that brokenness might actually be better soil for 
real intimacy than the false perfection that came before. 

What You Won't Find Here 

You won't find: 

• A timeline for how long healing "should" take 

• A guarantee that your marriage will survive 

• Minimization of the devastation 

• Cheap grace that doesn't require real change 

• Spiritual platitudes that don't match real life 

• Blame placed entirely on one partner 

• The suggestion that prayer alone fixes everything 

What You Will Find Here 

You will find: 

• Permission to not be okay 

• Acknowledgment that infidelity is trauma, not just sin 

• Space for both grief and hope 

• Practical guidance grounded in theological truth 

• Recognition that both partners are in different kinds of pain 

• Honest assessment of when a marriage can't be saved 

• The possibility of redemption without promised outcomes 

"The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases; His compassions never fail. They are new 
every morning; great is Your faithfulness." (Lamentations 3:22-23, NASB) 

Even in this. Especially in this. 
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The prophet wrote those words from exile, from the devastation of everything he knew. The 
steadfast love of God doesn't mean the marriage survives. It means God's compassion 
shows up in the wreckage, whether the wreckage leads to rebuilding or to dignified endings. 

A Final Word Before You Begin 

This book will be hard to read. Some chapters will feel like they're written specifically to 
wound you. Some truths will make you angry. Some challenges will feel impossible. That's 
okay. Take breaks. Throw the book across the room if you need to. Come back when you're 
ready. 

Healing is not linear. Neither is this book's impact on you. 

I'm honored to walk this path with you, even though I wish you didn't have to walk it at all. 

Grace and peace, 
Jeff 
A ragamuffin pastor who knows the geography of brokenness 

 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK 

For Couples Working Together 

If you're attempting to heal your marriage together, this book can be a shared resource, 
but please hear this: Do not expect to read it at the same pace or have the same 
reaction to the same chapters. 

Suggested approach: 

• Read individually first, not aloud together 

• Use different colored highlighters or sticky notes for your own reflections 

• Some chapters are written specifically for the betrayed partner; others for the 
unfaithful partner. Read both, but recognize which one is speaking directly to you 

• Schedule times to discuss what you've read, but don't force conversation if either of 
you isn't ready 

• Have a neutral third party (therapist or pastor) facilitate discussions about difficult 
chapters 

• It's okay if one of you stops reading while the other continues—different timelines 
are normal 
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Ground rules for couples reading together: 

• No weaponizing what you read ("See, the book says you're supposed to...") 

• No demanding that your partner feel what you feel about a particular chapter 

• No setting timelines based on the book's structure 

• Permission to say "I need to process this alone before we talk" 

• Agreement that either partner can call a timeout on book discussions 

Reality check: Some of you will discover through reading this book that your marriage 
cannot or should not be saved. That's a legitimate outcome. This book failing to save your 
marriage doesn't mean you failed. Sometimes the most redemptive path leads through 
dignified ending rather than forced continuation. 

For Individual Healing 

If you're reading this alone—whether because you're not sure about saving the marriage, 
your spouse refuses to engage, or you're already separated—this book is still for you. 

For the betrayed partner reading alone: 

• You don't need your spouse's participation to heal 

• Your healing is not dependent on their remorse or their work 

• Some chapters addressed to the unfaithful partner may help you understand their 
internal experience—but don't use this understanding to excuse them 

• You may need to grieve the marriage you thought you had before you can decide 
about the marriage you might build 

• Reading this book doesn't obligate you to reconciliation 

For the unfaithful partner reading alone: 

• If your spouse won't read this with you, that's a consequence, not a punishment 

• Do your own work regardless of whether they engage 

• Don't use this book to pressure your spouse toward forgiveness 

• The chapter on "When the marriage can't be saved" isn't permission to quit—it's 
honest assessment 

• Your genuine change matters whether the marriage survives or not 
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For those already separated or divorced: 

• This book can still help you process what happened 

• Healing from infidelity isn't dependent on reconciliation 

• Understanding the dynamics may help you avoid repeating patterns 

• You can rebuild trust in yourself even if you can't rebuild the marriage 

For Pastors and Counselors 

If you're walking with a couple through this devastation, thank you. This work is brutal, 
and you need support too. 

How to use this book in pastoral care: 

• Don't assign it as homework without discussing it 

• Read it yourself first—all of it—before recommending it 

• Recognize that some couples aren't ready for this level of honesty 

• Use Appendix D ("For Pastors and Counselors") as a companion guide 

• This book doesn't replace professional counseling—it supplements it 

• Be prepared for people to be angry at parts of this book (and possibly at you for 
recommending it) 

Warning signs this book isn't appropriate yet: 

• Active safety concerns (domestic violence, immediate suicide risk) 

• The affair is still ongoing 

• Less than 2 weeks since disclosure (they're in crisis, not ready for processing) 

• Either partner is in active psychosis or severe mental health crisis 

• The unfaithful partner shows no genuine remorse 

When this book is most helpful: 

• After initial crisis has stabilized 

• When both partners are genuinely asking "Is this salvageable?" 

• As a companion to professional counseling 

• When couples have hit a wall in their recovery 
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• For pastoral support of long-term healing (6+ months post-disclosure) 

Content Warnings and Self-Care 

This book contains: 

• Frank discussions of sexual betrayal and infidelity 

• Descriptions of emotional and psychological trauma 

• Discussion of suicidal ideation 

• References to sexual abuse and childhood trauma 

• Honest language about rage, despair, and hatred 

• Discussion of divorce as sometimes the right choice 

• References to spiritual abuse and church hurt 

This book does not contain: 

• Graphic sexual descriptions 

• Explicit details of affairs 

• Gratuitous trauma content 

• Condemned or "othered" portrayals of the divorced 

Self-Care While Reading 

Physical responses to reading this book are normal: 

• Increased heart rate when reading triggering content 

• Tears or rage while reading 

• Nightmares after reading certain chapters 

• Inability to finish chapters in one sitting 

• Physical symptoms of anxiety (tight chest, shallow breathing, nausea) 

Recommended self-care practices: 

• Don't read before bed if you notice sleep disruption 

• Keep a journal nearby to process reactions 

• Have your therapist's number readily available 
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• Take breaks between chapters—this isn't a race 

• Practice grounding techniques when triggered (5-4-3-2-1 sensory awareness) 

• Don't read in bed if your bedroom feels unsafe 

• Have a trusted friend on standby for check-ins 

When to stop reading and seek immediate help: 

• Suicidal thoughts become plans 

• Violent thoughts toward yourself or your spouse become intrusive 

• You experience flashbacks or dissociation that doesn't resolve 

• You find yourself unable to function in daily life 

• Old addictions or destructive coping mechanisms resurface 

Crisis Resources: 

• National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 988 

• Crisis Text Line: Text HOME to 741741 

• National Domestic Violence Hotline: 1-800-799-7233 

• Your therapist's emergency contact 

• Your local hospital emergency room 

A Permission Slip 

You have permission to: 

• Not finish this book 

• Skip chapters that feel too raw 

• Disagree with me 

• Throw this book across the room 

• Read it out of order 

• Take six months between chapters 

• Never discuss it with your spouse 

• Use only the parts that help and ignore the rest 
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This book is a tool, not a mandate. Use it in whatever way serves your healing. 

Scripture as Foundation 

Throughout this book, all Scripture quotations are from the New American Standard Bible 
(NASB) unless otherwise noted. I've chosen the NASB for its literal accuracy while 
remaining readable—because in this season of your life, you need truth you can stand on, 
not approximations. 

Each chapter includes key Scriptures not as spiritual band-aids, but as theological 
anchors. When everything feels like it's shifting, God's Word remains steady. That doesn't 
make the pain less, but it does mean you're not alone in it. 

"The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit." (Psalm 
34:18, NASB) 

He's near. Even when He feels absent. Even in this. 

Now take a breath. Say a prayer if you can. And turn the page when you're ready. 

There's no rush. 

  



12 
 

AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

INTRODUCTION: THE EARTHQUAKE 

WHEN EVERYTHING SHATTERS 

 

The Moment of Discovery 

There is a before and an after. 

Before, you had a marriage. Maybe it wasn't perfect—whose is?—but it was yours. You 
knew its rhythms, its patterns, its shared history. You knew who you were in it. You knew the 
story you were living. 

Then came the moment. 

Maybe it was a text message that appeared on a locked screen. Maybe it was a credit card 
statement with a hotel charge in a city where your spouse wasn't supposed to be. Maybe it 
was lipstick on a collar, a confession in a therapy session, or the sick feeling in your gut that 
finally got confirmed when you asked the question you'd been afraid to ask. 

Maybe it was the phone call from the other person's spouse. 

However it came, everything that was solid became liquid. The ground beneath your feet 
opened up, and you fell into a darkness you didn't know existed. Your heart rate spiked. 
Your hands went numb. The room started spinning. You couldn't catch your breath. Time 
stopped and accelerated simultaneously. 

This is what trauma feels like from the inside. 

For the betrayed partner, that moment of discovery is a demarcation line that divides your 
entire life into "before I knew" and "after I knew." Nothing will ever be the same. Every 
memory is now suspect. Every "I love you" is now questionable. Every late night at work, 
every business trip, every "just friends" relationship—all of it gets re-examined through the 
lens of betrayal. Your past is being rewritten without your permission, and your future just 
evaporated. 

The person you trusted most in the world just became the person who hurt you most in the 
world. 

And for the unfaithful partner—whether you were caught or finally confessed—this is the 
moment your hidden life collides with your real life, and the explosion destroys them both. 
The secret you've been carrying just detonated. The compartmentalization you worked so 
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hard to maintain just collapsed. You watch your spouse's face as the truth hits them, and 
you realize: I did this. I am the one who caused this devastation. 

Some of you confessed because guilt became unbearable. Some of you got caught and 
wish you'd confessed first. Some of you minimized what you revealed, still protecting parts 
of the truth. Some of you told everything and watched the color drain from your spouse's 
face as each detail landed like a blow. 

Whatever the circumstances, discovery is an earthquake. And like all earthquakes, the 
initial shock is just the beginning. The aftershocks—sometimes worse than the original 
quake—come for months, even years. 

This book begins here, in the wreckage, because there's no other honest place to start. 

 

The Spiritual Crisis of Betrayal 

But infidelity isn't just relational devastation. It's spiritual devastation. 

Somewhere along the way, the church started treating adultery as primarily a moral failure 
requiring repentance and forgiveness, as if it were the same category as losing your temper 
or gossiping about a neighbor. This theological reductionism fails to account for the 
spiritual crisis that betrayal creates—not just for the unfaithful partner, but especially for 
the betrayed. 

For the betrayed partner, infidelity creates a crisis of faith that goes something like 
this: 

Where was God when this was happening? 

You prayed for your marriage. You asked God to protect your family. You trusted that 
because you were faithful, because you were doing it "right," because you were following 
biblical principles, your marriage was safe. And it wasn't. 

While you were praying for your spouse's safety on that business trip, they were in bed with 
someone else. While you were asking God to bless your marriage, your spouse was carrying 
on a double life. While you were believing the best, assuming loyalty, extending trust—all 
the things Christian marriage books told you to do—you were being systematically 
betrayed. 

So where was God? 

The spiritual crisis goes deeper: If I can't trust my spouse, how can I trust God? After all, 
you can't see God. You can't verify His faithfulness the way you thought you could verify 
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your spouse's. If the person you could see and touch and hold betrayed you, what about 
the God you've never seen? 

The psalms of lament suddenly make terrible sense: 

"My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? Far from my help are the words of my 
groaning. My God, I cry out by day, but You do not answer; and by night, but I have no rest." 
(Psalm 22:1-2, NASB) 

This isn't doubt that needs to be fixed with apologetics. This is the cry of someone whose 
foundational trust has been shattered. The betrayed partner often faces a crisis of faith that 
their church community doesn't know how to hold—because admitting that God feels 
absent or that you're angry at Him for not protecting you feels like adding sin to suffering. 

So the betrayed partner suffers twice: once from the betrayal, and again from the spiritual 
isolation of not being able to express their rage toward God without feeling condemned. 

For the unfaithful partner, the spiritual crisis is different but equally devastating: 

You did the thing you swore you'd never do. You became the person you despised. The 
compartmentalization that allowed you to be a church member on Sunday and an 
adulterer on Tuesday has collapsed, and you're left staring at the wreckage of your own 
character. 

The spiritual crisis for the unfaithful is the crisis of self-knowledge: I am capable of 
profound evil. I am not who I thought I was. 

Brennan Manning writes: "In a futile attempt to erase our past, we deprive the community 
of our healing gift. If we conceal our wounds out of fear and shame, our inner darkness can 
neither be illuminated nor become a light for others." 

The unfaithful partner often wants to hide the wound they created—in themselves and in 
their spouse—because exposing it means facing who they actually are, not who they 
pretended to be. But spiritual healing requires bringing the hidden into the light, and the 
light reveals things you cannot unsee about yourself. 

The temptation is to run toward cheap grace: "God forgives me, so I'm forgiven, let's move 
on." But God's grace isn't cheap—it's costly. Dietrich Bonhoeffer distinguished between 
cheap grace and costly grace, writing: "Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without 
requiring repentance, baptism without church discipline, communion without confession, 
absolution without personal confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace 
without the cross, grace without Jesus Christ." 



15 
 

The unfaithful partner's spiritual crisis is facing the cross—the real cost of what forgiveness 
requires. Not just saying "I'm sorry," but becoming someone different through the painful 
process of genuine repentance. 

For both partners, there's a shared spiritual crisis: 

Your marriage was supposed to be a living testimony to Christ and the Church (Ephesians 
5:22-33). That's what you were told. Your covenant was supposed to image God's 
faithfulness. Your oneness was supposed to reflect the Trinity's communion. 

Now what? 

Is your marriage unredeemable? Has the metaphor been destroyed beyond repair? Can 
something this broken image anything holy? 

These aren't abstract theological questions. They're existential cries from people whose 
spiritual framework just imploded along with their marriage. 

 

Why Conventional Christian Approaches Often Fail 

Let's be honest about why most Christian resources on infidelity don't actually help: 

1. They minimize trauma in favor of sin categories. 

Most Christian books on adultery rush immediately to "this is sin; confess and repent; God 
forgives; now reconcile." While theologically true, this approach completely bypasses the 
traumatic impact of betrayal. 

Betrayal isn't just sin. It's trauma. The betrayed partner isn't just hurt—they're traumatized. 
Their nervous system has been hijacked. They're experiencing symptoms identical to PTSD: 
intrusive thoughts, hypervigilance, nightmares, flashbacks, panic attacks, dissociation. 

Telling a trauma survivor to "just forgive and move on" is like telling someone with a 
compound fracture to "just walk it off." It's not only unhelpful—it's cruel. It adds spiritual 
shame to traumatic injury. 

2. They prioritize marriage preservation over individual safety and healing. 

The evangelical obsession with "saving the marriage at all costs" creates a context where 
both partners feel obligated to reconcile regardless of safety concerns, genuine 
repentance, or whether reconciliation is actually wise. 

Some marriages should end. I know that's controversial in some Christian circles, but it's 
true. Serial infidelity, unrepentance, abuse, and sexual addiction that won't be addressed—
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these are legitimate reasons to end a marriage, and they don't make you a failure as a 
Christian. 

Jesus gave permission for divorce in cases of sexual immorality (Matthew 19:9). Paul gave 
permission in cases of abandonment (1 Corinthians 7:15). The biblical witness is more 
nuanced than "divorce is always wrong." 

3. They offer timelines that don't match reality. 

"Forgiveness should be immediate." "Reconciliation should take 6-12 months." "If you're 
still struggling after a year, you're not really trying." 

These timelines are fabricated. They don't come from trauma research or pastoral 
wisdom—they come from our cultural impatience with suffering and our theological 
discomfort with mess. 

Betrayal trauma can take 2-5 years to process—and that's with good therapy, genuine 
repentance, and both partners doing the work. Some people carry the wound for the rest of 
their lives while still building good marriages. Some people never fully heal, and that's not a 
failure of faith. 

4. They treat both partners as equally responsible for the affair. 

"It takes two to break a marriage." "What was lacking in the marriage that led to this?" 
"Affairs don't happen in happy marriages." 

Stop. 

The person who had the affair made a choice. They chose to betray their covenant. They 
chose to lie. They chose to prioritize their desires over their vows. While marriages often 
have issues that need addressing, those issues don't cause affairs—choices cause affairs. 

Treating the affair as a symptom of a troubled marriage is victim-blaming disguised as 
marriage counseling. Yes, the marriage may have had problems. Yes, those problems need 
addressing. But the affair is not a shared responsibility—it's a unilateral violation of the 
covenant. 

5. They spiritualize rather than address the practical. 

"Pray more." "Trust God." "Remember your vows." All true. All necessary. Also completely 
insufficient. 

You need a trauma therapist, not just a prayer partner. You need boundaries and 
accountability structures, not just Bible verses on forgiveness. You need practical tools for 
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managing triggers, rebuilding trust, addressing sexual brokenness, and navigating daily life 
in the aftermath—not just exhortations to "have faith." 

The practical and the spiritual aren't opposed. God works through therapy, through 
medication if needed, through support groups, through financial advisors who help you 
figure out if you can afford to stay or leave. Spiritualizing suffering without addressing 
practical needs isn't faith—it's neglect. 

6. They silence the betrayed partner's anger. 

"Don't let the sun go down on your anger." "Bitterness will destroy you." "Forgive as Christ 
forgave you." 

All of these are biblical. All of them are weaponized against betrayed spouses who dare to 
be angry at what was done to them. 

But the biblical witness is more complex: The Psalms are full of rage. Job curses the day he 
was born. Jesus overturned tables in the temple. Righteous anger is real, and it's different 
from sinful bitterness. 

The betrayed partner needs permission to be angry—at their spouse, at the affair partner, at 
God, at the church that pressures them to "get over it." Anger is often the path to healing, 
not the obstacle to it. 

 

The Journey Ahead: No Quick Fixes, But Real Hope 

So if conventional approaches fail, what's different about this book? 

This book offers no quick fixes. 

There is no seven-step program to heal your marriage. There is no timeline that guarantees 
recovery. There is no formula that, if followed correctly, ensures you'll make it. 

Some of you won't make it. That's the truth we need to name from the beginning. Some 
marriages don't survive infidelity—not because the couple didn't try hard enough or pray 
hard enough or have enough faith, but because some wounds are too deep, some betrayals 
too complete, some patterns too entrenched. 

And that's okay. Sometimes the most redemptive path leads through ending, not through 
reconciliation. God can redeem your life even if He doesn't restore your marriage. 
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But this book offers real hope. 

Not the false hope of "everything will be fine if you just follow these steps," but the deeper 
hope that God meets you in the wreckage. That beauty can come from ashes. That you can 
survive what you thought would destroy you. That even if the marriage ends, you can heal. 
That even if the marriage continues, it can become something more honest and more 
intimate than what you had before. 

The hope I'm offering is the hope of Psalm 51, David's prayer after his adultery with 
Bathsheba was exposed: 

"Be gracious to me, God, according to Your faithfulness; according to the greatness of Your 
compassion, wipe out my wrongdoings. Wash me thoroughly from my guilt and cleanse me 
from my sin. For I know my wrongdoings, and my sin is constantly before me... Purify me 
with hyssop, and I will be clean; wash me, and I will be whiter than snow... Create in me a 
clean heart, God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me. Do not cast me away from Your 
presence, and do not take Your Holy Spirit from me. Restore to me the joy of Your salvation, 
and sustain me with a willing spirit." (Psalm 51:1-3, 7, 10-12, NASB) 

This is the prayer of someone who knows they're guilty, who doesn't minimize their sin, who 
understands the devastation they've caused—and who still believes God can create 
something new from the ruins. 

The journey ahead involves: 

• Facing the full devastation without minimizing or rushing past it 

• Doing different work depending on which partner you are 

• Individual healing before couple healing 

• Honest assessment of whether this marriage can or should be saved 

• Rebuilding trust in a completely different way than before 

• Creating a new marriage rather than restoring the old one 

• Learning to live with scars that don't fully disappear 

• Discovering that God is present even when He feels absent 

This journey takes years, not months. It requires both partners to become different 
people. It demands honesty that feels impossible. It asks you to stay in the work even when 
everything in you wants to run. 
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But here's what I've learned walking this path with couples for years: The marriages that 
make it aren't the ones where the pain was less or the affair was "not that bad" or the 
couple was more spiritual. The marriages that make it are the ones where both partners 
were willing to face the truth, do their individual work, and build something entirely new 
from the ground up. 

And some of the most beautiful marriages I've witnessed are the ones that rose from the 
ruins of infidelity—not because the affair was good (it wasn't), not because the pain was 
worth it (it wasn't), but because the crisis forced a level of honesty and intimacy that the 
old marriage never had. 

Brennan Manning writes: "The spiritual life begins with the acceptance of our wounded self. 
Sanctification is not a process of moral perfection but rather a growing transparency that 
allows the light of Christ to shine through us in all our brokenness." 

That's the hope: Not that you'll become perfect, but that you'll become honest. Not that the 
pain will disappear, but that God's light will shine through the cracks. Not that you'll forget 
what happened, but that you'll discover God's faithfulness is bigger than your spouse's 
unfaithfulness. 

The earthquake has already happened. The ground has already opened. You're already in 
the devastation. 

The question isn't "Can I avoid this pain?" You can't. The pain is here. 

The question is: "Can I walk through this pain toward something real on the other side?" 

I believe you can. Not because I believe in you (though I do), and not because I believe in 
marriage (though I do), but because I believe in a God who specializes in resurrection. 

"The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit." (Psalm 
34:18, NASB) 

He's near. Even now. Even in this. 

Let's begin. 

 

"In a futile attempt to erase our past, we deprive the community of our healing gift. If we 
conceal our wounds out of fear and shame, our inner darkness can neither be illuminated 
nor become a light for others." 
— Brennan Manning, Abba's Child 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART ONE: THE DEVASTATION 

Understanding the Depth of the Wound 

 

CHAPTER 1: THE BETRAYED PARTNER - TRAUMA, NOT JUST HURT 

 

If you're reading this chapter, you're the one whose world just ended. 

You're the one who got the phone call, found the text messages, discovered the hotel 
receipt, heard the confession. You're the one whose spouse chose someone else while you 
were choosing them. You're the one who believed you were safe when you weren't. 

You're the one trying to figure out how to breathe. 

Before we go any further, I need you to hear this: What you're experiencing is trauma. Not 
just hurt feelings. Not just disappointment. Not just anger. Trauma. 

And trauma requires a completely different response than what your well-meaning friends, 
your church small group, or even your pastor might be offering. Trauma can't be prayed 
away in a weekend. It can't be Bible-versed into submission. It can't be positive-thought 
into healing. 

Trauma has to be walked through, and the walking takes longer than anyone wants it to. 

This chapter is for you. Not for your spouse (though they should read it too). Not for your 
marriage. For you. Because before there can be any possibility of rebuilding a marriage, 
there has to be honest acknowledgment of what's been destroyed in you. 

 

Recognizing Betrayal Trauma as Real Trauma 

Let's start with what trauma actually is. 

Trauma occurs when an event overwhelms your capacity to cope, shatters your sense of 
safety, and fundamentally alters your perception of yourself and the world. Trauma isn't 
about the event itself—it's about the impact the event has on your nervous system, your 
brain, your body, and your soul. 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) defines trauma as 
exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence. Infidelity 
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qualifies. The threat might not be physical, but it's existential: your identity, your safety, 
your reality, your future—all of it just got threatened with annihilation. 

Betrayal trauma specifically occurs when the person you depend on for safety 
becomes the source of danger. 

Dr. Jennifer Freyd, who pioneered betrayal trauma theory, explains: "Betrayal trauma 
occurs when the people or institutions we depend on for survival violate us in some way. A 
child who is abused by a parent, an employee who is abused by a supervisor, or a wife 
whose husband is unfaithful all experience betrayal trauma." 

Your spouse wasn't just someone you loved—they were your primary attachment figure, 
your safe harbor, the person your nervous system literally regulated itself against. You 
didn't just love them; you needed them for biological and emotional stability. When they 
betrayed you, it wasn't just relational damage—it was nervous system hijacking. 

Here's what makes betrayal trauma different from other traumas: 

Most trauma comes from outside threats: car accidents, natural disasters, random 
violence. Your brain knows how to categorize these as external dangers. But betrayal 
trauma comes from inside your safe circle. The person who was supposed to protect you 
became the threat. Your brain can't categorize this easily because the threat and the safety 
are the same person. 

This creates what psychologists call "cognitive dissonance"—you're trying to hold two 
incompatible truths simultaneously: 

• "This person loves me" AND "This person devastated me" 

• "I am safe with them" AND "I am not safe with them" 

• "They are my home" AND "They destroyed my home" 

Your brain isn't built for this. So it fractures trying to process it. 

If you're experiencing any of the following, you're not losing your mind—you're 
experiencing normal trauma responses: 

• Intrusive thoughts: The affair replays in your mind constantly. You can't stop 
imagining them together. The images invade your mind during work meetings, while 
you're cooking dinner, in the middle of the night, during church services. 

• Hypervigilance: You're constantly scanning for threats. You check their phone 
obsessively. You track their location. You analyze every word they say for hidden 
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meanings. You can't relax because your nervous system is stuck in threat-detection 
mode. 

• Emotional flooding: You're fine one minute, then overwhelmed with rage or grief the 
next. Your emotions feel out of control, disproportionate, unpredictable. You cry at 
commercials. You scream in the car. You feel nothing, then feel everything. 

• Physical symptoms: Your heart races. Your chest tightens. You can't sleep, or you 
sleep too much. You can't eat, or you're eating everything. You have panic attacks. 
Your body is stuck in fight-or-flight mode, pumping cortisol and adrenaline, keeping 
you in perpetual crisis response. 

• Avoidance: You can't go to places that remind you of them or the affair. You avoid 
conversations about relationships. You numb out with work, alcohol, food, scrolling, 
anything to not feel what you're feeling. 

• Dissociation: Sometimes you feel like you're watching your life from outside your 
body. Nothing feels real. You're going through the motions but not actually present. 
This is your brain's emergency shutdown when the pain is too much. 

• Loss of trust in your own perception: You trusted your judgment, and your 
judgment failed you catastrophically. You missed the signs. You believed the lies. 
Now you can't trust yourself. If you were that wrong about this, what else are you 
wrong about? 

These aren't character flaws. These aren't signs of weak faith. These are trauma 
symptoms, and they're your nervous system trying to protect you from a threat it can't fully 
process. 

 

The Neurobiological Impact of Infidelity 

Your brain on betrayal trauma looks like a brain that's been in a car accident or survived 
combat. 

When you discovered the affair, your amygdala—the part of your brain responsible for 
threat detection—went into overdrive. It started pumping stress hormones (cortisol and 
adrenaline) into your system to prepare you for the threat. Except the threat isn't something 
you can fight or flee from. The threat is your spouse. The threat is your life. 
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Here's what's happening in your brain: 

Your prefrontal cortex—the rational, thinking part of your brain—goes offline during 
trauma. That's why you can't think clearly, why you forget things, why you can't make 
decisions. Your brain has redirected all resources to survival, not logic. 

Your hippocampus—responsible for memory formation—gets disrupted. That's why the 
timeline of discovery feels fragmented, why you can't remember certain details while 
others are seared into your memory with perfect clarity, why you keep asking the same 
questions over and over (your brain didn't properly encode the answers the first time). 

Your amygdala stays activated, keeping you in constant threat-detection mode. Every 
notification on their phone is a potential threat. Every time they leave the house is a 
potential betrayal. Every silence is suspicious. Your brain is trying to protect you by never 
relaxing again. 

Your body is also in crisis mode: 

• Elevated cortisol levels: This stress hormone stays elevated for months or even 
years after discovery, leading to weight gain or loss, sleep disruption, immune 
system suppression, digestive issues, and chronic fatigue. 

• Disrupted sleep architecture: Your REM sleep—where emotional processing 
happens—gets interrupted. That's why you wake up exhausted even if you slept. 
Your brain can't complete its emotional processing during sleep. 

• Compromised immune system: Betrayal trauma literally makes you sick. You get 
more colds, more infections, more illnesses. Your body is using all its resources for 
emotional survival, leaving nothing for physical defense. 

• Cardiovascular stress: Your heart rate and blood pressure stay elevated. Some 
betrayed partners experience actual heart problems—what the medical community 
calls "broken heart syndrome" or stress-induced cardiomyopathy. 

This is why "just get over it" is not only unhelpful—it's neurobiologically impossible. Your 
brain and body have been fundamentally altered by this trauma. They need time and proper 
treatment to recalibrate. 

You're not being dramatic. You're not being weak. You're not failing to have enough 
faith. 

You're experiencing what every human being experiences when their primary 
attachment bond is violently severed. 
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Spiritual Disorientation: When God Feels Absent 

But the trauma isn't just neurobiological. It's spiritual. 

And this is where the church often fails betrayed partners most completely. 

The crisis of betrayal creates a crisis of faith because trust—the very thing that was 
destroyed in your marriage—is the same thing required for relationship with God. You're 
being asked to trust an invisible God when the visible person you trusted most just 
annihilated that trust. 

"My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? Far from my help are the words of my 
groaning. My God, I cry out by day, but You do not answer; and by night, but I have no 
rest." (Psalm 22:1-2, NASB) 

These are the opening words of Psalm 22. They're also the words Jesus cried from the 
cross. If Jesus Himself experienced the feeling of God's absence in His darkest moment, 
why do we expect betrayed spouses to maintain unwavering faith in theirs? 

Here's what the spiritual crisis of betrayal sounds like: 

"I prayed for my marriage. Where was God when my spouse was having the affair?" 

"I asked God to protect my family. Why didn't He stop this?" 

"I trusted God's promises about marriage. Were they all lies?" 

"How can I trust God when I can't even trust the person I could see and touch?" 

"If God is good and sovereign, why did He let this happen?" 

"Maybe God is punishing me for something." 

"Maybe I didn't pray hard enough." 

"Maybe I'm not enough for God to protect." 

These aren't hypothetical questions. These are the actual cries of betrayed partners sitting 
in my office, in church pews, in their cars, in the shower where no one can hear them 
scream at God. 

And the church's typical response? "Don't question God." "Trust His plan." "All things work 
together for good." "God's ways are higher than our ways." 

Stop. 
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All of those statements might be theologically true, but they're pastorally violent when 
offered as Band-Aids to a trauma survivor. They silence the lament. They shame the 
questions. They spiritualize the suffering without making space for the rage. 

The biblical witness gives us a different model. Look at Lamentations 3:1-20 (NASB): 

"I am the man who has seen affliction because of the rod of His wrath. He has driven 
me and made me walk in darkness and not in light. Surely against me He has turned 
His hand repeatedly all the day. He has caused my flesh and my skin to waste away. 
He has broken my bones. He has besieged and encompassed me with bitterness and 
hardship. In dark places He has made me dwell, like those who have long been dead. 
He has walled me in so that I cannot go out; He has made my chain heavy. Even when I 
cry out and call for help, He shuts out my prayer. He has blocked my ways with cut 
stone; He has made my paths crooked... He has filled me with bitterness; He has 
made me drunk with wormwood. He has broken my teeth with gravel; He has made me 
cower in the dust. My soul has been rejected from peace; I have forgotten happiness. 
So I say, 'My strength has perished, and so has my hope from the LORD.' Remember my 
affliction and my homelessness, the wormwood and bitterness. Surely my soul 
remembers and is bowed down within me." 

This is Scripture. This is in the Bible. A entire book of lament where the writer accuses God 
of being the source of affliction, of shutting out prayer, of turning His hand against him. 

And God didn't edit it out. He preserved it. He gave us permission to cry out in our 
devastation without pretty theological wrapping. 

You are allowed to be angry at God. 

You are allowed to tell Him He feels absent. You are allowed to rage at the injustice of what 
happened to you. You are allowed to question His protection, His goodness, His plan. You 
are allowed to sit in the darkness and say, "This doesn't feel like love." 

God is big enough for your rage. Your questions won't destroy Him. Your anger won't send 
you to hell. Your doubt doesn't disqualify you from faith. 

In fact, I'd argue that your rage and questions are evidence of your faith, not absence of it. 
You don't scream at someone you don't believe exists. You don't rage at someone you don't 
believe should have done something different. Your anger at God is the twisted proof that 
you still believe He's there and that He could have intervened. 

Henri Nouwen writes: "Nobody escapes being wounded. We are all wounded people, 
whether physically, emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The main question is not, 'How can 
we hide our wounds?' so we don't have to be embarrassed, but 'How can we put our 
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woundedness in the service of others?' When our wounds cease to be a source of shame 
and become a source of healing, we have become wounded healers." 

Right now, you're just wounded. Not healed. Not healing. Just wounded. 

And that's okay. God meets you in the wound, not beyond it. 

 

"Where Was God When This Was Happening?" 

This question deserves more than a platitude. 

The honest answer? I don't know. 

I don't know why God didn't stop your spouse from betraying you. I don't know why your 
prayers for protection weren't answered the way you thought they'd be. I don't know why 
God allowed this particular devastation into your life. 

What I do know is that the Bible never promises that faithfulness guarantees protection 
from suffering. In fact, it promises the opposite. Job was righteous, and everything was 
taken from him. Joseph was faithful, and he was sold into slavery and imprisoned for a 
crime he didn't commit. Jesus was sinless, and He was tortured and murdered. 

Faithfulness doesn't protect you from betrayal. It never has. 

But here's what I also know: 

God's absence of intervention is not the same as God's absence. Just because He didn't 
stop it doesn't mean He wasn't there. Just because He allowed it doesn't mean He caused 
it. Just because He didn't protect you from the affair doesn't mean He's abandoned you in 
the aftermath. 

The Christian story is about a God who enters into suffering, not a God who prevents it. 
Jesus didn't stop His own crucifixion. He walked through it. And He walked through it so 
that you would know that God knows what betrayal feels like. 

Jesus was betrayed by Judas—one of His closest friends, someone who ate with Him, 
walked with Him, ministered with Him. Jesus knows what it's like to be sold out by 
someone you trusted. 

Jesus was denied by Peter—who swore he'd never abandon Him, who promised loyalty, 
who said "not me, Lord." Jesus knows what it's like to have someone promise faithfulness 
and then break that promise when it mattered most. 
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Jesus was abandoned by all His disciples—they scattered when He needed them most. 
Jesus knows what it's like to be alone in your darkest hour. 

God doesn't promise to prevent your suffering. He promises to be with you in it. 

"The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves those who are crushed in spirit." (Psalm 
34:18, NASB) 

Near to. Not preventing. Not removing. Near to. 

And sometimes, when you're in the middle of trauma, God's nearness feels like absence. 
But feeling abandoned is not the same as being abandoned. Your feelings are real and 
valid, but they're not always accurate to the deeper reality. 

The spiritual work isn't to pretend God feels close when He doesn't. The spiritual work is to 
keep showing up in the relationship even when it feels like talking to a wall. Keep praying 
even when it feels like your prayers hit the ceiling. Keep crying out even when the answers 
don't come. 

Because eventually—not on your timeline, but eventually—the fog lifts enough to see that 
God was carrying you through the worst of it, even when you couldn't feel His hands. 

 

The Myth of "Just Forgive and Move On" 

Now we get to the most damaging thing the church says to betrayed partners: 

"Just forgive and move on." 

No. 

Let's dismantle this toxic advice piece by piece. 

First: "Just forgive" 

Forgiveness is not an event. It's a process. And it's a process that can't be rushed, 
demanded, or spiritually manipulated. 

When well-meaning Christians quote Ephesians 4:32—"Be kind to one another, 
compassionate, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you" (NASB)—
they're using Scripture as a weapon against trauma survivors. 

Yes, forgiveness is biblical. Yes, we're commanded to forgive. But forgiveness without 
acknowledgment of the devastation is cheap grace. Forgiveness without space for grief is 
spiritual abuse. Forgiveness without justice is enabling. 
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True forgiveness requires: 

1. Honest acknowledgment of the offense: You can't forgive what you minimize. You 
have to name the full weight of what was done to you. 

2. Space for grief: You have to mourn what was lost before you can release it. 

3. Genuine repentance from the offender: Biblical forgiveness happens in the 
context of repentance. When the unfaithful partner minimizes, justifies, or blame-
shifts, there's nothing real to forgive yet. 

4. Time: Forgiveness isn't a one-time decision. It's a daily, sometimes moment-by-
moment choice to release the debt to God instead of carrying it yourself. 

Forgiveness doesn't mean reconciliation. Forgiveness doesn't mean trust. Forgiveness 
doesn't mean staying in the marriage. Forgiveness doesn't mean pretending it didn't 
happen or that it doesn't still hurt. 

Forgiveness means releasing your spouse from the debt they owe you and entrusting 
that debt to God. It means you stop trying to punish them for what they did (even though 
punishment feels like justice). It means you stop using the affair as ammunition in every 
argument (even though it's the biggest weapon you have). It means you release the 
bitterness before it poisons you (even though the bitterness feels righteous). 

But all of that takes time. Months. Years. And anyone who demands it faster doesn't 
understand trauma. 

Second: "Move on" 

Move on to what, exactly? 

The life you had is gone. The marriage you thought you had never existed—it was built on 
lies and partial truths. The person you thought you married isn't who they actually are. The 
future you envisioned just evaporated. 

There's nothing to "move on" to. There's only the work of grieving what was lost and 
deciding whether to build something entirely new. 

"Moving on" implies that the affair is in the past, that it's over, that it's time to stop dwelling 
on it. But for the betrayed partner, the affair isn't in the past. It's in the present. Every 
time you look at your spouse, you see what they did. Every time they touch you, you wonder 
if they touched the other person the same way. Every "I love you" is contaminated by the 
memory of them saying it while lying to you. 
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The affair lives in your body, in your nervous system, in your memory. You don't get to just 
"move on" from that. You have to process it, work through it, integrate it into your story. And 
that takes as long as it takes. 

The pressure to "move on" comes from other people's discomfort with your pain, not 
from what's actually good for you. 

Your friends are tired of hearing about it. Your family wants you to be happy again. Your 
church wants to see restoration because it makes a good testimony. Your spouse wants to 
stop living with the consequences of their choices. 

But their discomfort is not your problem. Your healing is not about making other people 
comfortable. Your timeline is not determined by other people's impatience. 

You get to take as long as you need. 

If it takes two years before you can hear the name of the affair partner without your chest 
tightening, that's okay. If it takes three years before you can make love to your spouse 
without crying afterward, that's okay. If it takes five years before you can tell the story 
without rage, that's okay. 

And if you reach a point where you realize you can't move forward in this marriage—that the 
wound is too deep, the trust too broken, the person too unchanged—that's okay too. 

You are not obligated to forgive on anyone's timeline. You are not required to move on 
before you're ready. You are not failing as a Christian because you're still struggling months 
or years later. 

You're surviving trauma. And survival looks messy. 

 

Permission to Not Be Okay 

Here's what I need you to hear before this chapter ends: 

You don't have to be okay. 

You don't have to be strong. You don't have to hold it together. You don't have to protect 
your spouse's reputation. You don't have to smile at church. You don't have to pretend for 
your kids. You don't have to keep functioning at 100% at work. You don't have to be gracious 
and forgiving and Christ-like. 

You can fall apart. You should fall apart. Falling apart is the appropriate response to your 
world ending. 
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The people who are telling you to "be strong" don't understand trauma. Strength doesn't 
mean suppressing your pain. Strength means feeling it and surviving it. Strength means 
showing up in the wreckage every day even when you don't want to. Strength means asking 
for help. Strength means admitting you're not okay. 

You've been traumatized. Your response to trauma is not a character flaw. 

Your rage is not a sin. Your grief is not weakness. Your intrusive thoughts are not spiritual 
failure. Your inability to forgive right now is not evidence that you're unChristian. 

You're a human being whose trust was violated by the person who promised to protect it. 
Your response is normal. Expected. Appropriate. 

The road ahead is long. Longer than you want it to be. Harder than you think you can bear. 
But you're not alone on it. 

God is near to the brokenhearted. He saves those who are crushed in spirit. He doesn't 
promise to remove the crushing weight. He promises to be present in the crushing. 

And that will have to be enough for now. 

 

"Nobody escapes being wounded. We are all wounded people, whether physically, 
emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The main question is not, 'How can we hide our 
wounds?' so we don't have to be embarrassed, but 'How can we put our woundedness in 
the service of others?' When our wounds cease to be a source of shame and become a 
source of healing, we have become wounded healers." 

— Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART ONE: THE DEVASTATION 

Understanding the Depth of the Wound 

 

CHAPTER 2: THE UNFAITHFUL PARTNER - BEYOND EXCUSES TO TRUTH 

 

If you're reading this chapter, you're the one who had the affair. 

You're the one who made the choice. You're the one who lied. You're the one who betrayed 
the person who trusted you most. You're the one who looked into your spouse's eyes and 
watched the light go out when they discovered what you'd done. 

You're the one who did this. 

Before we go any further, I need to say something that might make you close this book: 
There is no version of this story where you're not the villain. There's no framing of events 
that makes what you did okay. There's no context that excuses the betrayal. There's no 
marriage problem bad enough to justify what you chose to do. 

You might want to argue with that. You might have a list of reasons why your situation is 
different, why your spouse shares responsibility, why the affair happened because of what 
was lacking in your marriage. Hold that thought. We'll get to it. 

But first, you have to face the truth: You are the one who broke the covenant. Not your 
spouse. Not your circumstances. Not the affair partner. You. 

This chapter is going to be hard to read. It's going to feel like I'm condemning you. I'm not. 
I'm confronting you. There's a difference. Condemnation says "you're unredeemable." 
Confrontation says "you need to face what you've done in order to become someone 
different." 

This chapter offers you something most people won't give you right now: the dignity of 
being held accountable. Because treating you like you're too fragile to handle truth is just 
another form of the enabling that helped create the conditions for the affair in the first 
place. 

You don't need protection from the truth. You need to walk through it. 
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The Anatomy of Self-Deception 

Affairs don't happen in a moment. They happen through a series of small compromises, 
each one requiring you to deceive yourself a little more. 

Let's trace the anatomy of how you got here, because understanding the progression of 
self-deception is essential to preventing it from happening again. 

Stage 1: The First Boundary Violation 

It started with something small. A conversation that went a little too long. An emotional 
intimacy that crossed a line. A friendship that felt a little too good. A look that lingered. A 
text that was a little too personal. A lunch that you didn't mention to your spouse. 

At this stage, you knew something was off. You felt the warning signal. But you told yourself: 
"It's nothing. We're just friends. I'm not doing anything wrong. I can handle this." 

This is where the self-deception begins: You convinced yourself that you could play 
with fire without getting burned. 

You thought you were different. You thought you had control. You thought you could 
maintain appropriate boundaries while still enjoying the attention, the excitement, the 
validation that this other person was offering. 

You were wrong. 

Stage 2: The Justification Phase 

As the relationship progressed, you needed bigger justifications to quiet the warning 
signals in your conscience. 

Maybe you told yourself: "My spouse doesn't understand me like this person does." "My 
spouse isn't meeting my needs." "My marriage is dead anyway." "I deserve to be happy." 
"This person really sees me." "My spouse has gained weight/isn't interested in sex/is always 
busy/doesn't appreciate me." 

Every single one of these thoughts is a justification for betrayal dressed up as 
legitimate grievance. 

Yes, your marriage might have had problems. Yes, your spouse might not have been 
perfect. Yes, you might have had unmet needs. But none of that—NONE of it—makes the 
affair their fault. 

You could have addressed the marriage problems honestly. You could have gone to 
counseling. You could have had difficult conversations. You could have ended the marriage 
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before starting a new relationship. But you didn't do any of those things. Instead, you chose 
the coward's path: getting your needs met in secret while keeping the safety of your 
marriage intact. 

Stage 3: The Compartmentalization 

To maintain the affair, you had to split your life into separate compartments that never 
touched each other. 

In one compartment: your spouse, your kids, your church, your reputation, your "normal" 
life. In the other compartment: the affair, the secrets, the lies, the double life. 

You became a different person in each compartment. You learned to switch between them 
seamlessly. You learned to lie convincingly. You learned to look your spouse in the eyes and 
say "I love you" while planning to meet the other person tomorrow. You learned to pray at 
church on Sunday while hiding sin that would destroy your family. 

This is the most dangerous stage because you stopped experiencing cognitive 
dissonance. The internal conflict that should have driven you to confession instead got 
resolved through compartmentalization. The warning signals stopped firing. You 
normalized the abnormal. 

Some of you became so skilled at compartmentalization that you could pass lie detector 
tests, look your spouse in the eyes without flinching, and maintain the affair for months or 
years without significant guilt. 

This isn't a superpower. This is spiritual death. 

Stage 4: The Hardening 

The longer the affair continued, the more your heart hardened toward your spouse. 

To maintain the justification for what you were doing, you had to reconstruct your spouse 
as the problem. You focused on their flaws. You magnified their failures. You interpreted 
everything they did in the worst possible light. You created a narrative where you were the 
victim and they were the cause of your unhappiness. 

This is called "rewriting the marital history," and it's one of the most common features of 
infidelity. Unfaithful partners start to remember the marriage as always being bad, even 
when objective evidence shows it wasn't. You need to believe the marriage was dying 
anyway to justify what you're doing to kill it. 

Meanwhile, you idealized the affair partner. Everything about them was perfect because 
you only saw them in the compartment where you were pretending. You never saw them 
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deal with your actual life, your stress, your kids, your bills, your bad days. You saw a fantasy 
version of them that could never exist in real life. 

You compared your spouse at their worst to the affair partner at their best, and 
surprise—the affair partner won. 

Stage 5: The Point of No Return (That Wasn't Actually a Point of No Return) 

At some point, you crossed what felt like a line you couldn't uncross. Maybe it was the first 
time you had sex. Maybe it was the first "I love you." Maybe it was when you started 
planning a future together. 

You told yourself: "It's too late now. I've gone too far. I might as well keep going." 

But here's the truth: There is no point of no return. Every single moment you continued the 
affair was a new choice. You could have stopped after the first kiss. You could have 
confessed after the first lie. You could have ended it after the first week, the first month, the 
first year. 

Instead, you kept choosing the affair. Not once. Hundreds of times. Every text, every phone 
call, every meeting, every time you looked your spouse in the eyes and lied—each one was 
a choice. 

This is what you need to face: The affair wasn't something that happened to you. It was 
something you chose. Repeatedly. 

 

From Justification to Honest Confession 

The first step toward genuine repentance is moving from justification to honest confession. 

Justification sounds like: 

• "My spouse wasn't meeting my needs." 

• "The marriage was already dead." 

• "I was lonely." 

• "It just happened." 

• "I didn't mean to hurt anyone." 

• "We just connected." 

• "My spouse drove me to it." 
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• "I made a mistake." 

Stop. 

None of those statements are honest confession. They're all justifications that minimize 
your agency and shift responsibility. 

Honest confession sounds like: 

"I chose to have an affair. I chose to lie. I chose to betray my spouse's trust. I chose to 
violate my vows. I chose to risk my marriage, my family, my integrity. I chose my desires 
over my commitments. I am responsible for the devastation I caused." 

"For I know my wrongdoings, and my sin is constantly before me. Against You, You 
only, I have sinned and done what is evil in Your sight, so that You are justified when 
You speak and blameless when You judge." (Psalm 51:3-4, NASB) 

This is King David's confession after his affair with Bathsheba. Notice what he doesn't say: 

• He doesn't mention that he was king and could have any woman he wanted 
(privilege) 

• He doesn't explain that Bathsheba was bathing where he could see her (temptation) 

• He doesn't argue that his marriage to Michal was troubled (marital problems) 

• He doesn't minimize it as "just a physical relationship" (rationalization) 

He says: "I have sinned." Full stop. 

Against God. In God's sight. Evil. Unjustifiable. This is radical ownership. 

Honest confession requires you to: 

1. Name the sin without minimizing it 

Not "I had an inappropriate relationship." Say: "I committed adultery." Not "I made some 
poor choices." Say: "I betrayed my spouse and violated my vows." Not "We got too close." 
Say: "I pursued someone else while married." 

The language matters. Euphemisms are a form of continued self-deception. 

2. Acknowledge the full impact 

Don't just confess what you did. Acknowledge what you did to your spouse: 

• "I traumatized you." 
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• "I destroyed your ability to trust." 

• "I rewrote our entire history with lies." 

• "I risked your health." (if you had sex with both partners) 

• "I stole your choice." (you took away their ability to choose whether to stay in a 
marriage with someone who was cheating) 

• "I made you question your sanity when you suspected and I denied." 

3. Stop explaining 

Every explanation sounds like justification to your betrayed spouse. Even if your marriage 
had real problems, even if you were genuinely struggling, even if the affair partner pursued 
you—none of it matters right now. 

Your spouse doesn't need to understand why you did it. They need to know that you know 
you did it and that there's no excuse for it. 

The time for discussing what was broken in your marriage comes later, after you've fully 
owned your choice. Right now, "helping them understand" is helping yourself feel less 
guilty. 

4. Accept that your remorse doesn't erase the consequences 

You might feel terrible about what you've done. Good. You should. But your guilt doesn't 
undo the trauma you caused. Your tears don't rebuild trust. Your apologies don't erase the 
affair. 

Some unfaithful partners get frustrated: "I said I'm sorry! I feel terrible! What more do you 
want?" 

What your spouse wants is impossible: They want it to have never happened. Since you 
can't give them that, your remorse—however genuine—feels inadequate. Because it is. 

"One who conceals his wrongdoings will not prosper, but one who confesses and 
abandons them will find compassion." (Proverbs 28:13, NASB) 

Notice the progression: confess AND abandon. Confession without changed behavior is 
manipulation. If you're still in contact with the affair partner, still minimizing what 
happened, still justifying your choices—you haven't actually confessed. You've just said 
words to manage your spouse's reaction. 
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Carrying Genuine Guilt vs. Toxic Shame 

Here's where this gets complicated: You should feel guilty. You did something terrible. 
Guilt is the appropriate emotional response to having violated your values and hurt 
someone you love. 

But there's a difference between genuine guilt (which leads to repentance and change) and 
toxic shame (which leads to paralysis and self-destruction). 

Genuine guilt says: "I did a bad thing. I hurt someone. I need to make amends and 
change." 

Toxic shame says: "I am a bad person. I am irredeemable. There's no point in trying to 
change because this is just who I am." 

Guilt focuses on behavior. Shame focuses on identity. 

Guilt motivates change. Shame paralyzes. 

Guilt says "I made a terrible choice." Shame says "I am terrible." 

You need to feel guilty. But you can't afford to live in shame. 

Why? Because shame doesn't lead to genuine repentance. It leads to either: 

1. Defensive minimizing: "I'm not that bad. My spouse is making too big a deal out of this. 
Other people have done worse." This is shame protecting itself by reducing your culpability. 

2. Self-destructive spiral: "I'm a monster. I don't deserve to be forgiven. I should just end it 
all." This is shame convincing you that you're beyond redemption. 

3. Superficial self-flagellation: "I'm the worst person alive. I hate myself." This sounds like 
repentance but it's actually self-absorption. It keeps the focus on your pain rather than the 
pain you caused. 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer distinguishes between cheap grace and costly grace: 

"Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without 
church discipline, communion without confession, absolution without personal 
confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace 
without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate. 

Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought again and again, the gift which must be 
asked for, the door at which a man must knock. Such grace is costly because it calls us to 
follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs 
a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a man the only true life." 
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You can't skip to cheap grace. You can't rush to "God forgives me, so I'm forgiven, let's 
move on." That's spiritual bypassing that doesn't require you to actually change. 

But you also can't camp out in toxic shame that says you're beyond grace. That's just pride 
wearing the mask of humility. It's saying your sin is bigger than God's grace. 

Costly grace requires you to: 

• Fully face what you've done without minimizing or justifying 

• Accept the consequences without demanding they be lighter 

• Do the hard work of becoming someone different over years, not weeks 

• Live with your spouse's pain without demanding they get over it 

• Rebuild trust through actions not just words 

• Accept that you may lose the marriage even if you do everything right 

This is the cost. And it should cost you everything. Because grace isn't cheap. It cost God 
His son. It will cost you your pride, your justifications, your self-protection, your control. 

But it's also grace. Which means you can be forgiven. You can be transformed. You can 
become someone different than the person who did this thing. 

You're not beyond redemption. But redemption isn't the same as avoiding 
consequences. 

 

The Spiritual Bankruptcy That Led Here 

Now we need to talk about how you got to the place where having an affair felt like an 
option. 

Nobody has an affair from a place of spiritual fullness. You don't betray your spouse 
when you're deeply connected to God, grounded in your identity, secure in your worth, and 
living with integrity. 

Affairs happen from emptiness. From spiritual bankruptcy. From a hollow place in your soul 
that you tried to fill with something other than God. 
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What was the emptiness? 

For some of you, it was validation. You needed someone to see you, appreciate you, desire 
you, make you feel special. Your sense of worth was built on external validation rather than 
on your identity as God's beloved. 

For some of you, it was escape. Your life felt overwhelming—work stress, financial 
pressure, parenting demands, your spouse's expectations. The affair was a place where 
you could be someone different, where no one needed anything from you except the 
fantasy version of yourself you presented. 

For some of you, it was power. The affair made you feel in control when other parts of your 
life felt out of control. Being desired, being pursued, being chosen—it gave you a sense of 
agency you felt you'd lost. 

For some of you, it was unprocessed trauma. Childhood wounds around abandonment, 
rejection, or abuse created attachment patterns that left you constantly seeking 
reassurance that you were lovable. The affair partner provided a temporary fix for a lifelong 
wound. 

For some of you, it was sexual brokenness. Pornography use, compulsive sexual behavior, 
or addiction created a pattern of seeking sexual gratification outside of committed 
intimacy. The affair was the logical progression of a pattern that started long before. 

For some of you, it was entitlement. You believed you deserved to be happy, deserved to 
have your needs met, deserved to experience passion—and those beliefs mattered more 
than your commitments. 

For some of you, it was spiritual complacency. You stopped doing the work of maintaining 
your relationship with God. Prayer became rote. Scripture became irrelevant. Church 
became performance. Without a living connection to God, you had nothing to anchor you 
when temptation came. 

What's your emptiness? 

You need to know. Not so you can excuse the affair ("I only did it because I was wounded"), 
but so you can address the actual problem. Because if you don't address the root issue, 
you'll fill the emptiness with something else—alcohol, work, another affair, pornography, 
self-righteousness. 

The affair was a symptom, not the disease. 

The disease is the spiritual bankruptcy that made betrayal feel like a viable option. Until you 
address that, you're at risk of repeating the pattern. 
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"The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand 
it? I, the LORD, search the heart, I test the mind, even to give to each person according 
to his ways, according to the results of his deeds." (Jeremiah 17:9-10, NASB) 

Your heart deceived you. It told you lies. It justified evil. It led you into sin. You can't trust it. 

This is why genuine repentance requires more than just ending the affair. It requires inviting 
God to search your heart, expose the sickness, reveal the deception. It requires letting Him 
show you how you got here so you don't end up here again. 

This work is yours alone. 

Your spouse can't do it for you. Your affair partner can't fill the emptiness. Your therapist 
can only guide you. This is between you and God. 

And it will take years. Not because God's grace is slow, but because transforming a heart 
that learned to compartmentalize, justify, and deceive takes time. You're not just trying to 
stop an affair. You're trying to become a different person. 

 

"I Am the One Who Did This" 

We're going to end this chapter where it needs to end: with radical ownership. 

No more justifications. No more explanations. No more "yes, but..." No more shifting 
blame. 

Just truth: I am the one who did this. 

Not "we both made mistakes." You made a choice to betray. Not "the marriage was 
struggling." You made a choice to cheat instead of addressing it honestly. Not "I was 
vulnerable." You made a choice to act on vulnerability in destructive ways. Not "they 
pursued me." You made a choice to respond. Not "it just happened." You made hundreds of 
choices that led to this. 

I am the one who: 

• Broke the covenant 

• Lied repeatedly 

• Chose desire over commitment 

• Risked my family 

• Traumatized my spouse 
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• Violated trust 

• Destroyed safety 

• Rewrote our history 

• Lived a double life 

• Became someone I swore I'd never be 

I did this. 

And until you can say those words without qualification, without explanation, without 
deflection—you're not ready to do the work of restoration. 

Your spouse needs to hear you own it completely. 

Not: "I'm sorry I hurt you, but you hurt me too." But: "I hurt you. I did this. There's no excuse." 

Not: "I made a mistake." But: "I made a choice. Many choices. All of them wrong." 

Not: "Can we just move forward?" But: "I understand if you can't forgive me. I will do 
whatever it takes, for however long it takes, to earn back even a fraction of your trust." 

The work ahead is brutal. 

You're going to have to answer the same questions a thousand times. You're going to have 
to live with your spouse's pain, rage, suspicion, and grief. You're going to have to accept 
monitoring, boundaries, and consequences. You're going to have to endure their triggers 
without defending yourself. You're going to have to watch them suffer from what you did 
and know you can't fix it. 

And you're going to have to do all of this without any guarantee that the marriage will 
survive. You might do everything right and still lose them. Because sometimes the damage 
is too great, the trust too broken, the wound too deep. 

But you owe them your best effort. 

Not because it guarantees a outcome, but because it's the right thing to do. Because they 
didn't deserve what you did to them. Because your vows still mean something even if you 
violated them. Because God calls you to radical repentance even when the relationship 
can't be restored. 
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This is costly grace. 

It costs you your pride, your excuses, your self-protection. It costs you years of proving 
yourself trustworthy. It costs you the comfortable narrative where you're not entirely to 
blame. 

But it's also grace. Because God meets you in your guilt and offers transformation. Not 
cheap forgiveness that doesn't require change, but costly grace that makes you into 
someone new. 

Someone who doesn't deceive themselves. Someone who faces truth instead of hiding 
from it. Someone who owns their choices instead of deflecting blame. Someone who does 
the work of becoming trustworthy. Someone who lives with integrity instead of 
compartmentalization. 

You can't undo what you've done. 

But you can become someone different. Someone who would never do this again. 
Someone who has faced their spiritual bankruptcy and done the hard work of addressing it. 
Someone who has learned to live honestly instead of in hiding. 

That person doesn't exist yet. That person is on the other side of years of painful, honest 
work. 

But that person is possible. 

The question is: Are you willing to pay the cost to become them? 

 

"Cheap grace is the preaching of forgiveness without requiring repentance, baptism without 
church discipline, communion without confession, absolution without personal 
confession. Cheap grace is grace without discipleship, grace without the cross, grace 
without Jesus Christ, living and incarnate. Costly grace is the gospel which must be sought 
again and again, the gift which must be asked for, the door at which a man must knock. 
Such grace is costly because it calls us to follow, and it is grace because it calls us to follow 
Jesus Christ. It is costly because it costs a man his life, and it is grace because it gives a 
man the only true life." 

— Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART ONE: THE DEVASTATION 

Understanding the Depth of the Wound 

 

CHAPTER 3: THE MARRIAGE - WHAT HAS ACTUALLY BEEN LOST 

 

The betrayed partner has lost their sense of safety. The unfaithful partner has lost their 
integrity. But what about the marriage itself? 

Most books on infidelity rush to talk about "restoring your marriage" or "rebuilding what was 
broken" as if the marriage is a house that sustained storm damage—still standing, just 
needs some repairs and fresh paint. 

That's not what happened. 

Your marriage didn't sustain damage. It died. 

I know that sounds harsh. I know it contradicts what you've been told—that with enough 
prayer, counseling, and commitment, you can get your marriage back. But getting it back is 
exactly what you can't do. Because the marriage you had was built on a foundation that 
included lies, secrets, and betrayal. That foundation is gone. The structure built on it 
collapsed. 

You can't restore what was. You can only build something entirely new from the rubble. 

This chapter is about facing what's actually been lost—not to discourage you, but to clear 
away the rubble so you can see what you're actually working with. Because trying to rebuild 
the old marriage is like trying to resurrect a corpse. What you need is resurrection—
something entirely different, something new, something that rises from death rather than 
pretending death didn't happen. 

This chapter will hurt both of you. Because you both have to grieve what's been lost 
before you can even consider what might be possible. 

 

The Death of the Old Marriage 

Let's start with the truth: The marriage you had no longer exists. 
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For the betrayed partner, this is obvious. The moment you discovered the affair, your entire 
marital history got rewritten. Every "I love you" is now suspect. Every business trip is now 
questionable. Every late night at work could have been a lie. Every time you made love, you 
wonder if they were thinking about the other person. Every anniversary, every vacation, 
every ordinary Tuesday—all of it has been contaminated by the knowledge that your 
spouse was living a double life. 

The marriage you thought you had—the one where you were both faithful, where you were 
safe, where trust was assumed—that marriage never actually existed. It was an illusion 
maintained by your spouse's lies and your own trust. 

You're not just grieving the loss of your marriage. You're grieving the discovery that the 
marriage you thought you had was fiction. 

For the unfaithful partner, the death of the old marriage is less obvious but equally real. You 
might be thinking: "But I want to save our marriage. I want to get back what we had." 

You can't. Because what you "had" included your secret life. What you "had" was 
compartmentalized—the part of you that was married and the part of you that was having 
an affair existing in separate universes that never touched. That's not a marriage. That's a 
performance of marriage happening alongside a betrayal of marriage. 

The marriage where you could have both—where you could have the safety and legitimacy 
of your spouse while having the excitement and validation of the affair partner—is over. You 
can't have both anymore. That comfortable, controlled arrangement died the moment the 
affair was discovered. 

For both of you: The marriage that provided comfort, familiarity, and assumed safety is 
gone. 

The betrayed partner has lost the marriage where trust could be assumed. The unfaithful 
partner has lost the marriage where secrets were possible. 

Those marriages are dead. And trying to resuscitate them is futile. 

Timothy Keller writes: "To be loved but not known is comforting but superficial. To be 
known and not loved is our greatest fear. But to be fully known and truly loved is, well, a lot 
like being loved by God. It is what we need more than anything. It liberates us from 
pretense, humbles us out of our self-righteousness, and fortifies us for any difficulty life can 
throw at us." 

The old marriage was built on not being fully known. The unfaithful partner hid themselves. 
The betrayed partner believed the person they thought they knew. 
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If there's to be a new marriage, it will have to be built on being fully known. No more 
secrets. No more compartments. No more performed intimacy. 

And that's terrifying for both of you. Because being fully known means being fully 
vulnerable. The unfaithful partner has to face being known as someone who betrayed. The 
betrayed partner has to face knowing someone who's capable of devastating them. 

 

Broken Trust as Broken Covenant 

But the death of the marriage isn't just relational. It's theological. 

Marriage, in the biblical witness, isn't just a contract between two people. It's a covenant—
a sacred bond that images God's relationship with His people. 

The difference between contract and covenant matters immensely here. 

A contract says: "I will do this if you do that. Our agreement is conditional on both parties 
fulfilling their obligations. If you breach the contract, I'm released from my obligations." 

A covenant says: "I bind myself to you regardless of what you do. My commitment to you 
isn't conditional on your performance. This bond is permanent and sacred." 

Keller explains: "While a contract protects my individual rights and happiness, a covenant 
protects our relationship and our community. While a contract makes me ask 'What am I 
getting out of this?' a covenant makes me ask 'What can I give?' While a contract is entered 
for my sake, a covenant is entered for the sake of the other." 

Biblical marriage is covenant, not contract. Your wedding vows weren't: "I'll be faithful to 
you as long as you meet my needs." They were: "I bind myself to you for better or worse, 
richer or poorer, in sickness and health, till death do us part." 

But covenants can be broken. 

And when they are, the break isn't just relational—it's cosmic. It's a violation of something 
sacred, something that was meant to image God's faithfulness. 

This is why the Bible uses marriage metaphors to describe God's relationship with Israel—
and uses adultery metaphors to describe Israel's unfaithfulness to God. 

"'Therefore, behold, I am going to persuade her, bring her into the wilderness, and 
speak kindly to her. Then I will give her her vineyards from there, and the Valley of 
Achor as a door of hope. And she will respond there as in the days of her youth, as in 
the day when she went up from the land of Egypt. And it will come about on that day,' 
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declares the LORD, 'that you will call Me my husband and no longer call Me my Baal. 
For I will remove the names of the Baals from her mouth, so that they will no longer be 
mentioned by their names. On that day I will also make a covenant for them with the 
animals of the field, the birds of the sky, and the crawling things of the ground. And I 
will eliminate the bow, the sword, and war from the land, and will let them lie down in 
safety. I will betroth you to Me forever; yes, I will betroth you to Me in righteousness 
and in justice, in kindness and in compassion, and I will betroth you to Me in 
faithfulness. Then you will know the LORD.'" (Hosea 2:14-20, NASB) 

This passage is both devastating and hopeful. God's people have been unfaithful—they've 
committed spiritual adultery by worshiping other gods. The covenant has been broken. And 
God's response is... to make a new covenant. 

But notice what has to happen first: wilderness. Not immediately back to restoration. First, 
the stripping away. The removal of what was. The facing of what's been lost. The death of 
the old arrangement. 

Your marriage is in the wilderness right now. 

The old covenant—the one that assumed trust, that operated on the illusion of safety, that 
included compartmentalized lives—is broken. You can't patch it. You can't repair it. It has 
to die. 

The question is whether something new can emerge from the death. Whether, like God with 
Israel, there can be a new covenant—not a restoration of the old one, but something 
entirely different, something built on truth instead of illusion. 

But you can't skip the wilderness. 

You can't rush from broken covenant to new covenant without the stripping away, the grief, 
the facing of what was lost. The wilderness is where you discover whether the relationship 
can be rebuilt on something real. 

 

The Illusion of Safety Is Gone 

One of the most devastating losses in the aftermath of infidelity is the loss of safety. 

Before the affair was discovered, the betrayed partner operated with certain assumptions: 

• "My spouse is where they say they are." 

• "My spouse is being faithful." 
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• "My spouse wouldn't lie to me about something this important." 

• "I'm safe in this relationship." 

• "I can trust what I see and hear." 

All of those assumptions are now destroyed. 

The affair didn't just violate trust—it revealed that the sense of safety the betrayed partner 
felt was an illusion. They weren't safe. They just thought they were. And that realization is 
more destabilizing than almost anything else. 

Because if you were wrong about this, what else are you wrong about? 

You trusted your instincts, and your instincts failed you. You watched for signs, and you 
missed them (or explained them away). You asked questions, and you believed the 
answers. You built your life on the foundation of this relationship, and the foundation was 
rotten the whole time. 

Some betrayed partners describe this as feeling like the ground opened up beneath them. 
Like they've been living in a house built on a sinkhole, and the collapse was always coming, 
they just didn't know it. Like they've been in a nightmare the whole time but thought they 
were awake. 

The illusion of safety is gone. And it can't be restored. 

You can't go back to assuming your spouse is faithful. You can't go back to taking their word 
at face value. You can't go back to not checking their phone, not wondering where they are, 
not questioning late nights at work. 

Some people will tell you this is a problem—that you need to "learn to trust again" or "stop 
being paranoid." They're wrong. Your hypervigilance is a normal, healthy response to 
having been betrayed. Your nervous system is trying to protect you from being blindsided 
again. 

The question isn't "How do I get back to feeling safe?" You don't. The old safety was based 
on naïveté. You can't unknow what you now know. 

The question is: "Can a different kind of safety be built?" 

Not the safety of assumed faithfulness, but the safety of proven trustworthiness. Not the 
safety of not asking questions, but the safety of getting honest answers. Not the safety of 
believing what you're told, but the safety of being able to verify. Not the safety of a closed 
door, but the safety of radical transparency. 
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This is less comfortable than the old safety. It requires vigilance, verification, ongoing 
proof. It's exhausting. It feels nothing like the easy trust of the early days. 

But it's real. Unlike the old safety, which was an illusion maintained by lies. 

For the unfaithful partner, this loss of safety feels like punishment. "How long do I have to 
prove myself? When will they stop checking my phone? When will they trust me again?" 

The answer is: A long time. Maybe never in the way they used to. And you don't get to 
set the timeline. 

You destroyed the easy trust. What can be rebuilt will be harder-won, more fragile, more 
conditional. And that's the consequence of your choices. 

If you're not willing to live with that, if you need your spouse to trust you on your timeline 
instead of theirs, then you're not ready to do the work of rebuilding. 

 

What Can't Be Recovered vs. What Can Be Rebuilt 

Let's be clear about what's permanently lost: 

What can't be recovered: 

1. The innocence of your early marriage The time when you assumed faithfulness, when 
trust was easy, when you believed the best—that's gone. You can't go back to not knowing 
what you now know. You can't unring the bell. 

2. The unmarred marital history Every memory from the time of the affair is now 
contaminated. That anniversary dinner? You were having an affair. That family vacation? 
You were texting the affair partner. That "I love you"? You were lying. The betrayed partner 
can't look back on your shared history without wondering what was real. 

3. The assumed trust You'll never have the kind of trust where the betrayed partner just 
believes you without questioning. That baseline assumption of honesty is gone forever. 

4. The pre-affair version of yourselves The person the betrayed spouse thought they 
married doesn't exist—they were a character you played. And the person you thought you 
were (someone who would never do this) turned out to be false. You're both different 
people now. Changed by what happened. 

5. The marriage as a testimony of unbroken faithfulness If you rebuild, your marriage will 
be a testimony of redemption and restoration—which is powerful. But it won't be a 
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testimony of uninterrupted faithfulness. There's a scar. That scar can tell a story of God's 
grace, but it can't be erased. 

6. The certainty of the future Before, divorce wasn't on the table. Now it is. The betrayed 
partner knows they can survive without you (even if barely). The "till death do us part" vow 
has been broken, and even if you rebuild, there's always the knowledge that it could end. 
The relationship has lost its sense of permanence. 

What might be rebuilt (but only with massive effort over years): 

1. A different kind of trust Not the trust of assumption, but the trust of proven faithfulness. 
Not "I trust you because I'm naive," but "I'm choosing to trust you because you've shown 
yourself trustworthy over time." 

2. A deeper intimacy Ironically, some couples who survive infidelity report deeper intimacy 
afterward—not because the affair was good (it wasn't), but because the crisis forced a level 
of honesty and vulnerability that the old marriage didn't have. The new marriage has to be 
built on truth, which creates space for real knowing. 

3. A marriage built on reality instead of illusion The old marriage included secrets, 
compartmentalization, and partial honesty. If there's a new marriage, it will have to be built 
on radical transparency. That's harder, but it's real. 

4. Covenant faithfulness going forward You can't change the past. But you can create a 
different future. The unfaithful partner can become someone who keeps their word. That 
doesn't erase the betrayal, but it demonstrates that change is possible. 

5. A testimony of redemption Your marriage won't be a testimony of perfection. But it 
could become a testimony of God's ability to redeem what's broken, to resurrect what's 
dead, to create beauty from ashes. 

But here's the critical caveat: None of this is guaranteed. 

You can do everything right and the marriage still might not make it. Because some wounds 
are too deep, some trust too broken, some betrayed partners too traumatized to rebuild. 

And that's okay. Sometimes the most redemptive path leads through ending the marriage 
with dignity rather than forcing reconciliation that's not actually possible. 

"'Behold, days are coming,' declares the LORD, 'when I will make a new covenant with 
the house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant which I made with 
their fathers on the day I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, 
My covenant which they broke, though I was a husband to them,' declares the LORD. 
'For this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,' 
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declares the LORD: 'I will put My law within them and write it on their heart; and I will 
be their God, and they shall be My people. They will not teach again, each one his 
neighbor and each one his brother, saying, "Know the LORD," for they will all know Me, 
from the least of them to the greatest of them,' declares the LORD, 'for I will forgive 
their wrongdoing, and their sin I will no longer remember.'" (Jeremiah 31:31-34, NASB) 

God's response to covenant-breaking isn't to patch the old covenant. It's to make a new 
one. Not based on external adherence to law, but on internal transformation—a change of 
heart. 

If your marriage is to be rebuilt, it can't be a repair job on the old covenant. It has to be 
a new covenant. New vows. New commitments. New patterns. A marriage built on what 
you know now, not what you assumed before. 

And that new covenant requires both of you to be different people. Not just the unfaithful 
partner doing the work of becoming trustworthy, but both of you becoming people who can 
live in truth instead of illusion. 

 

Grieving the Marriage That Was 

Before you can build anything new, you have to grieve what's been lost. 

For the betrayed partner, you're grieving: 

• The person you thought you married 

• The marriage you thought you had 

• The years that were contaminated by lies 

• The future you envisioned that's now uncertain 

• Your own naïveté and trust 

• Your sense of safety in the world 

• Your faith that goodness is rewarded 

For the unfaithful partner, you're grieving: 

• The person you thought you were 

• The respect your spouse had for you 

• The easy relationship you had before everything became complicated 
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• The comfortable arrangement where you could have both worlds 

• Your own integrity and character 

• The future you destroyed 

• The person you could have been if you'd made different choices 

For both of you, you're grieving: 

• The marriage that felt easy 

• The shared history that's now tainted 

• The innocence of your relationship 

• The community you might lose if the affair becomes public 

• The testimony of faithfulness you thought you'd have 

• The simple trust of the early years 

Grief doesn't follow a timeline. It doesn't progress neatly through stages. It comes in 
waves—sometimes you're fine, sometimes you're drowning. Sometimes you've accepted 
what happened, sometimes the rage returns fresh as the first day. 

This is normal. 

Well-meaning people will pressure you to "move on" or "stop dwelling on the past." Ignore 
them. They don't understand trauma. They don't understand covenant-breaking. They don't 
understand that you're not just healing from hurt feelings—you're integrating a fundamental 
disruption to your reality. 

Grief requires: 

1. Permission to feel it fully Don't suppress it. Don't spiritual-bypass it with "God is good" 
platitudes. Feel the devastation. Rage. Cry. Lament. This is the biblical model—the Psalms 
are full of it. 

2. Space to process it You can't grieve on a schedule. You can't rush it. The betrayed 
partner might need years. The unfaithful partner might grieve in waves as they realize what 
they've lost. Give yourselves space. 

3. Support that can hold it You need people who won't minimize your grief, won't pressure 
you to "get over it," won't spiritualize it away. You need a trauma-informed therapist, a 
pastor who understands lament, friends who can sit with you in the mess. 
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4. Rituals that mark the loss Some couples benefit from ritual: writing letters to the 
marriage that was and burning them, removing wedding rings temporarily, creating new 
vows if they rebuild. Tangible ways to acknowledge: this is dead, something new has to be 
born. 

The grief is evidence that what you lost mattered. 

The depth of your pain is the measure of what the marriage meant to you. Don't rush past it 
to get to "restoration." The restoration—if it comes—will be built on the foundation of 
honest grief. 

"Therefore, behold, I am going to persuade her, bring her into the wilderness, and 
speak kindly to her." (Hosea 2:14, NASB) 

The wilderness comes first. The stripping away. The facing of what's been lost. The death of 
what was. 

Only then—maybe—the speaking kindly. The new covenant. The restoration that doesn't 
mean going back, but moving forward to something entirely different. 

You're in the wilderness now. Both of you. And it's supposed to hurt. Because something 
precious died, and the grief is the cost of having loved. 

Don't rush out of the wilderness. The temptation will be strong—to forgive quickly, to "move 
on," to pretend the death didn't happen so you can feel normal again. 

But there is no going back to normal. Normal is dead. 

The question is whether you can walk through the wilderness long enough, honestly 
enough, fully enough to arrive at something new on the other side. 

And that will take longer than you want it to. 

 

"While a contract protects my individual rights and happiness, a covenant protects our 
relationship and our community. While a contract makes me ask 'What am I getting out of 
this?' a covenant makes me ask 'What can I give?' While a contract is entered for my sake, a 
covenant is entered for the sake of the other." 

— Timothy Keller, The Meaning of Marriage 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART ONE: THE DEVASTATION 

Understanding the Depth of the Wound 

 

CHAPTER 4: THE CHILDREN AND THE WIDER CIRCLE 

 

Infidelity is never just between two people. 

The affair might have involved only you and the other person, but the devastation spreads 
like shockwaves through every relationship connected to your marriage. Your children. Your 
extended family. Your friends. Your church community. Your neighbors. Your coworkers. 

The betrayal happens in private, but the consequences are public. 

This chapter is about the collateral damage—the people who didn't choose any of this but 
are living with the fallout anyway. Because while you're focused on whether your marriage 
can survive, there are children watching their world fall apart, grandparents grieving the 
fracture in their family, friends caught in the middle, and a community trying to figure out 
how to respond. 

And most painfully: there are children who are being harmed by something they didn't 
cause, don't understand, and can't control. 

This chapter will help you navigate some of the hardest questions: 

• What do we tell our kids? 

• How do we protect them while being honest? 

• What do we owe our extended family? 

• When does privacy become toxic secrecy? 

• How do we handle the church community? 

There are no perfect answers here. Every family's situation is different. But there are 
principles that can guide you toward protecting the innocent while navigating the crisis. 
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How Betrayal Ripples Through Families 

Let's start with the fundamental truth: Children always know something is wrong. 

Even if you haven't told them anything. Even if you think you're hiding it well. Even if you're 
keeping up appearances. Children have finely tuned nervous systems that detect threat, 
and the tension, grief, and rage permeating your home registers as danger. 

What children perceive when they don't have information: 

• Mom and Dad are different with each other 

• There's tension in the house that wasn't there before 

• One or both parents are crying, angry, or withdrawn 

• The adults are having whispered conversations that stop when kids enter 

• Something is very wrong, but no one is talking about it 

When children sense danger but don't have information, their imaginations fill in the 
blanks. And what they imagine is often worse than reality: 

• "It's my fault." 

• "They're getting divorced because of me." 

• "Maybe someone is dying." 

• "I must have done something terrible." 

Children blame themselves for adult problems when they don't have accurate 
information. 

So the question isn't "Do the kids know something is wrong?" They do. The question is: 
"What story are they telling themselves about what's wrong?" 

The ripple effects through family systems: 

Immediate family (children in the home): 

• Security is shattered: Home, which should be safe, feels dangerous 

• Parental availability decreases: Both parents are consumed by crisis 

• Emotional role reversal: Children try to take care of parents 

• Modeling of relationship: What they're learning about love, trust, and marriage 
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• Forced to take sides: Or trying desperately not to 

• Loss of childhood innocence: Premature exposure to adult complexity 

Extended family (grandparents, siblings, etc.): 

• Divided loyalties: Do they support their child/sibling or the betrayed spouse? 

• Grief over the fractured family: The holidays that will never be the same 

• Anger at the unfaithful partner: Sometimes expressed inappropriately 

• Pressure to "forgive and restore": Especially from religious families 

• Loss of relationship with grandchildren: If the marriage ends 

• Judgment and shame: Particularly in communities where divorce is stigmatized 

Friends and community: 

• Forced to choose sides: Or feeling caught in the middle 

• Reevaluating their own marriages: "If it could happen to them..." 

• Gossip and speculation: When the story gets out 

• Withdrawal from the couple: Because people don't know how to help 

• Inappropriate advice-giving: Everyone becomes a marriage expert 

• Loss of community support: Or overwhelming, unhelpful "support" 

The workplace: 

• Decreased performance: Both partners struggling to function 

• Necessary explanations: When time off or changed behavior is noticed 

• Professional reputation impact: Especially in Christian ministry or leadership 

• Boundary violations: Coworkers becoming confidants inappropriately 

The church community: 

• Potential for public exposure: If one or both are in leadership 

• Loss of ministry position: Especially for the unfaithful partner 

• Church discipline process: In some traditions 

• Judgment or support: Depending on the community's maturity 
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• Loss of spiritual home: If the response is unhealthy 

All of this is happening while you're trying to figure out if your marriage can survive. 

You're not just managing your own crisis—you're managing everyone else's reaction to your 
crisis. And it's exhausting. 

But the most important circle to protect is the one closest to the center: your children. 

 

What to Tell (and Not Tell) Children 

This is where many couples make devastating mistakes—either by telling children too 
much or by telling them nothing at all. 

The guiding principle: Children deserve age-appropriate honesty that protects them 
from adult burdens while giving them enough information to make sense of what 
they're experiencing. 

Let's break that down by age group: 

Young children (ages 3-7): 

What they need to know: 

• "Mom and Dad are having some grown-up problems right now." 

• "We're working on fixing things with some helpers." (therapists, pastors) 

• "It's not your fault. Nothing you did caused this." 

• "We both love you very much, and that will never change." 

• "Our family is going through a hard time, but we're going to be okay." 

What they don't need to know: 

• Specific details about the affair 

• Who did what to whom 

• The words "affair," "cheating," "betrayal" 

• Information that requires them to take sides 

• Details about adult sexuality or relationships 
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Why: Young children's brains can't process complex moral failures or relationship 
dynamics. What they need is reassurance of safety, love, and stability. Too much 
information overwhelms their capacity to understand and creates anxiety they can't 
manage. 

Elementary-age children (ages 8-12): 

What they need to know: 

• "Mom and Dad are having serious problems in our marriage." 

• "One of us made a choice that hurt the other person very badly." 

• "We're working with counselors to figure out what comes next." 

• "This is not your fault. This is about choices grown-ups made." 

• "We don't know yet what will happen, but we'll tell you when we know more." 

• "It's okay to feel sad, scared, or angry about this." 

What they don't need to know: 

• Explicit details about the affair (who, where, how long) 

• Sexual details of any kind 

• Information that paints one parent as completely evil 

• Adult emotional processing ("Your father destroyed our family") 

• The full extent of the devastation 

Why: Elementary-age children are developing moral reasoning and understand that 
choices have consequences. They can handle knowing that a parent made a bad choice 
without needing all the details. They need enough information to make sense of the 
changed atmosphere without being burdened with adult-level complexity. 

Teenagers (ages 13-18): 

What they need to know: 

• Honest acknowledgment that there was infidelity (using age-appropriate language) 

• "Your [parent] had an affair, which means they had a relationship with someone 
outside our marriage." 
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• "This was a choice [parent] made, and it has caused serious damage to our 
marriage." 

• "We're working with counselors to figure out if we can rebuild trust." 

• "We understand if you have complicated feelings about this." 

• "This doesn't change how much we both love you." 

What they need to be protected from: 

• Explicit sexual details 

• Being made a confidant for adult processing 

• Being asked to take sides or mediate 

• Being given information they're then told to keep secret from the other parent 

• Being used as emotional support for a parent's trauma 

Why: Teenagers can handle more truth and often already suspect or know what happened 
(especially in the age of social media and smartphones). Lying to them damages their trust 
in you and makes them feel crazy. But they still need protection from being parentified or 
triangulated into the adult relationship. 

The disclosure conversation: 

Who should tell them: Both parents together if at all possible, presenting a unified front 
even if you're not unified on anything else. 

When to tell them: After the initial crisis has stabilized (not in the first 48 hours of 
discovery) but before the tension becomes unbearable or they hear it from someone else. 

How to tell them: 

1. Choose a calm, private moment (not rushed, not in public) 

2. Start with reassurance of safety and love 

3. Give age-appropriate information 

4. Invite questions 

5. Reassure them repeatedly it's not their fault 

6. Let them know what to expect next (counseling, possible changes) 

7. Check in regularly afterward—this isn't a one-time conversation 
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"Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from 
it." (Proverbs 22:6, NASB) 

Training includes modeling honesty, appropriate disclosure, and how to navigate crisis with 
integrity. It also includes protecting them from burdens they're not equipped to carry. 

 

Protecting Children from Becoming Emotional Support 

This is one of the most common and damaging mistakes parents make during marital 
crisis: using children as emotional support. 

Emotional incest (also called covert incest or enmeshment) happens when a parent turns 
to a child to meet emotional needs that should be met by adults. In the aftermath of 
infidelity, this often looks like: 

For the betrayed parent: 

• Sharing details of the affair with children 

• Crying uncontrollably in front of children without taking it to an adult 

• Expressing hatred of the other parent to children 

• Seeking comfort, reassurance, or validation from children 

• Making children the confidant: "I can only talk to you about this" 

• Asking children to monitor or report on the other parent 

• Using phrases like "You're the only one who understands" or "I don't know what I'd 
do without you" 

For the unfaithful parent: 

• Explaining or justifying the affair to children 

• Seeking forgiveness or understanding from children 

• Complaining about the betrayed parent's reaction 

• Using children as messengers between parents 

• Leaning on children for emotional support during consequences 
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Why this is damaging: 

Children are not equipped to be emotional support for adult trauma. Their nervous 
systems aren't developed enough. Their perspective isn't broad enough. Their emotional 
capacity isn't strong enough. 

When you use a child as emotional support: 

• You reverse the parent-child relationship (they become the caretaker) 

• You burden them with anxiety they can't resolve 

• You rob them of their childhood 

• You teach them they're responsible for adult emotions 

• You set them up for codependent relationship patterns later 

• You force them to take sides even if you say they don't have to 

• You make them your therapist without training or boundaries 

The long-term effects on children who are parentified: 

• Difficulty setting boundaries in adult relationships 

• Tendency toward codependency 

• Feeling responsible for others' emotions 

• Difficulty identifying their own needs 

• Anxiety and hypervigilance 

• Early independence that's actually trauma response 

• Difficulty trusting others 

• Repeating dysfunctional relationship patterns 

"Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and 
instruction of the Lord." (Ephesians 6:4, NASB) 

Burdening children with adult emotional needs provokes them to anger (and anxiety, and 
confusion, and a host of other developmentally inappropriate responses). It's a form of 
neglect disguised as closeness. 
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Appropriate boundaries with children during crisis: 

DO: 

• Get your emotional support from other adults (therapist, pastor, trusted friends) 

• Let children see that you're sad/struggling without making them responsible for 
fixing it 

• Model appropriate emotional expression (it's okay to cry; it's not okay to sob 
uncontrollably on your child) 

• Reassure them the adult problems are being handled by adults 

• Maintain as much normal routine as possible 

• Let them be children (homework, friends, activities, play) 

• Protect them from your rage toward your spouse 

DON'T: 

• Share details of the affair 

• Bad-mouth the other parent to children 

• Seek emotional comfort from children 

• Make children choose sides 

• Use children as messengers 

• Ask children to lie or keep secrets for you 

• Put children in the middle of conflict 

• Make decisions about the marriage based on what children say 

If you realize you've been leaning on your children inappropriately: 

1. Stop immediately. Get adult support today. 

2. Apologize to your children. "I'm sorry I've been sharing adult problems with you. 
That's not your job to fix. I'm getting help from grown-ups now." 

3. Reassure them. "You don't have to take care of me. I'm the parent. My job is to take 
care of you." 
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4. Get them their own support. A therapist who specializes in children dealing with 
family trauma. 

5. Do your own work. Figure out why you turned to your child instead of appropriate 
adults. 

 

The Impact on Extended Family and Community 

Your affair doesn't just affect your nuclear family. It sends shockwaves through the entire 
extended family system. 

For the betrayed partner's family: 

They're often enraged at the unfaithful partner. Their child/sibling has been devastated, and 
their protective instincts kick in. This can manifest as: 

• Demanding the betrayed partner leave immediately 

• Cutting off relationship with the unfaithful partner 

• Pressuring for divorce 

• Bad-mouthing the unfaithful partner 

• Taking over decision-making for the betrayed partner 

• Offering to financially support a divorce 

While their intentions may be protective, this can actually complicate the situation: 

• The betrayed partner may feel pressured toward a decision they're not ready to 
make 

• Extended family involvement can inflame rather than calm the situation 

• The unfaithful partner may feel attacked, which hardens their defensiveness 

• Children are caught between loving grandparents and the targeted parent 

• Reconciliation becomes harder if family relationships are completely severed 

For the unfaithful partner's family: 

They're often in denial, defensive, or minimizing. Their child/sibling has done something 
terrible, and they respond with: 

• Defending the unfaithful partner's actions 
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• Blaming the betrayed partner ("What did you do to push them to this?") 

• Minimizing the affair ("Everyone makes mistakes") 

• Pressuring for quick forgiveness 

• Spiritualizing: "You're a Christian; you have to forgive" 

• Enabling: Helping hide the affair, providing excuses 

This is equally damaging: 

• It prevents the unfaithful partner from facing full accountability 

• It deepens the betrayed partner's wound by adding insult to injury 

• It models for children that serious sin can be minimized 

• It hinders genuine repentance and restoration 

Healthy extended family response: 

For the betrayed partner's family: 

• Offer support without pressuring decisions 

• Provide practical help (childcare, meals, financial support if needed) 

• Listen without demanding the betrayed partner leave or stay 

• Maintain civility with the unfaithful partner for the sake of children 

• Direct their rage to appropriate outlets (not the grandchildren, not the betrayed 
spouse) 

• Respect the betrayed partner's autonomy to make their own choices 

For the unfaithful partner's family: 

• Acknowledge the severity of what their child/sibling did 

• Support accountability without enabling 

• Validate the betrayed partner's pain 

• Maintain relationship while not minimizing sin 

• Encourage genuine repentance, not cheap grace 

• Be willing to say "What you did was wrong" to their own family member 
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Managing extended family involvement: 

Both partners need to set boundaries with their families of origin: 

"We appreciate your love and support. Right now we need: 

• Space to work this out with our counselor 

• You to maintain civility with both of us 

• You to not pressure us toward any particular decision 

• You to keep the details private 

• You to not bad-mouth either of us to the children 

• You to trust that we're getting professional help" 

This is hard. Families often don't respect boundaries during crisis. They feel entitled to be 
involved because they love you. But their involvement can be destructive if not carefully 
managed. 

You may need to limit contact with extended family for a season while you work through the 
acute crisis. That's okay. Protecting your nuclear family comes first. 

 

When Secrecy Causes Its Own Damage 

Now we come to one of the most complicated questions: What do you tell the wider 
community? 

There's a tension between privacy and secrecy: 

Privacy = Appropriate boundaries about what you share and with whom Secrecy = Hiding 
truth in ways that create shame and isolation 

When secrecy becomes toxic: 

For children: 

• When they're told "Don't tell anyone" about the family crisis 

• When they have to lie about why parents are in counseling 

• When they can't talk to anyone about what they're experiencing 

• When the secret becomes a burden they carry alone 
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• When they internalize that what happened is so shameful it can't be spoken 

Forcing children to keep family secrets teaches them: 

• Some truths are too shameful to speak 

• Secrets are more important than honesty 

• Loyalty means lying 

• Getting help means betraying the family 

• Their emotional needs matter less than the family image 

For the couple: 

• When no one knows, no one can help 

• When isolation prevents access to support 

• When shame prevents honest conversation 

• When the secret keeps you from professional help 

• When maintaining the facade requires continued lying 

For the church community: 

• When leaders are living double lives 

• When the community is being asked to trust someone who's untrustworthy 

• When secrets prevent church discipline and accountability 

• When the hidden sin eventually explodes publicly with worse damage 

Biblical truth-telling is not the same as public exposure: 

You don't owe everyone the details of your marriage crisis. But you do need some people to 
know: 

Who needs to know: 

• Your therapist/counselor (both individual and couple) 

• Your pastor or spiritual director 

• A small circle of trusted friends who can support both of you 

• Immediate family (with appropriate boundaries) 
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• Church leadership if either of you is in ministry position 

• Your children (age-appropriately) 

• Anyone directly affected by the affair 

Who doesn't need to know: 

• The entire church congregation 

• Social media 

• Casual acquaintances 

• Your children's friends' parents (unless necessary) 

• Extended family who will weaponize the information 

• Anyone who will gossip 

How to navigate disclosure: 

Create circles of information: 

Inner circle (full disclosure): Therapist, pastor, maybe 1-2 trusted friends who can hold 
the weight 

Middle circle (general information): "We're going through a serious crisis in our marriage 
and are in intensive counseling." 

Outer circle (minimal information): "We're dealing with some family challenges right now 
and appreciate your prayers." 

Children's information: Age-appropriate as discussed earlier, with the understanding that 
they may need to talk to someone (their own therapist, school counselor) 

The church question: 

If either of you is in church leadership, there's an additional layer of responsibility: 

Biblical church discipline exists for a reason: Not to shame or punish, but to bring sin 
into the light where healing can happen and to protect the community from leaders who 
are living duplicitous lives. 

If the unfaithful partner is in leadership: 

• They need to step down from leadership positions (at least temporarily) 

• Church leadership needs to be informed 



67 
 

• There should be an accountability/restoration process 

• The level of public disclosure depends on the leadership level 

If the betrayed partner is in leadership: 

• They may need to step back temporarily to focus on healing 

• They deserve support, not judgment 

• The church's response will significantly impact their healing 

Matthew 18:15-17 provides a model for addressing sin in the church community, but 
infidelity in marriage often requires wisdom beyond a simple application of these verses. 
The goal is redemption and healing, not public shaming. 

Protecting children from public exposure: 

Even if adults choose to be public about the affair, children's privacy should be fiercely 
protected. 

• Don't share details on social media that will follow your children 

• Don't allow church members to approach your children about the situation 

• Don't expose them to public church discipline processes 

• Give them language for what to say if asked: "My parents are working through some 
things, and I'd rather not talk about it." 

 

When the Marriage Ends: Protecting Children Through Divorce 

If your marriage doesn't survive the affair, the children's needs become even more critical: 

Children of divorce after infidelity face compounded trauma: 

• The betrayal that destabilized the family 

• The loss of the intact family structure 

• Potential relocation, financial changes 

• Navigating between two households 

• Possible new partners entering the picture 
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Protective practices for divorcing after infidelity: 

1. Maintain a united front about age-appropriate information Even if you're divorcing, 
commit to telling children the same age-appropriate story about why the marriage is 
ending. 

2. Don't bad-mouth the other parent This is devastatingly hard when they destroyed your 
marriage, but children need to maintain relationship with both parents if at all possible. 

3. Don't use children as messengers or spies All communication goes through adults, 
not through children. 

4. Maintain consistency across households As much as possible, similar rules, 
bedtimes, expectations create stability. 

5. Don't introduce new partners quickly Children need time to adjust to the divorce 
before meeting someone new. Experts recommend at least a year, longer is better. 

6. Get children their own therapy They need a safe place to process with someone who's 
not their parent. 

7. Allow children to love both parents Even if you can't stand your ex-spouse, children 
need permission to love them without guilt. 

 

The Long View: What Children Learn 

Your children are learning about relationships by watching how you navigate this crisis. 

If you stay together, they're learning: 

• People make terrible mistakes 

• Betrayal is devastating 

• Healing is possible but requires massive work 

• Forgiveness is complicated and takes time 

• Commitment means staying even when it's hard 

• Trust can be rebuilt (differently than before) 

• Grace and consequences can coexist 
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If you divorce, they're learning: 

• Some betrayals are too big to recover from 

• It's okay to have boundaries even in marriage 

• Adults can make hard decisions to protect themselves 

• Divorce doesn't mean failure 

• Love isn't always enough 

• You can survive devastation and rebuild 

Either way, they're learning: 

• How adults handle crisis 

• Whether honesty or secrecy prevails 

• How conflict is managed 

• What repair looks like 

• How emotions are processed 

• Whether faith holds in suffering 

The question isn't just "Should we stay together for the kids?" The question is: "What 
are we teaching our kids by how we navigate this?" 

Sometimes staying in a marriage where there's unrepentant betrayal, ongoing dishonesty, 
or abuse teaches children that they should tolerate mistreatment. Sometimes divorcing 
teaches them that they deserve to be treated with dignity. 

The answer isn't simple. But the children are watching. And what they're learning will shape 
their own relationships for decades to come. 

 

A Final Word: The Innocent Bear the Weight 

The children didn't choose this. They didn't have the affair. They didn't break the covenant. 
They didn't vote on whether to stay or go. 

But they're bearing the weight anyway. 

That's the injustice of sin—it never stays contained. It spills over onto the innocent. It 
damages people who had nothing to do with the choices that created the damage. 
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If there's one place you need to get it right, it's with your children. 

You can mess up with extended family and recover. You can mishandle the church 
community and find a new church. You can even fail at rebuilding the marriage and both 
survive. 

But you can't mess up your kids' childhoods and get those years back. 

Protect them. From too much information, from adult burdens, from being used as 
emotional support, from public exposure, from taking sides, from carrying secrets that 
aren't theirs to carry. 

Support them. With therapy, with age-appropriate honesty, with reassurance, with stability 
wherever you can create it, with permission to feel what they feel. 

Model for them. How to face hard truths. How to grieve what's lost. How to choose 
honesty over pretense. How to repair what's broken. How to live with consequences. How 
to extend grace while maintaining boundaries. 

Your children are the most innocent victims of this devastation. 

They deserve your very best effort at protecting them, even as you navigate your own crisis. 

Especially as you navigate your own crisis. 

 

"Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it." 
(Proverbs 22:6, NASB) 

"Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and 
instruction of the Lord." (Ephesians 6:4, NASB) 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART TWO: THE GRIEF NOBODY TALKS ABOUT 

Walking Through the Valley 

 

CHAPTER 5: FOR THE BETRAYED - PERMISSION TO NOT BE OKAY 

 

This chapter is for you. 

Not for your spouse. Not for your marriage. Not for restoration or reconciliation or any 
outcome except this: You are allowed to fall apart. 

For weeks, maybe months, you've been holding it together. Going to work. Taking care of 
the kids. Functioning. Smiling when people ask how you are. Performing normalcy while 
your world is ending. 

You've been told—explicitly or implicitly—to forgive quickly, pray more, trust God, have 
faith, be gracious, think of the children, consider reconciliation, don't be bitter, stop 
dwelling on it, move forward, be strong. 

Stop. 

This chapter gives you permission to do the opposite of all of that. 

Permission to rage. Permission to grieve without timeline. Permission to fall into 
depression. Permission to not forgive yet. Permission to question God. Permission to be 
weak. Permission to dwell in the darkness for as long as you need to. 

Because the pressure to "be okay" when you're not okay is a form of violence. It's spiritual 
abuse disguised as encouragement. It's another betrayal on top of the original betrayal—
this time by people who should be supporting you but instead are trying to manage their 
discomfort with your pain. 

You don't owe anyone a pretty healing process. 

You don't owe your spouse quick forgiveness. You don't owe your church a testimony of 
restoration. You don't owe your family peace of mind. You don't owe your friends resolution. 

What you're owed is space to grieve. And that's what this chapter offers: permission to be 
exactly where you are, however long it takes. 
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The Stages Aren't Linear (Nor Should They Be) 

You've probably heard about Elisabeth Kübler-Ross's five stages of grief: denial, anger, 
bargaining, depression, acceptance. 

Here's what most people don't tell you: The stages aren't stages at all. They're not 
sequential. You don't graduate from one to the next. You don't complete them and 
move on. 

Grief is not a ladder you climb. It's a spiral you descend and ascend repeatedly. 

On Monday you might be in acceptance. On Tuesday you're back in rage. On Wednesday 
morning you're bargaining, by Wednesday afternoon you're in denial, and by Wednesday 
night you're in depression. On Thursday you cycle through all five in an hour. 

This is normal. 

The stages were never meant to be a roadmap with a clear beginning and end. Kübler-Ross 
herself said they weren't linear and that not everyone experiences all of them. But our grief-
illiterate culture turned them into a checklist: "Have you accepted it yet?" "Aren't you past 
the anger stage?" "You're still in denial?" 

No. Stop. That's not how this works. 

Betrayal trauma grief looks like: 

• Denial showing up three months after discovery when you wake up one morning 
and think "Maybe I imagined it" 

• Anger arriving in waves years later when you thought you were past it 

• Bargaining happening at 2am when you're trying to rewrite history in your mind 

• Depression settling in after the acute crisis passes and you realize this is your new 
reality 

• Acceptance appearing for a moment, then disappearing when you find another lie 

You don't move through these in order. You don't complete them. You don't get to skip any. 
And you definitely don't control the timing. 

The non-linearity of grief means: 

• Good days don't mean you're healed 

• Bad days don't mean you're regressing 
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• Progress isn't constant forward movement 

• Setbacks are part of the process, not failures 

• You can't predict when triggers will hit 

• You can't force yourself into the next stage 

• You can't shame yourself into acceptance 

C.S. Lewis writes in A Grief Observed: 

"Grief is like a long valley, a winding valley where any bend may reveal a totally new 
landscape. As I've already noted, not every bend does. Sometimes the surprise is the 
opposite one; you are presented with exactly the same sort of country you thought you had 
left behind miles ago. That is when you wonder whether the valley isn't a circular trench. 
But it isn't. There are partial recurrences, but the sequence doesn't repeat." 

The valley winds. It circles back. You see the same landscape you thought you'd left 
behind. But you're not in the same place—you're seeing it from a different perspective, with 
more miles behind you. 

You're not failing because you're angry again. You're not broken because the 
depression came back. You're not faithless because you can't accept it yet. 

You're grieving. And grief has its own timeline, which has nothing to do with anyone 
else's impatience. 

 

Rage as a Sacred Response 

Let's talk about anger. 

Actually, let's talk about rage. Because what you're feeling isn't polite anger that can be 
managed with deep breathing and a stern conversation. What you're feeling is rage—the 
primal, visceral fury of someone whose trust was violated, whose safety was destroyed, 
whose life was upended by someone who vowed to protect it. 

And the church doesn't know what to do with your rage. 

You've probably been told: 

• "Don't let the sun go down on your anger" (Ephesians 4:26) 

• "Get rid of all bitterness and wrath" (Ephesians 4:31) 
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• "Love is not provoked" (1 Corinthians 13:5) 

• "A gentle answer turns away wrath" (Proverbs 15:1) 

• "Be angry and do not sin" (Ephesians 4:26) 

All of these verses are in the Bible. All of them are true. And all of them are being 
weaponized against you to silence your appropriate rage at what was done to you. 

Here's what they're not telling you: 

The Bible is full of rage. Righteous, holy, sacred rage. 

Look at Psalm 88—the darkest psalm in the Bible, the only lament that doesn't end in hope 
or resolution: 

"LORD, God of my salvation, I have cried out by day and in the night before You. Let my 
prayer come before You; incline Your ear to my cry! For my soul has had enough 
troubles, and my life has reached Sheol. I am reckoned among those who go down to 
the pit; I have become like a man without strength, abandoned among the dead, like 
the slain who lie in the grave, whom You no longer remember, and they are cut off from 
Your hand. You have put me in the lowest pit, in dark places, in the depths. Your wrath 
has rested upon me, and You have afflicted me with all Your waves. You have removed 
my acquaintances far from me; You have made me an object of loathing to them; I am 
shut up and cannot go out. My eye has wasted away because of affliction; I have called 
upon You every day, LORD; I have spread out my hands to You. Will You perform 
wonders for the dead? Will the departed spirits rise and praise You? Will Your 
faithfulness be declared in the grave, Your faithfulness in Abaddon? Will Your wonders 
be made known in the darkness, or Your righteousness in the land of forgetfulness? 
But I, LORD, have cried out to You for help, and in the morning my prayer comes before 
You. LORD, why do You reject my soul? Why do You hide Your face from me? I have 
been afflicted and about to die since my youth; I suffer Your terrors; I am overcome. 
Your burning anger has passed over me; Your sudden terrors have destroyed me. They 
have surrounded me like water all day long; they have encompassed me altogether. 
You have removed lover and friend far from me; my acquaintances are in darkness." 
(Psalm 88, NASB) 

This is Scripture. God inspired this. God preserved this. God gave this to you as a model 
for prayer. 

Notice what this psalm doesn't include: 

• Resolution 
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• Hope 

• "But I trust You anyway" 

• "I know You have a plan" 

• "All things work together for good" 

It ends in darkness. It ends with rage at God for allowing this. It ends with the accusation 
that God has done this. 

And God said: "Yes. Put this in the Bible. Let My people know they can pray like this." 

Your rage is a sacred response to a sacred violation. 

Marriage is a covenant—a holy bond that images God's relationship with His people. When 
that covenant is broken, rage is the appropriate response. Not polite disappointment. Not 
mild frustration. Rage. 

Look at God's own rage at covenant-breaking: 

In the prophets, God's response to Israel's unfaithfulness (described in terms of adultery) is 
fury: 

"'How I have been hurt by their adulterous hearts which turned away from Me, and by their 
eyes which have played the prostitute with their idols...'" (Ezekiel 6:9, NASB) 

God doesn't respond to betrayal with calm theological reasoning. God responds with the 
pain of betrayal, described as being "hurt" by His people's adultery. 

If God is enraged by covenant-breaking, why would you be expected to respond with 
serenity? 

Your rage tells the truth: 

• This should not have happened 

• This violates something sacred 

• The person who did this is responsible 

• The damage is real and devastating 

• Justice matters 

• You have worth and dignity that was violated 
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Rage is not the same as bitterness. 

Rage is the appropriate emotional response to injustice. Bitterness is rage that has 
turned inward and become toxic. 

Rage says: "What you did was wrong, and I'm furious." Bitterness says: "What you did 
defines me, and I will make you pay forever." 

Rage is healthy. Bitterness is poison. But you can't skip rage to avoid bitterness. You have to 
feel the rage, express the rage, honor the rage—and then, over time, release it before it 
calcifies into bitterness. 

How to honor your rage without destroying yourself: 

1. Feel it fully Don't suppress it. Don't spiritualize it away. Don't pretend you're not furious 
when you are. Feel it in your body—the heat, the tension, the energy. Rage is information. 
It's telling you something sacred was violated. 

2. Express it appropriately Scream in your car. Hit a punching bag. Write letters you don't 
send. Go for runs where you cry-scream. Tell your therapist. Rage at God (He can take it). 
But don't destroy property, don't physically harm anyone, don't say things to your spouse 
that can't be unsaid. 

3. Don't spiritualize it prematurely You don't have to forgive yet. You don't have to "give it 
to God" before you've fully felt it. God gave you emotions. Use them. Process them. Don't 
skip to spiritual maturity before you've been honestly human. 

4. Know the difference between acting in rage and feeling rage Feeling rage = healthy 
Acting out of rage = destructive 

You can be enraged without making decisions from rage. You can feel fury without texting 
the affair partner. You can want to burn everything down without actually doing it. 

5. Let it have its season Rage will eventually subside. Not because you forced it to, but 
because you honored it long enough that it naturally transforms. But this takes months, 
sometimes years. Don't rush it. 

Your rage is not sin. It's the appropriate response to covenant-breaking. 

And anyone who tells you to get over it doesn't understand the depth of what's been 
violated. 
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Depression and the Dark Night of the Soul 

After the rage comes the depression. 

Or sometimes it comes before the rage. Or alongside it. Or in waves between moments of 
functioning. 

Depression after betrayal isn't weakness. It's your nervous system trying to protect 
you by shutting down. 

You've been in fight-or-flight for weeks or months. Your cortisol levels have been through 
the roof. Your body has been in constant crisis mode. And eventually, it can't sustain that 
level of activation. 

So it crashes. That's depression. 

What clinical depression after betrayal looks like: 

• Physical exhaustion: You sleep 12 hours and wake up exhausted. Or you can't 
sleep at all. 

• Loss of pleasure: Things that used to bring joy feel empty. Food tastes like 
cardboard. Sunshine feels cruel. 

• Difficulty concentrating: You can't focus at work. You read the same paragraph five 
times. You forget conversations you just had. 

• Social withdrawal: You cancel plans. You stop answering texts. You can't be around 
people. 

• Hopelessness: The future looks bleak. Nothing feels worth trying for. Everything 
feels pointless. 

• Physical symptoms: Headaches, body aches, digestive issues, weight loss or gain. 

• Suicidal ideation: Thoughts of not wanting to be here anymore. Passive wishes that 
you could just not wake up. 

This is not spiritual failure. This is trauma response. 

Your brain has been flooded with stress hormones for so long that your neurotransmitters 
are depleted. Your serotonin is low. Your dopamine is shot. Your body's ability to regulate 
mood has been compromised by the sustained trauma. 

You need professional help. Not just prayer. Not just Bible reading. Not just "trusting God." 
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You need a psychiatrist who can evaluate whether medication might help stabilize your 
brain chemistry while you do the trauma work. 

You need a trauma therapist who understands that depression after betrayal is expected 
and appropriate. 

You need people who understand that this isn't something you can just "snap out of." 

The Dark Night of the Soul is a spiritual reality, not just a psychological one. 

St. John of the Cross described the Dark Night as a time when God feels completely 
absent, when prayer feels empty, when faith feels like grasping at nothing. 

And that's exactly where betrayal can take you spiritually. 

The questions that accompany the dark night: 

• Where was God when this was happening? 

• Why didn't He stop it? 

• Can I trust a God who allows this kind of devastation? 

• Is faith real or just a comforting illusion? 

• What's the point of being faithful when faithfulness doesn't protect you? 

• Is God good? Is God even there? 

These aren't questions you can think your way out of. They're existential cries from a soul 
in anguish. 

And the church's typical responses—"God has a plan," "This will work out for good," "Trust 
His ways"—feel like violence when you're in the dark night. They're true in an ultimate 
sense, but they're pastorally disastrous in the acute crisis. 

What you need in the dark night: 

1. Permission to be in it You're not failing spiritually. The dark night is a legitimate spiritual 
experience. Even the saints walked through it. 

2. Lament as prayer When you can't pray normally, pray the psalms of lament. Let David 
and Asaph and the sons of Korah give you words when you have none. 

3. Presence, not answers You don't need people to explain God's plan. You need people 
who will sit with you in the darkness without trying to turn the lights on. 
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4. Permission to doubt Doubt is not the opposite of faith. Certainty is. Doubt is faith 
wrestling with hard reality. That's more honest than false certainty. 

5. Time The dark night doesn't end on a schedule. It ends when it ends. Sometimes after 
months. Sometimes after years. You can't force it. 

Look at Job's response to devastating loss: 

"'Let the day perish on which I was to be born, and the night which said, "A boy is 
conceived." May that day be darkness; let God above not care for it, nor light shine on 
it. Let darkness and black gloom claim it; let a cloud settle on it; let the blackness of 
the day terrify it. As for that night, let darkness seize it; let it not rejoice among the 
days of the year; let it not come into the number of the months. Behold, let that night 
be barren; let no joyful shout enter it. Let those curse it who curse the day, who are 
prepared to rouse Leviathan. Let the stars of its twilight be darkened; let it wait for 
light but have none, and let it not see the breaking dawn; because it did not shut the 
opening of my mother's womb, or hide trouble from my eyes. Why did I not die at birth, 
come forth from the womb and expire?'" (Job 3:1-11, NASB) 

This is a man cursing the day he was born. Wishing he had died at birth. This is deep, 
dark depression. 

And God doesn't condemn him for it. God's response to Job (eventually) isn't "How dare 
you question Me" but an invitation to see the bigger picture. But that invitation comes much 
later. First, God lets Job lament. 

You're allowed to curse the day you discovered the affair. You're allowed to wish you'd 
never married. You're allowed to question whether any of it was real. You're allowed to 
be in the darkness. 

God is big enough to hold your despair. 

 

Intrusive Thoughts and Triggers 

One of the most distressing symptoms of betrayal trauma is the intrusive thoughts. 

Intrusive thoughts are unwanted, distressing images or thoughts that invade your 
mind without your permission. 

For betrayed partners, these often include: 

• Images of your spouse with the affair partner (sexually, emotionally, doing things 
you used to do together) 
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• Replaying the timeline of lies, trying to figure out what was real 

• Imagining scenarios you don't actually know happened 

• Worst-case narratives about what they said or did 

• Vivid mental images that feel like you're watching a movie you can't turn off 

• Obsessive questioning that loops in your mind with no resolution 

These thoughts are not chosen. They're not evidence of a dirty mind or lack of self-
control. They're trauma symptoms. 

Your brain is trying to process a threat it can't fully understand. It keeps replaying scenarios 
trying to make sense of what happened, trying to regain control, trying to predict and 
prevent future threats. 

The neuroscience of intrusive thoughts: 

When you experience trauma, your amygdala (threat detector) becomes hyperactive. It's 
constantly scanning for danger. When it finds something that might be related to the 
trauma, it triggers the memory system to replay related information. 

The problem is, the hippocampus (memory organizer) is disrupted by trauma. So instead of 
neatly filed memories you can access when you choose, you have fragments that intrude 
when triggered. 

You can't just "stop thinking about it." That's not how trauma works. 

Triggers are anything that reminds your nervous system of the trauma: 

• Certain times of day (when they used to call the affair partner) 

• Locations (where they met, hotels, restaurants) 

• Songs (that were "their song" or were playing during the affair) 

• Smells (cologne, perfume) 

• Dates (anniversary of discovery, affair partner's birthday) 

• Physical intimacy (sex can trigger memories of wondering if they compared you) 

• Lies in other contexts (even small ones trigger the memory of big ones) 

• Their phone (forever associated with the evidence you found) 

• Business trips, late nights at work, "just friends" relationships 
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When you're triggered: 

• Your heart rate spikes 

• You might have a panic attack 

• You're flooded with the emotions of discovery as if it just happened 

• You can't think clearly 

• You might dissociate (feel disconnected from your body) 

• You might lash out or withdraw completely 

This is not you being dramatic. This is your nervous system being hijacked by a trauma 
response. 

Managing intrusive thoughts and triggers: 

1. Understand they're neurobiological, not spiritual failure You're not being punished. 
Your brain is trying to protect you. That's what trauma does. 

2. Practice grounding techniques When intrusive thoughts hit, ground yourself in the 
present: 

• 5-4-3-2-1: Name 5 things you see, 4 you can touch, 3 you hear, 2 you smell, 1 you 
taste 

• Cold water on your face or ice in your hands 

• Physical movement (walk, stretch, jump) 

• Deep breathing (in for 4, hold for 4, out for 4) 

3. Don't fight the thoughts Fighting intrusive thoughts makes them stronger (try not to 
think about a pink elephant—what are you thinking about?). Instead, acknowledge them: 
"This is a trauma thought. It's my brain trying to protect me. It will pass." 

4. Work with a trauma therapist EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) 
and other trauma therapies can help reprocess the memories so they're less intrusive. 

5. Identify and communicate triggers to your spouse They need to know what triggers 
you so they can help create safety. But this only works if they're doing their own work and 
showing genuine remorse. 
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6. Be patient with yourself Intrusive thoughts decrease over time as the trauma is 
processed. But it takes months to years, not weeks. The frequency and intensity will lessen, 
but triggers may always exist to some degree. 

You're not going crazy. You're traumatized. 

And trauma creates these neurobiological responses that feel like you're losing your mind. 
You're not. You're responding exactly how human nervous systems respond to betrayal 
trauma. 

 

Why "Getting Over It" Is Violent Language 

Now let's address the most damaging thing people say to betrayed partners: 

"You need to get over it." 

No. 

Let me explain why this language is violent: 

1. "Getting over it" implies the trauma is in the past 

For you, the betrayal isn't in the past. It's in the present. Every day you wake up, you're still 
living in the reality that your spouse betrayed you. The affair might be over, but the 
consequences are ongoing. 

You're not healing from something that happened and ended. You're healing from 
something that happened and fundamentally altered your present and future. 

2. "Getting over it" minimizes the devastation 

You don't "get over" trauma. You integrate it. You learn to carry it. You build a life around the 
scar. But you don't just step over it like a puddle in your path. 

Would anyone tell a war veteran to "get over" their combat trauma? Would anyone tell 
someone who lost a child to "get over it"? Why is betrayal trauma treated as less 
significant? 

3. "Getting over it" serves the speaker's comfort, not your healing 

When people pressure you to "get over it," they're really saying: "Your pain makes me 
uncomfortable. I need you to be okay so I can stop feeling awkward around you." 

Your healing timeline is not about managing other people's discomfort. 
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4. "Getting over it" is often code for "stop holding your spouse accountable" 

What they really mean is: "Stop bringing it up. Stop asking questions. Stop being angry. 
Stop making your spouse live with consequences. Forgive and move on." 

But accountability and consequences are essential for both healing and deterring future 
betrayal. 

5. "Getting over it" denies the neurobiological reality of trauma 

As we've discussed, betrayal trauma rewires your brain. You can't just decide to be over it 
any more than you can decide to be over a brain injury. 

Healing happens through processing, therapy, time, and support. Not through willpower. 

What people should say instead: 

Instead of "Get over it," people who actually care about your healing would say: 

• "Take all the time you need." 

• "What you're going through is devastating, and your timeline is your own." 

• "I'm here to support you however long this takes." 

• "It's okay to not be okay." 

• "How can I help?" 

• "I believe you, and what happened to you is terrible." 

And when your unfaithful spouse says "When are you going to get over this?" 

That's a red flag that they're not actually doing the work of repentance. Someone who 
understands what they've done doesn't get to set the timeline for healing from it. 

The appropriate response from them is: "I know I destroyed your trust. I don't get to decide 
when you heal from what I did. I will answer your questions and live with your pain as long 
as it takes, without pressuring you." 

You are allowed to: 

• Still be angry years later 

• Still have triggers a decade later 

• Still ask questions when they pop up 

• Still need reassurance 
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• Still struggle with trust 

• Still have moments of despair 

• Still question whether to stay 

• Still be in the valley 

You don't owe anyone recovery on their timeline. 

Not your spouse. Not your family. Not your friends. Not your church. Not yourself. 

Healing happens on trauma's timeline, not on your impatience's timeline. 

 

The Long Valley 

C.S. Lewis, writing about grief after his wife's death, captured what you're experiencing: 

"Tonight all the hells of young grief have opened again; the mad words, the bitter 
resentment, the fluttering in the stomach, the nightmare unreality, the wallowed-in tears. 
For in grief nothing 'stays put.' One keeps on emerging from a phase, but it always recurs. 
Round and round. Everything repeats. Am I going in circles, or dare I hope I am on a spiral? 
But if a spiral, am I going up or down it? How often—will it be for always?—how often will 
the vast emptiness astonish me like a complete novelty and make me say, 'I never realized 
my loss till this moment'? The same leg is cut off time after time. The first plunge of the knife 
into the flesh is felt again and again." 

This is what grief feels like from the inside. 

The same loss felt fresh again and again. The circular nature that makes you wonder if 
you're making progress or just going in circles. The emptiness that hits you like a complete 
novelty even though you've felt it a thousand times. 

You're not going in circles. You're on a spiral. 

You see the same landscape—the rage, the depression, the intrusive thoughts, the grief—
but you're seeing it from a different place. With more time behind you. With more 
processing done. With more understanding. 

It's not the same as the first time you felt it, even when it feels identical. 

The valley is long. 

Longer than you want. Longer than seems fair. Longer than your support system has 
patience for. Longer than you thought you could survive. 
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But you're surviving it. Day by day. Moment by moment. 

And in the valley, you have permission to: 

• Not be okay 

• Fall apart 

• Rage 

• Grieve without timeline 

• Question God 

• Doubt 

• Struggle 

• Trigger 

• Have intrusive thoughts 

• Be depressed 

• Not forgive yet 

• Not know what you're doing 

• Feel lost 

• Be weak 

This is not failure. This is the valley. 

And the only way out is through. 

 

"No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being 
afraid. The same fluttering in the stomach, the same restlessness, the yawning. I keep on 
swallowing. At other times it feels like being mildly drunk, or concussed. There is a sort of 
invisible blanket between the world and me. I find it hard to take in what anyone says. Or 
perhaps, hard to want to take it in. It is so uninteresting. Yet I want the others to be about 
me. I dread the moments when the house is empty. If only they would talk to one another 
and not to me." 

— C.S. Lewis, A Grief Observed 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART TWO: THE GRIEF NOBODY TALKS ABOUT 

Walking Through the Valley 

 

CHAPTER 6: FOR THE UNFAITHFUL - LIVING WITH WHAT YOU'VE DONE 

 

This chapter is going to be hard to read. 

Not because I'm going to condemn you—though what you did deserves condemnation. Not 
because I'm going to pile on more guilt—you're already drowning in it. Not because I don't 
believe you can change—I do, or I wouldn't be writing this. 

This chapter is hard because it requires you to sit in the full weight of what you've done 
without minimizing it, without defending yourself, without escaping into self-pity or self-
destruction. 

You are the one who caused this devastation. 

Not your spouse (even if your marriage had problems). Not the affair partner (even if they 
pursued you). Not your circumstances (even if life was hard). You. 

And now you have to live with that. 

Living with what you've done is different from being destroyed by it. This chapter will 
help you understand the difference between godly sorrow (which leads to repentance and 
life) and worldly sorrow (which leads to death). 

It will acknowledge the genuine losses you're experiencing—because yes, you have losses, 
even though you caused this. It will address the suicidal ideation that many unfaithful 
partners experience. It will challenge your impatience with your spouse's grief. It will 
expose the ways you're tempted to minimize or escape. 

This is not a chapter that will make you feel better. 

But it might help you become better. 

And becoming someone different than the person who had the affair—that's the only path 
forward, whether your marriage survives or not. 
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The Weight of Being the Villain in Someone Else's Story 

For your entire life up until now, you've been the hero of your own story. 

Oh, you've made mistakes. You've had flaws. But fundamentally, in the narrative of your life, 
you were a good person trying to do your best. Even during the affair, you told yourself a 
story where you weren't the villain—you were misunderstood, or trapped, or justified, or at 
least sympathetic. 

Then the affair was discovered, and your story collided with reality. 

In your spouse's story—and in the objective truth—you're not the hero. You're not even the 
flawed-but-sympathetic protagonist. You're the villain. 

You're the person who destroyed their sense of safety. You're the person who shattered 
their trust. You're the person who traumatized them. You're the person who chose desire 
over commitment, lies over truth, selfish gratification over covenant faithfulness. 

You are the villain in the story of the worst thing that ever happened to them. 

And you have to live with that. 

What this feels like from the inside: 

• Crushing guilt that makes it hard to breathe 

• Shame so deep you can't look at yourself in the mirror 

• Self-hatred that whispers "you're a monster" 

• The inability to escape what you've done 

• Watching your spouse suffer and knowing you caused it 

• Seeing yourself through their eyes and hating what you see 

• Carrying the knowledge that you're capable of profound evil 

• Living with the loss of who you thought you were 

This is appropriate suffering. 

I'm not saying that to be cruel. I'm saying it because there's a difference between suffering 
that's destructive and suffering that's redemptive. This suffering—when walked through 
honestly—can be redemptive. 

But first you have to stop trying to rewrite the narrative. 
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You can't be the villain and the victim simultaneously. 

Some unfaithful partners try to do this: "Yes, I had an affair, but my spouse wasn't meeting 
my needs..." "Yes, I lied, but they were always suspicious anyway..." "Yes, I hurt them, but 
now I'm the one being punished..." 

Stop. 

Every time you add "but" to your confession, you're trying to climb out of the villain role. 
You're trying to redistribute the blame. You're trying to make the story more complicated so 
you look less bad. 

The story is not more complicated. You had an affair. You lied. You betrayed your 
covenant. Full stop. 

Your spouse's imperfections don't make you less guilty. Your marriage problems don't make 
the affair their fault. Your emotional needs don't justify your choices. 

You have to carry the full weight of being the villain without trying to soften it. 

And here's why: Until you fully accept that you're the villain in this story, you can't 
become someone different. 

As long as you're defending yourself, justifying yourself, making yourself more 
sympathetic—you're the same person who had the affair. That person is a master of self-
deception. That person prioritizes their own comfort over truth. That person will betray 
again because they haven't fundamentally changed. 

Accepting that you're the villain is the first step toward not being the villain anymore. 

Psalm 38 is David's lament after his own sin: 

"O LORD, do not rebuke me in Your wrath, and do not punish me in Your burning anger. 
For Your arrows have sunk deep into me, and Your hand has pressed down on me. 
There is no soundness in my flesh because of Your indignation; there is no health in my 
bones because of my sin. For my wrongdoings have gone over my head; like a heavy 
burden they weigh too much for me. My wounds have become foul and festered 
because of my foolishness. I am bent over and greatly bowed down; I go about 
mourning all day long. For my sides are full of burning, and there is no soundness in 
my flesh. I am benumbed and badly crushed; I groan because of the anguish of my 
heart." (Psalm 38:1-8, NASB) 

David doesn't minimize. He doesn't defend. He doesn't say "but Bathsheba was bathing 
where I could see her." He says: My sin. My wrongdoing. My foolishness. 
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This is what full ownership looks like. 

And it's excruciating. But it's the only path to becoming someone different. 

 

Impatience with Your Partner's Grief 

Here's one of the hardest truths you need to hear: 

You don't get to decide when your spouse stops grieving. 

You destroyed their world. They get to take as long as they need to process that. And your 
impatience with their grief is just another manifestation of the selfishness that led to the 
affair in the first place. 

Your impatience sounds like: 

• "How long are you going to keep bringing this up?" 

• "I said I'm sorry. What more do you want?" 

• "I can't keep living with you checking my phone every day." 

• "When are you going to trust me again?" 

• "I feel like I'm being punished." 

• "I'm trying my best, but nothing I do is good enough." 

• "Other couples get past this faster." 

• "Even the therapist said you need to start moving forward." 

• "I can't keep apologizing for the rest of my life." 

Every single one of these statements is about you. 

Your comfort. Your frustration. Your timeline. Your need to be trusted again. Your desire to 
stop living with consequences. 

But this isn't about you. 

You forfeited the right to set the terms when you had the affair. You don't get to decide when 
your spouse heals from the trauma you inflicted. You don't get to control the timeline of 
their recovery. 

Why you're impatient with their grief: 
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1. Their pain reminds you of your guilt 

Every time they cry, every time they ask a question, every time they're triggered—it forces 
you to face what you did. And facing what you did is excruciating. So you want them to stop 
grieving so you can stop feeling guilty. 

But their healing is not about managing your guilt. 

2. You want to be trusted again 

You miss the easy intimacy you had before (never mind that it was built on lies). You want 
your spouse to look at you with love instead of suspicion. You want to stop being 
monitored. You want to feel like the good guy again. 

But trust isn't something you demand. It's something you earn. Over years, not 
months. 

3. You're tired of living with consequences 

Having to account for your time, having your phone checked, answering the same 
questions repeatedly, living with their triggers, enduring their rage—it's exhausting. You 
want it to stop. 

But consequences are how accountability works. The affair had no immediate 
consequences—you got what you wanted without losing what you had. Now there are 
consequences. That's appropriate. That's just. 

4. You think your remorse should be enough 

You feel terrible about what you did. You've apologized. You've cried. You've committed to 
change. You think: "I'm genuinely sorry. Shouldn't that count for something?" 

It does count. But it doesn't erase the trauma. Your remorse doesn't rewind time. Your tears 
don't rebuild trust. Your commitments don't heal the wound. 

Your remorse is necessary but not sufficient. 

5. You're comparing your spouse to other betrayed partners 

"My friend's spouse forgave them in six months." "That couple at church is doing fine now." 
"The marriage book said trust should start coming back in a year." 

Stop comparing. Every person's trauma is different. Every betrayal has different details. 
Every nervous system recovers at its own pace. 

Your spouse's timeline is the only one that matters. 
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The brutal truth: 

Your spouse might never trust you the way they did before. The easy, assumed trust of 
the early years is gone forever. What can be rebuilt is different—earned trust, verified trust, 
hard-won trust. 

Your spouse might trigger for years. Certain dates, places, songs, situations might always 
carry a charge. That's what trauma does. 

Your spouse might need to check your phone indefinitely. Not because they're paranoid, 
but because you destroyed the baseline trust that made verification unnecessary. 

Your spouse might ask the same questions over and over. Not because they forgot the 
answer, but because trauma disrupts memory formation and the brain needs to process 
the information repeatedly. 

Your spouse might rage at you months or years from now. Not because they're holding a 
grudge, but because grief isn't linear and rage comes in waves. 

And you need to accept all of this without complaint. 

Not because it's fair (it's not), but because it's the consequence of your choices. You 
created this situation. You don't get to control how they navigate through it. 

What patience with their grief looks like: 

• Answering the same questions for the 500th time without sighing 

• Accepting monitoring without resentment 

• Living with their suspicion without defending yourself 

• Enduring their rage without retaliating 

• Giving them space when they need it 

• Being present when they need to talk 

• Not pressuring them toward forgiveness 

• Not setting timelines for their healing 

• Accepting that your best effort might not be enough 

2 Corinthians 7:10 makes a critical distinction: 

"For the sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without 
regret, leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death." (NASB) 
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Godly sorrow = "I hurt you terribly, and I will do whatever it takes, however long it takes, to 
become trustworthy again." 

Worldly sorrow = "I feel bad about this, and I need you to stop making me feel bad by 
getting over it." 

Your impatience with their grief reveals which kind of sorrow you're experiencing. 

 

Your Own Losses and Grief (Yes, You Have Them) 

Now we need to acknowledge something that's hard to hold in tension with everything else: 

You have losses too. 

Not the same losses as your spouse. Not losses that compare to the trauma you inflicted. 
But real losses nonetheless. 

What you've lost: 

1. Your self-image 

You thought you were a good person. Someone who would never do this. Someone with 
integrity. That self-image is shattered. You're facing the reality that you're capable of 
profound deception, betrayal, and harm. 

2. Your spouse's respect and admiration 

They used to look at you with love and trust. Now they look at you with pain, suspicion, or 
hatred. That loss is devastating, even though you caused it. 

3. Your reputation 

If the affair has become known in your community, you've lost people's respect. You're 
being talked about, judged, excluded. Your reputation may never fully recover. 

4. The affair relationship 

If you had emotional attachment to the affair partner, ending that relationship is a loss. 
(Before you object—I'm not saying this loss is legitimate or that you should grieve it openly. 
I'm saying it's real, and denying it won't help you address it.) 

5. The comfortable arrangement 
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You had the safety of marriage and the excitement of the affair. You had compartmentalized 
life where you could be different people in different contexts. That arrangement is 
destroyed. 

6. Your position or ministry 

If you're in church leadership or Christian ministry, you've likely lost that role. That's an 
appropriate consequence, but it's still a loss. 

7. The easy intimacy with your spouse 

The marriage where you could come home and be received warmly, where sex was 
uncomplicated, where conversation flowed naturally—that's gone. Everything is hard now. 
Complicated. Painful. 

8. The future you envisioned 

The retirement you planned together, the anniversaries you'd celebrate, the legacy you'd 
build—all of it is now uncertain. You might lose the marriage entirely. 

9. Financial stability 

Counseling is expensive. Lawyers are expensive. Divorce is expensive. Even if the marriage 
survives, the financial impact of the affair can be devastating. 

10. Your relationship with your children 

If your children know (or eventually find out), you've lost their uncomplicated trust. They 
see you differently now. That may never fully be restored. 

These losses are real. 

But—and this is critical—your losses don't create equivalence. 

This is not "we both suffered." This is "you caused devastation and are now experiencing 
appropriate consequences, some of which are painful losses for you." 

The difference between your grief and your spouse's grief: 

Your spouse is grieving what was done TO them. You are grieving what you DID to 
yourself (and them). 

Your spouse is grieving a trauma they didn't choose. You are grieving consequences of 
your own choices. 

Your spouse's losses were inflicted on them. Your losses are self-inflicted. 
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This distinction matters because it determines how you process the grief: 

You cannot grieve your losses publicly or to your spouse. 

Your spouse cannot hold space for your grief over losing the affair partner. Your friends 
shouldn't be comforting you for losing your reputation when you destroyed it yourself. Your 
church shouldn't be sympathizing with you for losing your ministry when you disqualified 
yourself. 

Your grief needs to be processed privately, with a therapist, or with a trusted friend 
who can hold the complexity: 

You're grieving real losses while simultaneously owning that you caused them. You're 
feeling genuine pain while not allowing that pain to excuse what you did. You're 
experiencing the weight of consequences while accepting that consequences are 
appropriate. 

The temptation is to use your grief to garner sympathy or to create false equivalence. 

"We're both suffering." No. You're experiencing consequences. They're experiencing 
trauma. 

"This is hard on me too." Yes, but not in a way that deserves comfort from the person you 
traumatized. 

"I've lost so much." Yes, and you destroyed it yourself. 

Your grief is real. But it doesn't make you the victim. 

You can grieve what you've lost while fully owning that you're the one who destroyed it. 
That's mature processing. That's genuine repentance. 

Psalm 38 continues: 

"My heart throbs, my strength fails me; and the light of my eyes, even that has gone 
from me. My loved ones and my friends stand aloof from my plague; and my relatives 
stand at a distance." (Psalm 38:10-11, NASB) 

David is experiencing isolation as a consequence of his sin. His loved ones stand at a 
distance. And he doesn't rage at the injustice of their withdrawal. He accepts it as the 
appropriate response to what he's done. 

Your losses are the weight of what you chose. 

Feel them. Process them. Grieve them privately. But don't use them to escape 
accountability or to claim victim status. 
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Suicidal Ideation and Despair 

We need to talk about something that many unfaithful partners experience but rarely speak 
about: 

The desire to end your life. 

The weight of what you've done, combined with the losses you're experiencing, combined 
with the hopelessness of possibly losing everything—it can create a despair so dark that 
death feels like the only escape. 

Suicidal thoughts among unfaithful partners often sound like: 

• "Everyone would be better off without me." 

• "I've destroyed everything. What's the point of living?" 

• "My spouse deserves better than me. They should be free." 

• "My kids will hate me forever. I can't live with that." 

• "I'm a monster. The world doesn't need monsters." 

• "I can't bear the weight of what I've done." 

• "There's no redemption for someone like me." 

• "Every day is torture. I can't do this anymore." 

If you're having these thoughts, please hear this: 

Suicide is not redemption. It's just more devastation. 

You think your death would release your family from the burden of you. It wouldn't. It would 
traumatize them further. Your children would carry the double wound of your betrayal AND 
your death. Your spouse would carry guilt for the rest of their life wondering if they pushed 
you too hard. 

Suicide doesn't erase what you did. It just makes the damage permanent and 
irreparable. 

You think you're beyond redemption. You're not. You've done terrible things, but you're not 
beyond God's grace. The story isn't over. You can become someone different. But not if 
you're dead. 

The difference between godly sorrow and worldly sorrow (2 Corinthians 7:10): 
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Godly sorrow leads to repentance, which leads to life—a changed life, a different you, 
redemption Worldly sorrow leads to death—literal death through suicide, or 
spiritual/emotional death through hardening 

When you're in suicidal despair, you're in worldly sorrow. You're so consumed with your 
guilt and shame that you can't see beyond it to the possibility of transformation. 

What to do if you're experiencing suicidal ideation: 

1. Tell someone immediately Your therapist, your pastor, a crisis hotline (988 in the US), a 
trusted friend. Don't carry this alone. 

2. Get professional help You may need hospitalization if the thoughts are persistent or you 
have a plan. You definitely need a psychiatrist to evaluate whether medication could help 
stabilize you while you do the work. 

3. Create a safety plan Remove means of suicide from your access. Identify people you 
can call. List reasons to stay alive. Plan what to do in a crisis. 

4. Separate guilt from shame Guilt says "I did a terrible thing." Shame says "I am terrible." 
Guilt can motivate change. Shame only destroys. Get help distinguishing between them. 

5. Remember that feeling hopeless doesn't mean there's no hope Your emotional state 
is not an accurate reflection of reality. You're in a neurochemical crisis. Depression lies. 
Your feelings are real but your thoughts might not be true. 

6. Consider the long-term impact of suicide on your children You think you're protecting 
them from you. But children of parental suicide carry trauma that shapes their entire lives. 
Don't do that to them. 

7. Give transformation time You can't become someone different overnight. But you can 
become someone different over time. Suicide cuts off that possibility permanently. 

If you're experiencing despair but not active suicidal thoughts: 

This crushing weight, this sense that you can't bear it—that's the grief of facing what you've 
done. It's appropriate to feel the weight. But you don't have to be crushed by it. 

The weight can be redemptive if you let it transform you instead of destroy you. 

Brennan Manning writes: 

"In a futile attempt to erase our past, we deprive the community of our healing gift. If we 
conceal our wounds out of fear and shame, our inner darkness can neither be illuminated 
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nor become a light for others. The grace of self-knowledge is found in facing the truth of 
who we are—not who we pretend to be." 

The grace of self-knowledge means facing the full truth: 

You are capable of profound betrayal. AND you are capable of genuine transformation. You 
did terrible damage. AND you can become someone who doesn't do that anymore. You are 
broken. AND God specializes in redeeming broken people. 

You can't skip the facing of what you've done. But facing it doesn't have to destroy you. 

It can transform you. If you're willing to walk through it instead of ending it. 

 

The Temptation to Minimize or Escape 

Finally, let's address the ways you'll be tempted to escape the full weight of what you've 
done: 

1. Minimizing the affair 

"It was only emotional." "It was just sex, there were no feelings." "It only happened a few 
times." "It wasn't as bad as they think." 

Every minimization is a way of protecting yourself from the full weight of what you did. But 
minimizing prevents genuine repentance. 

2. Shifting blame 

"My spouse wasn't meeting my needs." "The affair partner pursued me." "I was going 
through a hard time." "My childhood trauma made me vulnerable." 

Context can help explain but never excuse. Every explanation that starts shifting 
responsibility prevents you from fully owning your choice. 

3. Moving on too quickly 

"I've apologized. I've committed to change. Can't we just move forward?" "Dwelling on the 
past doesn't help anyone." "We need to focus on the future." 

This is another form of escape. You want to move past it because staying in it is painful. But 
healing requires staying in it long enough to actually change. 

4. Finding new vices 
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When you can't escape through the affair anymore, some unfaithful partners escape 
through: 

• Work (workaholism provides distraction and righteousness) 

• Alcohol or drugs (numbing the guilt) 

• New affairs (the pattern isn't broken, just redirected) 

• Pornography (the sexual pattern continues in secret) 

• Exercise (healthy activity becomes compulsive escape) 

• Religion (performing righteousness instead of becoming righteous) 

Any new compulsion is just the old pattern redirected. 

5. Self-pity 

"I'm the worst person ever." "Everyone hates me." "My life is ruined." "I'll never be forgiven." 

This sounds like repentance but it's actually self-absorption. The focus is still on you—your 
suffering, your status, your hopelessness. True repentance focuses on the person you hurt 
and what you need to become. 

6. Demanding forgiveness 

"I'm a Christian, so I'm forgiven." "God has forgiven me, so you should too." "The Bible says 
you have to forgive." "You're being unChristian by holding this against me." 

Using Scripture to pressure someone to forgive you is spiritual abuse. God's forgiveness 
doesn't obligate your spouse's forgiveness. And forgiveness doesn't mean trust, 
reconciliation, or absence of consequences. 

7. Comparing yourself to worse offenders 

"At least I didn't have multiple affairs." "At least I told you instead of you finding out." "At 
least it wasn't with someone you know." "Some people do much worse." 

Comparing yourself to worse behaviors doesn't make your betrayal less damaging. Your 
spouse isn't married to those other people. They're married to you. And you devastated 
them. 

8. Rushing to be the "good guy" again 

You become hypervigilant about being perfect now. You're overly attentive, bring flowers 
constantly, post about your spouse on social media, attend every church service. 
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This can be manipulation disguised as repentance—performing goodness to escape the 
weight of having been bad. True repentance is quiet, consistent, long-term change, not 
performative goodness. 

The only path forward is full ownership: 

No minimizing. No escaping. No shifting blame. No rushing. No distracting. No performing. 

Just the slow, painful work of: 

• Facing what you did 

• Living with your spouse's pain 

• Accepting consequences 

• Doing your own therapeutic work to understand how you got here 

• Becoming someone fundamentally different 

• Proving trustworthiness through years of consistency 

• Accepting that your best effort might not save the marriage 

This work takes years. 

There are no shortcuts. No quick fixes. No programs that guarantee restoration if you just 
follow the steps. 

There's only the long, hard path of genuine transformation. 

And that transformation requires you to: 

• Feel the full weight of what you've done without being destroyed by it 

• Carry genuine guilt without drowning in toxic shame 

• Live with your spouse's grief without rushing them 

• Grieve your own losses privately without claiming victim status 

• Face suicidal despair without giving in to it 

• Resist every temptation to minimize or escape 

You can't do this alone. 

You need a therapist who specializes in betrayal and won't let you minimize. You need a 
spiritual director or pastor who can distinguish between cheap grace and costly grace. You 
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need accountability partners who will call you out when you start defending yourself. You 
need a support group of other unfaithful partners who are doing the hard work. 

And ultimately, you need God. 

Not the God of cheap forgiveness who says "boys will be boys" and winks at sin. But the 
God of costly grace who calls you to die to yourself and be resurrected as someone new. 

The God who can transform you if you're willing to be transformed. 

But transformation requires you to stay in the fire instead of running from it. 

This chapter has been hard. The road ahead is harder. 

But on the other side of this—if you walk through it honestly—is the possibility of becoming 
someone you can respect again. Someone your spouse might trust again. Someone your 
children won't have to make excuses for. Someone who doesn't compartmentalize, who 
doesn't deceive, who doesn't betray. 

That person doesn't exist yet. 

But they can. 

If you're willing to do the work. 

 

"In a futile attempt to erase our past, we deprive the community of our healing gift. If we 
conceal our wounds out of fear and shame, our inner darkness can neither be illuminated 
nor become a light for others. The grace of self-knowledge is found in facing the truth of 
who we are—not who we pretend to be." 

— Brennan Manning, Abba's Child 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART TWO: THE GRIEF NOBODY TALKS ABOUT 

Walking Through the Valley 

 

CHAPTER 7: TOGETHER IN THE WASTELAND 

 

You're both drowning. 

In different waters, for different reasons, at different depths—but drowning nonetheless. 

One of you is drowning in trauma, the other in guilt. One in rage, the other in shame. One in 
the devastation of what was done to them, the other in the horror of what they did. 

And somehow, you're supposed to help each other survive. 

This is the brutal paradox of healing from infidelity when you're trying to stay together: The 
person who traumatized you is the person you're trying to heal with. The person you 
devastated is the person whose forgiveness you need. 

It's like being in a lifeboat together after one of you punched a hole in the boat. You're both 
bailing water, but one of you caused the leak and the other is still bleeding from the impact. 
The boat is sinking, and you need each other to survive, but one of you keeps wanting to 
throw the other overboard, and the other keeps wanting to jump. 

This chapter is about attempting the impossible: healing together when you're both 
broken, when you're in different kinds of pain, when every interaction is contaminated 
by what happened. 

It's about parallel processing versus shared healing. About the impossibility of normal 
conversation. About small mercies that feel like mockeries until they don't. About choosing 
to stay when everything in you screams to run. 

This is not a chapter about restoration. We're not there yet. We're still in the wasteland. 

This is a chapter about survival. About the daily choice to keep showing up even when you 
don't know why. About tiny victories that don't feel like victories. About moments of shared 
humanity in the middle of devastation. 
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"Two are better than one because they have a good return for their labor. For if either of 
them falls, the one will lift up his companion. But woe to the one who falls when there 
is not another to lift him up." (Ecclesiastes 4:9-10, NASB) 

Solomon wrote this about the benefit of companionship. But right now, it might feel like a 
cruel joke. Because you've both fallen, and you're both too weak to lift each other. One of 
you pushed the other, and now you're both in the pit. 

Can two people help each other out of a pit when one of them pushed the other in? 

Maybe. If you're both willing to do the work of acknowledging what happened while 
choosing to survive together anyway. 

But it won't look like partnership as you knew it. It will look like something much harder and 
much messier. 

 

When You're Both Drowning 

Let's be clear about what's happening in your house right now: 

For the betrayed partner: 

• You're experiencing trauma symptoms: hypervigilance, intrusive thoughts, panic 
attacks, depression, rage 

• Your nervous system is hijacked 

• You can barely function at work, with kids, in life 

• Every moment feels like survival 

• You look at your spouse and see the person who destroyed you 

• You're being asked to heal with the person who wounded you 

For the unfaithful partner: 

• You're carrying crushing guilt and shame 

• You're watching your spouse suffer from what you did and can't fix it 

• You're living under constant suspicion and monitoring 

• You're terrified you'll lose everything 

• You're doing the work of figuring out how you became someone who could do this 
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• You're being asked to support someone whose pain you caused 

For both of you: 

• You can't sleep in the same bed without one of you crying or the other wanting to run 

• You can't have sex without trauma memories or shame contaminating it 

• You can't have a simple conversation without it becoming about the affair 

• You can't plan a future because you don't know if there is one 

• You can't be in the same room without tension 

• You can't escape each other if you're trying to save the marriage 

This is what drowning together looks like. 

Neither of you has the capacity to save the other. You're both just trying to keep your head 
above water. And the very person you're in the boat with is the person who either caused 
the sinking or is suffering from it. 

The temptation is to think: "I can't do this. I don't have the capacity to support them 
while I'm falling apart." 

And you're right. You don't. 

This is why most infidelity recovery programs that jump straight to "rebuilding your marriage 
together" fail. They ask drowning people to swim in tandem when both are barely surviving. 

What's actually needed: 

1. Separate support systems 

You cannot be each other's primary support right now. You need: 

For the betrayed partner: 

• Your own trauma therapist 

• A support group for betrayed spouses 

• Trusted friends who can hold your rage 

• A pastor or spiritual director who understands trauma 

• Medical support if needed (psychiatrist for medication evaluation) 

For the unfaithful partner: 
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• Your own therapist who specializes in sexual addiction, attachment wounds, or 
whatever your root issue is 

• A support group for unfaithful spouses (not your betrayed spouse's group—your 
own) 

• Accountability partners who won't let you minimize 

• Spiritual direction from someone who won't offer cheap grace 

For both of you: 

• Eventually, a couples therapist who specializes in infidelity (but usually not in the 
first few months) 

• Separate individual work before joint work 

• Your own processing space that doesn't include each other 

2. Permission to be in different places 

The betrayed partner might be in rage while the unfaithful partner is in despair. One might 
be ready to try while the other isn't. One might have a good day while the other is in crisis. 

You cannot synchronize your healing. Stop trying. 

3. Acknowledgment that you're carrying different weights 

This is not "we're both suffering equally." The betrayed partner's suffering is trauma from 
violation. The unfaithful partner's suffering is consequence from choice. 

Both are real. Neither is equivalent. Don't create false symmetry. 

4. Understanding that you'll alternate between needing and rejecting each other 

Sometimes the betrayed partner will need comfort from the unfaithful partner—the only 
person who can really understand the specific devastation. Sometimes they'll need 
distance because seeing you causes pain. 

Sometimes the unfaithful partner will want to support their spouse and sometimes the 
weight of their spouse's pain will be crushing. 

This oscillation is normal. It's not failure. It's survival. 

 

Parallel Processing vs. Shared Healing 
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Here's what many couples don't understand: In the early months (or years) after 
infidelity, you're not healing together. You're healing parallel to each other. 

Parallel processing means: 

• You're both in therapy, but separately 

• You're both processing the affair, but from different angles 

• You're both doing grief work, but different grief 

• You're both changing, but in different ways 

• You're both in the wilderness, but walking different paths through it 

Shared healing comes later (if it comes at all), after significant individual healing has 
happened. 

Why parallel processing comes first: 

1. Your needs are opposite 

The betrayed partner needs: 

• To rage without the unfaithful partner defending themselves 

• To ask questions without the unfaithful partner showing impatience 

• To grieve without being told to move on 

• To not trust while slowly, maybe, beginning to trust 

• Space when they need it, presence when they need it (and you can't always predict 
which) 

The unfaithful partner needs: 

• To process their own shame without it being weaponized 

• To understand the roots of how they got here 

• To grieve their losses without claiming victim status 

• To prove themselves trustworthy without demanding trust 

• To face what they did without being destroyed by it 

These are not compatible needs in the same space. 

2. Your timelines are different 
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The betrayed partner's timeline is controlled by trauma. They heal when their nervous 
system allows it, which can't be rushed. 

The unfaithful partner's timeline is controlled by accountability and transformation. They 
need to do deep work on themselves that takes years. 

Neither timeline controls the other. 

3. Your emotional regulation is different 

The betrayed partner is in dysregulation—their nervous system is hijacked by trauma. They 
can't control when they trigger, when rage hits, when panic comes. 

The unfaithful partner is learning regulation—learning to sit with guilt without escaping into 
minimization or self-destruction. 

You can't regulate each other when you're both dysregulated. 

4. Your perspective is opposite 

The betrayed partner sees everything through the lens of "How could you do this to me?" 

The unfaithful partner sees everything through the lens of "How could I have done this?" 

These perspectives don't merge. They exist in tension. 

What parallel processing looks like practically: 

Evening routine: 

• Betrayed partner: Processes with their therapist, talks to a friend, journals, has 
space to feel without managing the unfaithful partner's reaction 

• Unfaithful partner: Processes with their therapist, does their own work, answers 
questions without defensiveness, gives space when needed 

Triggers: 

• Betrayed partner: "I'm triggered. I need to be alone / talk to my friend / rage / cry." 

• Unfaithful partner: "I understand. I'm here if you need me. I'll give you space." (No 
defensiveness, no minimizing, no "not again") 

Anniversaries of discovery: 

• Both partners acknowledge this is a hard day 

• Neither expects the other to fix it 
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• Both lean on their own support systems 

• They might mark it together or separately, depending on what the betrayed partner 
needs 

Updates on individual therapy: 

• Neither partner is required to share everything from their individual therapy 

• Some sharing can be helpful ("My therapist helped me understand my attachment 
wounds") 

• But therapy is a safe space for raw processing that doesn't need to be reported 

The goal of parallel processing: 

Eventually—not now, but eventually—you might reach a place where your healing paths 
start to intersect more. Where you can do some shared work in couples therapy. Where you 
can talk about the affair without one triggering and the other defending. Where you can 
both hold the complexity together. 

But you can't force that convergence. It happens when enough individual healing has 
occurred that you both have capacity for the other's experience. 

 

The Impossibility of "Normal" Conversation 

One of the most disorienting aspects of the aftermath is this: 

You can't have a normal conversation anymore. 

Everything is contaminated. Every interaction has the affair in the room like a third person. 
Every sentence has potential to trigger. Every moment of silence feels heavy. 

Attempting "normal" conversations: 

You: "What do you want for dinner?" Them (betrayed): Thinking: "You asked them the same 
question. Did you make them dinner? Did you cook for them?" Them (unfaithful): Thinking: 
"Is this a trap? Are they going to bring up the affair? Should I have already made dinner to 
prove I'm trying?" 

You: "How was your day?" Them (betrayed): Thinking: "You asked them how their day was 
while lying to me about yours." Them (unfaithful): Thinking: "Do they actually want to know 
or are they checking to see if I'm lying?" 
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You: "I love you." Them (betrayed): Thinking: "You said that to them too. What does it even 
mean?" Them (unfaithful): Thinking: "Do they believe me? Will they ever believe me 
again?" 

Every. Single. Interaction. Is. Complicated. 

The mundane has become a minefield. 

Going to the grocery store together means passing the aisle with the snacks you used to 
buy them. Watching TV means seeing couples being intimate and wondering if you'll ever 
have that again. Going to bed means lying next to someone who either betrayed you or 
whom you betrayed. 

There is no escape from the affair. It's in every room, every conversation, every 
moment. 

What to do when normal conversation is impossible: 

1. Accept the impossibility 

Stop trying to have "normal" conversations as if the affair didn't happen. It did. Everything is 
different now. Pretending otherwise is exhausting and dishonest. 

2. Create new rituals for communication 

Check-ins: "Are you okay right now?" "Do you need space or presence?" "Are you triggered 
or are you actually upset about the dishes?" 

Truth-telling: "I'm triggered right now" or "I'm feeling shame" or "I need to be alone" 

Boundaries: "I can't talk about the affair right now, I need a break" or "I need to ask you 
some questions" 

3. Lower expectations for connection 

You're not going to have deep, meaningful conversations right now. You're going to have 
functional ones. "We need to figure out who's picking up the kids." That's okay. Connection 
will come later if it comes at all. 

4. Create affair-free zones (temporarily) 

Some couples benefit from designating certain times or activities as "affair-free": dinner 
with the kids, family movie night, Sunday morning coffee. 

This doesn't mean pretending it didn't happen. It means creating small pockets of reprieve 
where you practice coexisting without everything being about the crisis. 
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This only works if the betrayed partner agrees and can actually set it aside for that 
time. If they can't, don't force it. 

5. Accept that some conversations will detonate 

You'll be talking about vacation plans and suddenly the betrayed partner remembers you 
took a business trip to that city during the affair. Explosion. 

You'll be discussing the budget and the unfaithful partner gets defensive about 
transparency. Explosion. 

These explosions are normal. You can't prevent them all. Just try to clean up the shrapnel 
with honesty and care. 

6. Practice "speaking the subtext" 

Instead of the subtext poisoning every conversation, name it: 

Betrayed: "When you asked what I want for dinner, I immediately thought about whether 
you cooked for them. I know that's not what you meant, but that's where my brain went." 

Unfaithful: "When you asked how my day was, I got defensive because I assumed you were 
checking up on me. I'm working on that." 

Speaking the subtext diffuses some of its power. 

The hard truth: 

"Normal" conversation might never come back. Not the way it was. Because the way it was 
included lies and naïveté. What might come back is something different: honest 
conversation, verified conversation, hard-won conversation. 

But that takes years to build. Right now, you're just trying to coexist without destroying 
each other in every interaction. 

 

Small Mercies and Tiny Victories 

When you're in the wasteland, you don't get major victories. You get tiny mercies that barely 
register as good but are better than complete devastation. 

These are the small mercies: 

• You made it through dinner without fighting 

• You were in the same room for 20 minutes without one of you leaving 
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• You had a conversation about the kids that didn't turn into the affair 

• The betrayed partner was triggered but managed it without spiraling for hours 

• The unfaithful partner answered a hard question without getting defensive 

• You went to therapy and both actually engaged instead of performing 

• You slept in the same bed and no one cried 

• You had a moment—just a moment—where you remembered why you loved each 
other 

• You chose to stay for one more day when leaving felt easier 

These don't feel like victories. They feel like bare minimum survival. 

But in the wasteland, bare minimum survival is victory. 

Frederick Buechner writes: 

"Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don't be afraid. I am with you. 
Nothing can ever separate us. It's for you I created the universe. I love you. There's only one 
catch. Like fathers everywhere, I want my children to choose to love me freely, even when 
they have a choice to walk away. I love you. That is what he says in the end, and as he says it 
he makes himself as helpless as a lamb—a lamb with a wounded heart who walks like a 
shard of glass in our hearts for all eternity. The human heart can become a land of deep 
sadness. But at the same time, that same heart can become holy ground, a thin place 
where the light shines through." 

Your marriage is both beautiful and terrible right now. The terrible is overwhelming the 
beautiful. But there are thin places where light shines through. They're small. They're easy 
to miss. But they're there. 

Recognizing tiny victories: 

1. One honest answer 

Betrayed: "Did you ever tell them you loved them?" Unfaithful: Wants to lie, wants to 
minimize, wants to protect "Yes. I did. I'm ashamed of that." 

That's a victory. Not because the answer isn't devastating, but because it's honest. 
Honesty is the foundation you're trying to build on. 

2. One moment of self-regulation 
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Betrayed partner feels rage, wants to scream, wants to destroy something, wants to lash 
out—and instead: "I need to leave the room right now before I say something terrible." 

That's a victory. Not because the rage isn't legitimate, but because they're managing it 
without causing more damage. 

3. One act of presence 

Unfaithful partner wants to escape the weight of their spouse's pain, wants to minimize, 
wants to defend—and instead: "I know you're hurting. I'm here. I'm listening." 

That's a victory. Not because it fixes anything, but because they're staying present in the 
difficulty. 

4. One shared tear 

You're both crying. Not one crying while the other defends, or one crying while the other 
feels guilty. Both of you, together, grieving what's been lost. 

That's a victory. Because shared grief is the beginning of shared humanity. 

5. One laugh 

Something funny happens. Your kid says something absurd. A memory surfaces that isn't 
contaminated. You laugh. Together. For just a second. 

That's a victory. Because laughter in the wasteland is defiance against despair. 

6. One choice to stay 

Every morning you wake up and think "I could leave today." And then you don't. 

That's a victory. Because staying when everything says run is the hardest work you'll ever 
do. 

Celebrating tiny victories without minimizing the devastation: 

You can acknowledge the small good without pretending the big bad isn't there. 

"We had a decent conversation today. That doesn't mean we're healed. But it's something." 

"You answered my question honestly even though it hurt. That doesn't earn my trust back, 
but it's a step." 

"We got through dinner without fighting. That doesn't mean the marriage is saved. But it's 
better than last week." 
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Hold the victories lightly. Don't build too much hope on them. Tomorrow might be worse. 
Next week might be terrible. Progress isn't linear. 

But don't dismiss them either. In the wasteland, water is water. Even a drop matters. 

 

Choosing to Stay When Everything Says Run 

This is the hardest part: 

Every single day, you have to choose to stay. And every single day, leaving looks easier. 

For the betrayed partner: 

Leaving means: 

• No more triggers from seeing your spouse 

• No more having to manage their guilt 

• No more wondering if they're lying 

• No more trying to trust someone who destroyed trust 

• No more being in the same house with the person who devastated you 

• Freedom to heal without them 

Staying means: 

• Living with constant reminders of the betrayal 

• Enduring the slow, painful work of rebuilding 

• Risking that you'll do all this work and they'll betray you again 

• Watching them grieve their losses when you're the one who was wronged 

• Facing people who think you're weak for staying 

• Years of uncertainty 

For the unfaithful partner: 

Leaving means: 

• No more living under suspicion 

• No more answering the same questions endlessly 
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• No more seeing the pain in your spouse's eyes and knowing you caused it 

• No more consequences 

• Starting fresh somewhere else 

• Escape from the weight of what you did 

Staying means: 

• Living with consequences indefinitely 

• Enduring your spouse's grief without timeline 

• Accepting monitoring and boundaries 

• Doing the hard work of becoming someone different 

• Living with the possibility they'll leave anyway after you've done the work 

• Years of proving yourself 

For both of you, leaving looks like relief. 

So why stay? 

Not everyone should. Some marriages should end after infidelity. Serial infidelity, 
unrepentance, abuse, sexual addiction that won't be addressed—these are legitimate 
reasons to leave. 

But if you're still here, still reading this, still trying—why? 

Possible reasons to stay (but only you know if they're true for you): 

1. You believe the marriage can become something different 

Not restored to what it was (that's impossible). But built into something more honest, more 
intimate, more real. 

2. You believe the unfaithful partner is genuinely changing 

Not performing change. Not promising change. Actually doing the deep work of becoming 
someone different. 

3. You believe God can redeem this 

Not that God caused it or wanted it. But that God can take devastation and create 
something beautiful from the ashes. Not quickly. Not easily. But possibly. 
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4. You still love each other 

This might sound ridiculous. How can you love someone who destroyed you / someone you 
destroyed? But love is more complicated than the betrayal. You can hate what they did and 
still love who they are. You can be devastated by your own choices and still love your 
spouse. 

Love doesn't make staying right. But it makes it possible. 

5. You're not ready to give up 

Maybe you will eventually. Maybe six months from now or two years from now, you'll realize 
the damage is too great. But today, you're not ready to quit. 

That's enough reason to stay today. You don't have to commit to forever. Just to today. 

6. The kids 

This is complicated. You shouldn't stay in a toxic, unhealed marriage for the kids—that 
teaches them terrible lessons about relationships. But if you're both doing the work, if 
there's genuine change happening, if the unfaithful partner is truly repentant—then 
sometimes staying benefits the kids. 

But only sometimes. Not always. 

7. You believe covenant matters 

Marriage is covenant, not contract. Covenant doesn't guarantee staying—abuse and 
unrepentance can break covenant. But covenant means you don't leave lightly. You fight for 
it. You give it every possible chance. 

Even when fighting feels impossible. 

What choosing to stay looks like: 

It's not a one-time decision. It's a daily, sometimes hourly choice. 

It's not "everything is fine now." It's "I'm choosing to show up today even though I don't 
know if this will work." 

It's not certainty. It's willingness to be uncertain together. 

It's not forgiveness. You can choose to stay before you're able to forgive. 

It's not trust. You can choose to stay while still verifying, still monitoring, still cautious. 

It's not weakness. Sometimes staying is harder than leaving. 
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Choosing to stay when everything says run is an act of defiant hope. 

It's saying: "I don't know if this will work. I don't know if we'll make it. But I'm willing to try for 
one more day." 

"Though one may be overpowered by another, two can resist him. A cord of three 
strands is not quickly torn apart." (Ecclesiastes 4:12, NASB) 

The third strand is God. Because you can't do this on your own strength. Neither of you can. 
You're both too weak, too broken, too devastated. 

But with God as the third strand—not as a magical fix, but as the presence that holds you 
when you can't hold each other—maybe the cord holds. 

Not because you're strong. But because God is. 

The wasteland doesn't end today. 

You're still in it. Both of you. You'll be in it for a long time. 

But you don't have to be in it alone. 

You can be in it together—parallel paths through the same wilderness, occasionally 
intersecting, occasionally supporting each other, occasionally just surviving in proximity. 

That's not romance. That's not restoration. That's not victory. 

But it's survival. 

And in the wasteland, survival is enough. 

 

A final word on choosing to stay: 

You are allowed to change your mind. 

If you choose to stay today and leave tomorrow, that's not failure. That's new information. 
That's recognizing the damage is too great or the repentance isn't genuine or you can't 
survive this. 

Choosing to stay doesn't mean committing to stay forever no matter what. 

It means choosing to stay today while you continue to assess whether this marriage can be 
rebuilt, whether the unfaithful partner is genuinely changing, whether you can heal in 
proximity to the person who wounded you. 

Some of you will stay and it will be the right choice. 
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Some of you will leave and it will be the right choice. 

Some of you will stay for two years doing the work and then realize you can't, and leaving 
will be the right choice. 

The only wrong choice is staying without both partners doing the work. That just 
prolongs suffering without moving toward healing. 

But if you're both in therapy, both being honest, both doing the individual work, both 
showing up even when it's excruciating—then staying is a legitimate choice. Not 
guaranteed to work. But worth trying. 

And in the wasteland, worth trying is sometimes all the hope you get. 

 

"Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don't be afraid." 

— Frederick Buechner, Beyond Words 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART THREE: FOUNDATIONS FOR POSSIBLE REBUILDING 

Before the Work Can Begin 

 

CHAPTER 8: THE QUESTION NO ONE WANTS TO ASK 

 

Before you invest years of your life trying to rebuild this marriage, you need to answer a 
question that most Christian books skip over: 

Is this marriage worth saving? 

Not "Can God save it?" (God can do anything). Not "Should Christians always fight for their 
marriages?" (Not always, no). Not "What will people think if we divorce?" (Their opinion is 
irrelevant). 

The question is: Given the specific circumstances of your marriage, the specific 
nature of the betrayal, the specific response of the unfaithful partner, and the specific 
state of both your souls—is this marriage salvageable? Should it be saved? 

This question feels dangerous. It feels unfaithful to ask. It feels like giving up before you've 
tried. 

But asking the question is not the same as answering it with "no." Asking the question is 
wisdom. Refusing to ask it is denial. 

Some marriages should end after infidelity. Not because God can't redeem them, but 
because the conditions necessary for healing don't exist and won't exist. Not because you 
didn't try hard enough, but because one or both partners aren't capable of (or willing to do) 
the work required. 

This chapter will help you discern whether your marriage is: 

• Difficult but salvageable (hard, but worth the work) 

• Damaged beyond repair (impossible, not just hard) 

• Actively dangerous (unsafe to stay) 

• Still unclear (you need more time to discern) 

And here's what I need you to understand: All four outcomes are legitimate. 
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Staying in a difficult marriage and doing the work—legitimate. Leaving a damaged marriage 
after trying—legitimate. Leaving an unsafe marriage immediately—legitimate. Taking time 
to discern before deciding—legitimate. 

What's not legitimate is pretending the question doesn't need to be asked. 

Because if you commit to rebuilding a marriage that can't or shouldn't be rebuilt, you'll 
waste years of your life, traumatize yourself further, and potentially model terrible 
relationship patterns for your children. 

But if you ask the question honestly and prayerfully, you can make a decision with 
integrity—either to fight with everything you have, or to leave with dignity and without 
shame. 

 

When Staying Is Not Always God's Will 

Let's start by addressing the theological elephant in the room: 

"Doesn't God hate divorce?" 

This question comes from Malachi 2:16, which in the NASB reads: 

"'For I hate divorce,' says the LORD, the God of Israel, 'and him who covers his garment 
with violence,' says the LORD of hosts. 'So be careful about your spirit, and do not deal 
treacherously.'" 

Yes. God hates divorce. 

But read the whole verse. God also hates "him who covers his garment with violence." In 
context, this passage is condemning men who were divorcing their wives for trivial reasons 
and dealing treacherously with the wives of their youth. 

God hates divorce because God hates what divorce represents: covenant-breaking, 
abandonment, betrayal, the destruction of what was meant to be sacred. 

But you know what else God hates? Adultery. Abuse. Unrepentance. Ongoing sin. The 
destruction of image-bearers. 

The question isn't "Does God hate divorce?" Of course He does. The question is: "Does 
God want me to stay in a marriage where covenant has been repeatedly violated, 
where there's no genuine repentance, where I'm being further harmed?" 

And the biblical answer is: Not always. 
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Jesus Himself gave permission for divorce in cases of sexual immorality: 

"And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, and marries 
another woman commits adultery." (Matthew 19:9, NASB) 

This is called the "exception clause." Jesus acknowledges that sexual immorality (porneia—
which includes adultery, sexual unfaithfulness) is grounds for divorce. Not a requirement. 
But permission. 

Paul adds another exception—abandonment: 

"Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is not under 
bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace." (1 Corinthians 7:15, NASB) 

If an unbelieving spouse abandons the marriage, the believing spouse is "not under 
bondage"—they're free. And notice the reasoning: "God has called us to peace." 

God calls us to peace. Not to bondage. 

This is critical: The biblical witness is more nuanced than "divorce is always wrong." The 
biblical witness says: 

• Marriage is covenant and should be protected 

• Sexual immorality breaks covenant and can warrant divorce 

• Abandonment releases the abandoned spouse 

• God calls us to peace, not to bondage in impossible situations 

What about "till death do us part"? 

Those vows are real and binding. But covenant has two parties. When one party violates 
covenant repeatedly and refuses to repent, the covenant is broken. Not by the one who 
leaves, but by the one who betrayed. 

Divorce doesn't break covenant in these cases. It acknowledges that covenant has 
already been broken. 

Staying in a marriage is not always God's will. 

Sometimes God's will is for you to leave with dignity. Sometimes God's will is to protect 
yourself and your children from further harm. Sometimes God's will is to acknowledge that 
the marriage died when it was betrayed, and formal divorce just makes legal what's already 
true spiritually. 

You are not failing God by leaving a marriage that cannot be saved. 
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You're not failing God by protecting yourself from ongoing harm. You're not failing God by 
refusing to enable unrepentance. You're not failing God by choosing peace over bondage. 

God's will is for flourishing, healing, shalom—wholeness. Sometimes that happens 
through reconciliation. Sometimes it happens through separation. 

The question is: Which path leads to wholishing in your specific situation? 

 

Discernment vs. Decision-Making 

Before we can answer "Should I stay or go?", we need to understand the difference between 
discernment and decision-making. 

Decision-making = Gathering data, weighing options, choosing based on logic and 
outcomes 

Discernment = Spiritual listening for what God is calling you to, even when it doesn't make 
logical sense 

Both are necessary. Neither is sufficient alone. 

Decision-making asks: 

• Is the unfaithful partner showing genuine repentance? 

• Are they doing the work (therapy, accountability, transparency)? 

• Has the affair truly ended with no contact? 

• Am I safe (physically, emotionally, sexually)? 

• Can I function and heal in this marriage? 

• Are the children being harmed by staying? 

• Do I have the resources (financial, emotional, communal) to leave if needed? 

These are practical, answerable questions. You should have clear answers to them. 

Discernment asks: 

• What is God calling me to in this situation? 

• What does peace feel like in my soul when I consider staying vs. leaving? 

• Am I being called to fight for this marriage or to release it? 
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• Is fear driving my decision or is wisdom? 

• Am I staying out of genuine hope or out of shame/obligation? 

• What is the deepest truth of my situation? 

These are spiritual questions that require time, prayer, and listening. 

Dallas Willard writes: 

"Discernment is not a matter of simply telling the difference between right and wrong; 
rather it is telling the difference between right and almost right. Discernment is not only 
about making right decisions—it's about making timely decisions. The will of God is not just 
something to be done, but something to be timed." 

For some of you, the timing isn't right to decide yet. 

You're too raw. Too triggered. Too traumatized. You can't think clearly about whether to stay 
or leave when you're in crisis mode. 

That's okay. "I don't know yet" is a legitimate answer. 

You don't have to decide today. You can create space for discernment: 

1. Set a timeframe for evaluation 

"I'm giving this six months of intensive therapy (both individual and couple) to see if 
genuine change happens." 

"I'm taking three months completely separated to get clarity away from the situation." 

"I'm not making any permanent decisions for one year while we both do the work." 

This isn't avoiding the question. It's creating space to answer it wisely. 

2. Identify markers of genuine change 

What would need to happen for you to stay? Be specific: 

• "The affair would need to be completely over with verified no contact" 

• "They would need to attend therapy weekly and do the homework" 

• "They would need to give me complete transparency without resentment" 

• "They would need to attend a 12-step program if sexual addiction is involved" 

• "They would need to address their childhood trauma / narcissism / attachment 
wounds" 
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If these markers aren't being met, you have information. 

3. Listen for God's voice in the midst of noise 

Everyone will have opinions. Your family will pressure you to leave. Their family will 
pressure you to stay. Your church might have strong views either way. Friends will tell you 
what they would do. 

None of them are living your life. 

You need space to hear God's voice above all the noise. This might mean: 

• Retreating for spiritual direction 

• Taking a weekend alone for prayer and silence 

• Journaling extensively 

• Fasting 

• Asking God to make His will clear 

4. Pay attention to peace vs. anxiety 

Paul says "God has called us to peace" (1 Corinthians 7:15). 

When you imagine staying, what do you feel? Peace or dread? When you imagine leaving, 
what do you feel? Peace or dread? 

Both options might feel hard. But there's a difference between "hard but right" and "hard 
and wrong." 

• "Hard but right" feels like climbing a mountain—difficult but directionally correct 

• "Hard and wrong" feels like banging your head against a wall—painful and getting 
nowhere 

Learn to feel the difference in your body. 

5. Get wise counsel 

Not just any counsel. Wise counsel from people who: 

• Know you well 

• Understand trauma and infidelity 

• Won't impose their agenda on you 
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• Can hold complexity without rushing to simple answers 

• Are rooted in Scripture and prayer 

Proverbs 11:14 (NASB): "Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in an abundance 
of counselors there is victory." 

But ultimately, you are the one who has to live with the decision. Counselors can 
advise. God can guide. But you have to choose. 

 

Abuse, Serial Infidelity, and Unrepentance 

Some situations don't require lengthy discernment. They require immediate action. 

Here are the conditions that make staying unwise or impossible: 

1. Physical, Sexual, or Severe Emotional Abuse 

If your spouse is physically harming you, sexually coercing you, or engaging in severe 
emotional/psychological abuse (not just conflict, but actual abuse), you need to leave for 
your safety. 

Abuse changes the equation completely. This isn't "marriage is hard." This is "marriage is 
dangerous." 

Signs of abuse: 

• Physical violence of any kind 

• Sexual coercion or assault (yes, marital rape is real) 

• Severe controlling behavior (financial control, isolation, monitoring) 

• Threatening harm to you or the children 

• Destroying your property 

• Gaslighting that makes you question reality 

• Verbal abuse that's constant and degrading 

If you're being abused, separation isn't failure. It's survival. 

The biblical call to submit to your husband does not mean submitting to abuse. God 
does not call you to be a punching bag for Christ. God does not ask you to enable sin by 
accepting it. 
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2. Serial Infidelity 

If this is the third, fourth, fifth time your spouse has been unfaithful—the pattern is clear. 

One affair can be a terrible choice from which someone genuinely repents and changes. 

Multiple affairs is a pattern of behavior that indicates either: 

• Sexual addiction that's not being addressed 

• Characterological issues (narcissism, sociopathy) 

• Fundamental unwillingness or inability to be faithful 

You cannot heal from betrayal if you keep being betrayed. 

If your spouse has had multiple affairs over the course of your marriage, the question isn't 
"Can God save this marriage?" but "Is this person capable of monogamy?" 

And if the answer is no, staying is not noble. It's enabling. 

3. Ongoing Infidelity / Refusal to End the Affair 

If your spouse won't end the affair completely—no contact, no "just friends," no "I need 
closure"—then there's no marriage to save. They're still choosing the affair. 

You can't rebuild trust while betrayal is ongoing. 

You can't heal from a wound that's still being inflicted. 

If they say they've ended it but you have evidence they haven't, or if they keep going back, 
or if they're "trying to figure out what they want"—they're not repentant. They're keeping 
their options open. 

Leave. Let them have their affair without the safety net of you. 

4. Unrepentance 

Genuine repentance looks like: 

• Full acknowledgment of what they did without minimizing 

• No blame-shifting ("My needs weren't being met") 

• Willingness to do whatever it takes to rebuild trust 

• Complete transparency without resentment 

• Accepting consequences without complaint 



125 
 

• Deep work on themselves to understand how they got here 

• Grief over the devastation they caused 

False repentance looks like: 

• "I'm sorry you're hurt" (not "I'm sorry I hurt you") 

• "I made a mistake" (minimizing—it wasn't a mistake, it was a choice) 

• "Can we just move on?" (rushing past accountability) 

• "I said I'm sorry, what more do you want?" (impatience) 

• "You need to forgive me" (demanding rather than earning) 

• Anger at being monitored or questioned 

• No therapy, no accountability, no real change 

• Performing remorse without genuine transformation 

If there's no genuine repentance, there's no foundation for rebuilding. 

You can't rebuild trust with someone who won't acknowledge what they did, who minimizes 
it, who blames you, who won't do the work. 

Staying with an unrepentant spouse is not faithfulness to God. It's enabling sin. 

5. Active Addiction (Unaddressed) 

If your spouse has a sexual addiction, substance addiction, or other compulsive behavior 
that contributed to the affair and they refuse to address it—the affair is a symptom, and 
the disease is untreated. 

Sexual addiction requires: 

• Assessment by a CSAT (Certified Sex Addiction Therapist) 

• Participation in a 12-step program (SA, SAA, SLAA) 

• Individual therapy 

• Possible intensive treatment program 

• Complete transparency and accountability 

• Addressing trauma/attachment wounds underlying the addiction 
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If they won't do this work, the pattern will continue. Maybe not immediately, but 
eventually. 

You can't save someone from their addiction. They have to choose recovery. And if they 
won't, you have to choose safety. 

6. When You or Your Children Are Being Harmed by Staying 

Sometimes the marriage isn't actively abusive, but staying is still causing harm: 

• Your mental health is deteriorating to the point you can't function 

• Your children are being damaged by the tension, fights, instability 

• You're developing severe anxiety, depression, PTSD that's worsening in proximity to 
your spouse 

• You've given it years of genuine effort and there's no movement toward healing 

Sometimes the most loving thing you can do for yourself and your children is leave. 

Martyrdom is not a spiritual gift. Destroying yourself to stay in a marriage that can't be 
healed is not what God asks of you. 

 

The Difference Between Hard and Impossible 

This is the most important distinction in this entire chapter: 

Hard ≠ Impossible 

Every marriage recovery after infidelity is hard. The question is whether it's impossible. 

Hard looks like: 

• Both partners are in therapy doing real work 

• The unfaithful partner shows genuine repentance even when it's difficult 

• Progress is slow but visible 

• There are setbacks but overall forward movement 

• The betrayed partner is triggered but managing trauma with support 

• Conversations are difficult but possible 

• Both partners want the marriage to survive and are willing to do the work 
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• There's pain but also moments of hope 

• Trust is broken but being slowly rebuilt through consistency 

• The future is uncertain but possible 

Hard is worth fighting for if both partners are committed. 

Impossible looks like: 

• One or both partners fundamentally don't want the marriage 

• The unfaithful partner isn't genuinely repentant 

• No change is happening despite therapy 

• The same patterns repeat with no interruption 

• The betrayed partner cannot function in proximity to the unfaithful partner 

• Every conversation becomes abusive or destructive 

• There's no hope, no progress, just grinding pain with no forward movement 

• One or both partners have checked out emotionally 

• The damage is so deep that years of work haven't created any healing 

• Staying is causing more harm than leaving would 

Impossible is not worth dying for. 

How to tell the difference: 

Ask yourself: 

1. Is genuine change happening? (Not promises of change, but actual visible, 
sustained change in behavior and character) 

2. Is there any hope? (Not delusional hope, but real, grounded hope based on 
evidence) 

3. Can I heal in this marriage? (Not "Can I survive?" but "Can I actually heal?") 

4. Are my children being helped or harmed? (Be honest. Sometimes kids benefit 
from intact families doing the work. Sometimes they're traumatized by the ongoing 
dysfunction.) 
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5. Am I staying out of genuine commitment or out of fear/shame? (Fear of being 
alone, shame about divorce, fear of what people will think—these are not good 
reasons to stay) 

6. If my best friend were in this exact situation, what would I tell them? 
(Sometimes distance provides clarity) 

7. When I imagine five years from now still in this marriage, do I feel hope or 
dread? (Your body knows things your mind is trying to rationalize) 

If you're answering honestly and the answers point to "impossible," you have 
permission to leave. 

Not permission from me—permission from God, who calls you to peace, not to bondage. 

 

Making the Decision 

At some point, after discernment, after time, after therapy, after prayer—you have to 
decide. 

Stay or go. Fight or release. Rebuild or end. 

Here's what you need to know about making this decision: 

1. There's no perfect certainty 

You will never be 100% sure. Either choice involves risk. Either choice involves faith. Either 
choice could be wrong. 

You have to choose with the information you have, trusting that God will meet you in 
your choice. 

2. Both choices have costs 

Staying costs: Time, energy, ongoing pain, risk of being hurt again, uncertainty 

Leaving costs: Grief, financial impact, community judgment, explaining to children, 
starting over, loneliness 

There's no cost-free option. Choose the cost you're willing to pay. 

3. The decision doesn't have to be permanent yet 

Some people benefit from "in-house separation"—living separately while doing therapy to 
see if change happens. 
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Some people benefit from legal separation—creating space and boundaries while 
determining if reconciliation is possible. 

You can choose to leave without immediately filing for divorce. You can create space to 
discern without making it permanent yet. 

But also: If you leave and discover it's the right choice, don't let guilt or pressure bring 
you back to a situation that's impossible. 

4. You're allowed to change your mind 

If you choose to stay and six months later realize it was the wrong choice—you can leave. 

If you choose to leave and your spouse does such deep work that genuine change 
happens—you can reconsider. 

Your first decision doesn't have to be your final decision. 

5. Either choice can be made with integrity 

Staying with integrity = "I'm choosing to fight for this marriage with everything I have, giving 
it the best possible chance, while maintaining boundaries and requiring genuine change." 

Leaving with integrity = "I've done everything I can do. The conditions for healing don't 
exist. I'm choosing to leave in order to heal and move forward." 

Both are honorable. Neither is failure. 

6. God is present in either choice 

God doesn't abandon you if you stay in a hard marriage. God doesn't abandon you if you 
leave an impossible one. 

Your decision about your marriage doesn't determine God's love for you. 

"For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things 
present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing 
will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord." (Romans 
8:38-39, NASB) 

Not even divorce separates you from God's love. 

 

When to Get Help Making the Decision 

You should not make this decision: 
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• In the first 48 hours after discovery (you're in crisis, not clarity) 

• While in an active mental health crisis (severe depression, suicidal ideation) 

• Under pressure from others 

• Without professional input (therapist, pastor, wise counselors) 

• In isolation 

You should make this decision: 

• After time for discernment (months, not days) 

• With professional support 

• With spiritual direction 

• After giving genuine effort (if safety allows) 

• When you have clarity, even if it's painful clarity 

If you can't decide, that's information too. 

Maybe you're not ready to decide yet. Maybe you need more time. Maybe you need a trial 
separation to get perspective. 

"I don't know yet" is okay for now. But eventually, you'll need to know. 

Because staying in indefinite limbo—neither committing nor leaving—is its own form of 
suffering that prevents healing. 

 

A Word to Those Pressuring You 

If you're reading this and thinking "I need to tell my friend/daughter/sister to stay/leave"—
stop. 

This is not your decision. 

You don't live in their marriage. You don't know all the details. You don't have to live with the 
consequences. You're not the one lying awake at night wrestling with the question. 

Your job is to support, not to decide for them. 

Support looks like: 

• "I'll support you whether you stay or go" 
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• "What do you need from me?" 

• "Have you talked to a therapist about this?" 

• "I trust you to make the right decision for your life" 

Support does not look like: 

• "You have to stay; you made a vow" 

• "You have to leave; you deserve better" 

• "If you stay, you're weak" 

• "If you leave, you're giving up" 

• "What would Jesus do?" (as if it's simple) 

If you love them, give them space to discern without your agenda. 

 

The Question You Must Answer 

So we come back to the question that started this chapter: 

Is this marriage worth saving? 

Only you can answer that. 

But answer it honestly. Answer it prayerfully. Answer it with wise counsel. Answer it after 
giving it genuine time and effort if safety allows. 

Don't answer it based on: 

• What your church will think 

• What your family wants 

• Fear of being alone 

• Shame about divorce 

• Sunk cost ("We've been married 20 years") 

• The children (unless staying is clearly better for them) 

Answer it based on: 

• Is genuine repentance present? 
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• Is real change happening? 

• Can I heal in this marriage? 

• Is God calling me to stay or to leave? 

• Is this hard or impossible? 

• What does peace feel like when I consider each option? 

And then trust that God will meet you in your answer. 

Whether you stay and fight with everything you have. 

Or whether you leave with dignity and without shame. 

Both can be acts of faithfulness. 

The question is: Which one is yours? 

 

"Discernment is not a matter of simply telling the difference between right and wrong; 
rather it is telling the difference between right and almost right." 

— Dallas Willard, Hearing God 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART THREE: FOUNDATIONS FOR POSSIBLE REBUILDING 

Before the Work Can Begin 

 

CHAPTER 9: NO CONTACT, FULL DISCLOSURE, AND HARD BOUNDARIES 

 

If you've decided to attempt rebuilding this marriage, we need to talk about the foundation. 

Not the emotional foundation. Not the spiritual foundation. Those come later. 

First, we need to talk about the structural foundation—the absolute non-negotiables that 
must be in place before any healing work can even begin. 

These aren't suggestions. They're not goals to work toward. They're requirements. Not 
because I'm being harsh, but because without these foundational elements, you're not 
rebuilding a marriage—you're just prolonging the betrayal with different packaging. 

Here's what must be in place immediately: 

1. Absolute termination of the affair (no contact means NO contact) 

2. Complete transparency (phones, passwords, location, accounts, schedules) 

3. Full disclosure (the whole truth, even the parts that hurt) 

4. Hard boundaries (non-negotiable protections for the betrayed partner) 

5. Accountability structures (people who verify compliance, not just trust claims) 

If the unfaithful partner is unwilling to do ALL of these things immediately and 
completely, the marriage cannot be saved. 

Not "it will be harder to save." Not "it will take longer." It cannot be saved. 

Because without these foundations, you're building on sand. And when the storms come—
and they will—everything will collapse. 

This chapter will be uncomfortable for the unfaithful partner. It requires you to give up all 
control, all privacy, all autonomy in certain areas. It requires you to live under monitoring 
and verification indefinitely. 
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That's the cost of betrayal. You destroyed trust. Now you have to prove trustworthiness. 
And proving it requires radical transparency and submission to boundaries you don't get to 
set. 

For the betrayed partner, this chapter gives you permission to require these things without 
guilt, without apology, without worrying about being "too controlling." 

You're not being controlling. You're creating safety after it was destroyed. 

Let's begin. 

 

Absolute Termination of the Affair 

This seems obvious, but you'd be surprised how many couples try to "work on the 
marriage" while the affair is still ongoing in some form. 

The affair must end. Completely. Immediately. No exceptions. 

What "ending the affair" means: 

1. Zero Contact 

No contact means: 

• No phone calls 

• No texts 

• No emails 

• No social media interaction (no likes, comments, DMs, nothing) 

• No "accidental" encounters 

• No "just checking to make sure they're okay" 

• No "closure" conversations 

• No "explaining to them why I have to end it" 

• No mutual friends relaying messages 

• No workplace interaction beyond what's absolutely unavoidable 

Zero. Contact. 

"But what if we work together?" 
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Then you do the bare minimum required for work. Professional communication only. 
Documented. No private conversations. No lunches. No closed-door meetings alone. 
Ideally, one of you transfers to a different department or finds a different job. 

"But what if they reach out to me?" 

You don't respond. You block the number. You document the contact and show it to your 
spouse immediately. You don't read the message. You don't "need to know what they said." 

"But I need closure." 

No, you don't. Closure is a myth people use to justify continued contact. You don't get 
closure from the person you betrayed your spouse with. You get it from doing the work of 
understanding why you did it and becoming someone different. 

"But I care about them and don't want to hurt them." 

You should have thought about that before you had the affair. Your primary responsibility 
now is to your spouse, not to the affair partner's feelings. The affair partner is a casualty of 
your choices. That's painful, but it's the consequence. 

2. A Final Contact (If Necessary) 

In some situations—especially if the affair partner doesn't know it's ending—one final 
contact may be necessary. But it must follow strict parameters: 

Who delivers the message: Ideally, a written message (text or email) so there's no back-
and-forth 

What the message says: 

• "I have betrayed my spouse by having a relationship with you." 

• "This was wrong, and it ends now." 

• "I am committed to my marriage and will have no further contact with you." 

• "Do not contact me again." 

What the message does NOT say: 

• Any expressions of care or regret about ending it 

• Any blame toward the spouse ("My spouse found out and is making me...") 

• Any details about what's happening in the marriage 

• Any opening for continued conversation 
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Who reads the message before it's sent: The betrayed spouse 

Who is present when it's sent (if it's a call): The betrayed spouse, on speaker 

This is not a negotiation. It's an announcement. 

If the affair partner responds, you don't reply. You show the response to your spouse and 
block the number. 

3. Blocking on All Platforms 

After the final contact (or immediately if no final contact is made): 

• Block phone number 

• Block on all social media 

• Block email (or create filter that auto-deletes) 

• Block on any messaging apps 

• Delete the affair partner from all contacts 

• Remove any photos, gifts, mementos 

• Delete any communication history (after showing it to your spouse if they want to 
see it) 

This is non-negotiable. 

"But what if I need to keep the number for work purposes?" 

If you genuinely need the number for work, you give your spouse full access to all 
communications and never initiate contact for non-work reasons. 

Better option: Get a new number. Let your spouse have your work phone. Find a new 
job if necessary. 

Yes, that's extreme. But you did an extreme thing. Extreme measures are appropriate. 

4. Verifiable Termination 

The betrayed partner needs to be able to verify that contact has ended: 

• Access to phone records 

• Access to all social media accounts 

• Access to email 
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• Access to location tracking 

• Access to credit card statements (to verify no purchases at places you met) 

"Don't you trust me?" 

No. You destroyed trust. Trust will be earned back over time through consistent, verifiable 
behavior. Right now, you're trusted like an alcoholic claiming they're sober—verification is 
required. 

If you resist verification, you're not actually committed to ending the affair. 

5. What to Do If They Contact You 

If the affair partner reaches out (and they probably will): 

Immediately: 

1. Do not read the full message 

2. Screenshot or save the evidence 

3. Show your spouse immediately (within minutes, not hours) 

4. Let your spouse decide how to respond or if to respond 

5. Block that method of contact if it wasn't already blocked 

Do not: 

• Read the whole message "to see what they want" 

• Respond yourself 

• Hide the contact "to protect" your spouse 

• Engage in any back-and-forth 

• Go to meet them "just to tell them to stop" 

Every contact you hide is a continuation of the betrayal. 

"But what if it's an emergency?" 

Unless they're literally dying and you're the only person who can save them, it's not your 
problem. They need to contact someone else. You are no longer available to them. Period. 

 

The Requirement of Complete Transparency 
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Trust was destroyed by secrecy. It will only be rebuilt through radical transparency. 

Complete transparency means the betrayed partner has access to everything. 

What Complete Transparency Looks Like: 

1. Phones 

The betrayed partner has: 

• Your passcode 

• Permission to look at your phone anytime, for any reason, without asking 

• Access to all text messages, call logs, social media apps 

• Access to deleted messages (use a recovery app if needed) 

• Your location sharing turned on 24/7 

"But I deserve privacy." 

You forfeited privacy when you used privacy to betray. Privacy is earned back over time, not 
demanded. 

"What if I have embarrassing things on my phone that aren't about the affair?" 

Delete them or show them to your spouse. You don't get secrets anymore. Not about 
anything. 

2. All Accounts 

Passwords and access to: 

• Email (all accounts, including old ones) 

• Social media (Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, LinkedIn, everything) 

• Banking and credit cards 

• Any dating apps (which should be deleted) 

• Cloud storage (Google Drive, Dropbox, iCloud) 

• Any messaging apps (WhatsApp, Telegram, Signal, Snapchat) 

• Computer login 

"This feels like prison." 



139 
 

It's not prison. It's accountability. Prison is involuntary. This is the voluntary choice you're 
making to prove you're trustworthy. 

If you're not willing to be this transparent, you're choosing your comfort over your 
spouse's healing. That means you're not ready to rebuild. 

3. Location 

Your spouse needs to know where you are at all times: 

• Location sharing on your phone (Find My iPhone, Google Maps location sharing) 

• Accounting for your time when you're apart 

• Calling when you say you'll call 

• Being where you said you'd be 

"This feels like I'm being tracked like a criminal." 

You are being verified like someone who broke trust. That's different from being treated like 
a criminal. Criminals don't get the option to rebuild. You do. But rebuilding requires 
verification. 

4. Schedule 

Complete transparency about: 

• Where you're going 

• Who you'll be with 

• When you'll be back 

• Any changes to plans (with immediate notification) 

No more "I'm working late" without verification. No more "I'm running to the store" and 
disappearing for two hours. No more unaccounted time. 

5. Social Life 

Changes required: 

• No time alone with members of the opposite sex (or same sex if that's where the 
affair was) 

• No "just friends" relationships that make your spouse uncomfortable 

• Your spouse meets anyone new in your life 
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• No lying about who you're with or where you're going 

• Events with alcohol may require your spouse to be present 

"I can't have any friends?" 

You can have friends. But you've lost the privilege of private friendships with people your 
spouse doesn't know and trust. You rebuild that privilege over time. 

6. Work 

If the affair was with a coworker: 

• You need to find a new job, or 

• You transfer departments, or 

• Your spouse has full transparency into your work communications and schedule 

If the affair wasn't with a coworker but involved deception about work: 

• Your spouse can verify your schedule with your employer 

• You call when you say you'll call 

• Business trips may require verification or your spouse coming along 

• Work social events may require your spouse to attend 

"My career will suffer." 

That's a consequence of using work as cover for your affair. Your marriage is the priority 
now. Career advancement is secondary. 

Ephesians 5:11-14 (NASB) says: 

"Do not participate in the useless deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them; 
for it is disgraceful even to speak of the things which are done by them in secret. But 
all things become visible when they are exposed by the light, for everything that 
becomes visible is light. For this reason it says, 'Awake, sleeper, and arise from the 
dead, and Christ will shine on you.'" 

Everything must come into the light. The darkness enabled the affair. Only light enables 
healing. 

 

What Full Disclosure Actually Means 
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Beyond ongoing transparency, there needs to be a one-time full disclosure of what 
happened. 

Full disclosure is telling the whole truth about the affair—all of it—in one formal 
conversation. 

Why Full Disclosure Matters: 

1. Staggered truth is re-traumatizing 

When the truth comes out in pieces—first "we were just friends," then "we kissed once," 
then "it was more than kissing," then "it's been going on for a year"—each revelation is a 
new betrayal. 

Trickle truth is another form of lying. 

The betrayed partner needs the truth, the whole truth, all at once, so they know what 
they're dealing with. They can't heal from a wound that keeps getting bigger. 

2. The betrayed partner's imagination is worse than the truth 

Without full disclosure, the betrayed partner fills in the gaps with worst-case scenarios. 
They imagine things that may not have happened. Their intrusive thoughts run wild with 
possibilities. 

Full disclosure, while painful, gives them reality instead of imagination. Reality can be 
processed. Imagination creates infinite scenarios. 

3. Recovery can't begin without a complete picture 

The betrayed partner can't decide whether to stay if they don't know the full extent of what 
happened. They can't assess risk. They can't know if you're being honest now if you were 
dishonest initially. 

4. Hidden truths always come out eventually 

If you don't disclose everything now, it will come out later—through discovery, through the 
affair partner, through guilt. And when it does, you'll have to start over at square one. Any 
progress will be destroyed. 

Better to have one catastrophic disclosure than multiple smaller ones over time. 

What Full Disclosure Includes: 

Timeline: 

• When did it start? (First inappropriate conversation? First physical contact?) 
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• How long did it last? 

• When did it end (or when was it discovered)? 

• How often did you see each other / communicate? 

Nature of the relationship: 

• Was it emotional? Physical? Both? 

• Did you have sex? How many times? Where? 

• What sexual acts occurred? (The betrayed partner may want details; they may not. 
Let them decide.) 

• Did you say "I love you"? 

• Did you make plans for a future together? 

• Did you spend money on them? How much? 

Who knew: 

• Did any friends or family know? 

• Did coworkers know? 

• Who helped you hide it? 

Deception involved: 

• What lies did you tell? 

• What events/trips were covers for the affair? 

• Did you lie when directly asked about it before discovery? 

Comparisons: 

• Did you compare your spouse to the affair partner? 

• Did you complain about your spouse to the affair partner? 

• Did you tell the affair partner things about your marriage that weren't true? 

Risk to the betrayed partner: 

• Was protection used if there was sexual contact? 

• Does the betrayed partner need STI testing? 
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• Is there any possibility of pregnancy (theirs or yours)? 

• Were there any other partners besides this one? 

How Full Disclosure Should Happen: 

1. With a therapist present 

This should not happen in your living room. It should happen in a controlled environment 
with professional support: 

• The therapist can manage the process 

• The therapist can help the betrayed partner regulate when overwhelmed 

• The therapist can intervene if the unfaithful partner minimizes or deflects 

• The therapist can help both partners afterward 

2. With written preparation 

The unfaithful partner should write out the disclosure beforehand and give it to the 
therapist to review. This ensures: 

• Everything is included 

• The language is appropriate (honest without being gratuitously graphic) 

• There's a record of what was disclosed 

3. With the betrayed partner controlling the pacing 

The betrayed partner decides: 

• How much detail they want about sexual encounters 

• Whether they want to read the written disclosure or hear it spoken 

• How many sessions this takes (it may need to be broken into parts) 

• When they need breaks 

4. With a commitment to answer follow-up questions 

The betrayed partner will have questions for months or years. You commit to answering 
them honestly, no matter how many times they ask. 

"I already told you that." 
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Trauma disrupts memory formation. They're not asking because they forgot. They're asking 
because their brain is trying to process traumatic information. Answer the question. 

What NOT to Include in Full Disclosure: 

Gratuitous details that serve no purpose: 

• Don't volunteer information about the affair partner's body unless asked 

• Don't compare sexual performance unless asked 

• Don't share intimate pet names or inside jokes unless relevant 

The goal is truth, not torture. Give the facts that allow your spouse to assess reality. But 
don't give details that only serve to create more intrusive images. 

Let your spouse control the level of detail. Some betrayed partners need to know 
everything. Some don't want certain details. Follow their lead. 

After Full Disclosure: 

Expect: 

• The betrayed partner to be re-traumatized 

• Rage, tears, potentially physical symptoms 

• More questions to emerge over the following days and weeks 

• The betrayed partner to need space or to need presence (you can't predict which) 

Commit to: 

• Never adding to the disclosure later ("Oh, I forgot to mention...") 

• Answering every question honestly 

• Not getting defensive when asked the same question repeatedly 

• Accepting that this disclosure will cause more pain before it enables healing 

James 5:16 (NASB): 

"Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may 
be healed. A prayer of a righteous person, when it is brought about, can accomplish 
much." 

Confession is the pathway to healing. Not confession that minimizes. Not confession that 
protects you. Full, complete, painful confession. 
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Establishing Non-Negotiable Boundaries 

Boundaries protect the betrayed partner and create the structure necessary for healing. 

The unfaithful partner does not get to set these boundaries. The betrayed partner 
does. 

Categories of Boundaries: 

1. Contact Boundaries 

• No contact with the affair partner (already covered, but bears repeating) 

• No contact with anyone who helped hide the affair 

• Limited or supervised contact with opposite-sex friends 

• No private conversations with anyone your spouse identifies as a threat 

• No social media contact with anyone inappropriate 

2. Communication Boundaries 

• Complete transparency about all communication 

• Spouse has access to all devices and accounts 

• No deleting messages 

• No secret communication methods (burner phones, hidden apps, private browsers) 

• Immediate disclosure if the affair partner makes contact 

3. Time Boundaries 

• Accounting for all time 

• No unexplained absences 

• Calling when you said you would 

• Being home when you said you'd be home 

• No overnight trips without your spouse (for a period of time) 

4. Physical/Sexual Boundaries 

This is complicated. Some betrayed partners don't want to be touched at all. Some want 
physical intimacy as reassurance. Neither is wrong. 



146 
 

Boundaries might include: 

• No sex until STI results come back clean 

• No sex until the betrayed partner is ready 

• No initiating sexual contact (let the betrayed partner initiate) 

• Physical affection is okay but not expected 

• Sleeping in separate rooms for a period of time 

The betrayed partner's body is their own. They don't owe you physical intimacy while 
they're healing from your betrayal. 

5. Social Boundaries 

• No going to places where the affair occurred 

• No events where the affair partner will be present 

• Your spouse meets any new people in your life 

• Couples events only, no solo socializing 

• No drinking alone or in environments that were part of the affair 

6. Financial Boundaries 

• Complete transparency with money 

• Joint accounts or full access to separate accounts 

• No unexplained expenses 

• All major purchases discussed 

• Money spent on the affair is accounted for 

7. Work Boundaries 

• If the affair was with a coworker, one of you needs to change jobs 

• Your spouse can verify your work schedule 

• No work events without your spouse for a period of time 

• No business travel alone (for a period of time) 

• Work phone is transparent to your spouse 
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How Boundaries Work: 

1. The betrayed partner sets them 

You don't negotiate boundaries. The betrayed partner names what they need to feel safe, 
and you comply. 

"But that boundary feels unfair." 

You don't get to determine what's fair. You destroyed safety. They're creating it. Your job is to 
comply, not to negotiate. 

2. Boundaries can be adjusted over time 

As trust is rebuilt, some boundaries may relax. But only at the betrayed partner's pace, not 
yours. 

Early: Complete tracking, all time accounted for, no opposite-sex friendships Later 
(maybe): Less frequent checking, more autonomy, carefully rebuilt friendships 

But this takes years, not months. 

3. Boundaries are non-negotiable 

If a boundary is crossed, there are consequences: 

• Immediate disclosure to therapist 

• Potential separation 

• Restart of trust-building timeline 

• In severe cases, end of reconciliation attempt 

You don't get to violate boundaries because they feel restrictive. If you can't live with 
the boundaries, you can't save the marriage. 

4. The betrayed partner can add boundaries 

If new triggers emerge, if new risks are identified, the betrayed partner can add boundaries. 
You don't argue. You comply. 

What the Unfaithful Partner Must Understand: 

These boundaries are temporary (we hope) but indefinite. 

They don't end after six months. They don't end after a year. They end when trust has been 
sufficiently rebuilt that the betrayed partner can relax them. 
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That might be three years. That might be never. 

If you're not willing to live under these restrictions indefinitely, you're not willing to rebuild 
this marriage. 

"This feels like I'm being treated like a child." 

You're being treated like someone who violated trust and needs to earn it back. Children 
are restricted because they're immature. You're restricted because you've demonstrated 
you can't be trusted without verification. 

The difference is: A child doesn't have a choice. You do. You're choosing to submit to 
boundaries in order to rebuild. 

If you're not choosing that voluntarily, it won't work. 

 

Why Half-Measures Guarantee Failure 

Let's be clear about what happens if the unfaithful partner resists these requirements: 

"I ended the affair, isn't that enough?" No. 

"I'll give you my phone password, but I'm not letting you check it whenever you want." 
That's not transparency. That's partial compliance. 

"I'll tell you most of what happened, but some things are private between me and the 
affair partner." Nothing is private. That's continuing the betrayal. 

"I'll accept boundaries, but some of them are unreasonable." You don't get to 
determine what's reasonable after you destroyed trust. 

Every half-measure is a continuation of the betrayal. 

Why Half-Measures Fail: 

1. They reveal you're still prioritizing yourself 

If you're negotiating about transparency, boundaries, or disclosure, you're still putting your 
comfort ahead of your spouse's healing. 

That's the same pattern that led to the affair. 

2. They prevent real healing 

The betrayed partner can't heal if they're wondering what you're still hiding. They can't trust 
if transparency is partial. They can't feel safe if boundaries have loopholes. 
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Half-measures create the illusion of working on the marriage without the reality of 
change. 

3. They guarantee the discovery of more lies later 

If you're hiding parts of the truth now, they'll come out eventually. Through the affair 
partner. Through your own guilt. Through discovery. 

And when they do, you're back at square one. All progress destroyed. 

4. They show you're not genuinely repentant 

Genuine repentance says, "I'll do whatever it takes, no matter how uncomfortable, to prove 
I'm different." 

Partial compliance says, "I'll do what I'm comfortable with and hope that's enough." 

One saves marriages. The other prolongs the death. 

Research Backing This Up: 

Dr. John Gottman, who has studied thousands of couples, found that successful affair 
recovery requires: 

1. Complete termination of the affair - Zero contact, no exceptions 

2. Full transparency - No secrets, no hidden information 

3. Genuine atonement - The unfaithful partner taking full responsibility 

4. Time - Recovery takes 2-5 years on average 

Couples who tried partial versions of these failed at significantly higher rates. 

Gottman's research shows: The most damaging factor is "partial honesty"—revealing 
some of the truth while hiding other parts. This creates chronic uncertainty that prevents 
healing. 

The betrayed partner's nervous system cannot regulate when they know they don't 
have the full truth. 

 

Implementing These Requirements 

For the unfaithful partner: 

Today, right now, you need to: 
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1. End all contact with the affair partner (send the final message if needed, then 
block everywhere) 

2. Give your spouse access to everything (phones, computers, accounts, 
passwords) 

3. Turn on location sharing 

4. Schedule a session with a therapist to do full disclosure 

5. Ask your spouse what boundaries they need and commit to honoring them 

Don't wait. Don't negotiate. Don't ask for more time to "prepare." 

Every day you delay is another day you're choosing yourself over the marriage. 

For the betrayed partner: 

You have permission to require: 

1. Immediate termination of the affair - Not next week. Now. 

2. Complete transparency - Not "I need privacy." Full access. 

3. Full disclosure - Not "I don't want to hurt you more." The whole truth. 

4. Hard boundaries - Whatever you need to feel safe. 

5. Verification - Trust is earned, not demanded. 

If your spouse resists any of these, you have information: 

They're not ready to do the work. They're not genuinely repentant. They're trying to control 
the narrative and maintain some of their secret life. 

And you can't save a marriage with someone who won't fully commit to saving it. 

 

When Compliance Isn't Enough 

Sometimes the unfaithful partner complies with all of this—ends the affair, gives 
transparency, does full disclosure, accepts boundaries—and the marriage still doesn't 
survive. 

Because compliance isn't the same as transformation. 
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You can do all the right behaviors while your heart is still unchanged. You can submit to 
monitoring while resenting it. You can give transparency while being angry about it. You can 
follow boundaries while waiting for them to be relaxed. 

That's not repentance. That's behavior modification. 

Real transformation requires: 

• Wanting to be transparent, not just submitting to it 

• Grieving what you've done, not just enduring consequences 

• Becoming someone different, not just performing differently 

• Doing this work for its own sake, not just to save the marriage 

If you're only complying to keep your spouse, your heart hasn't changed. 

And eventually, that will show. And the marriage will still fail. 

But you can't get to transformation without compliance. 

You have to start with the behaviors even before your heart has fully changed. Over time, as 
you practice transparency and live with boundaries, something in you shifts. The person 
who needed to hide becomes someone who wants to be known. 

That's transformation. But it starts with obedience even when it's hard. 

 

A Word to Both Partners 

To the unfaithful partner: 

These requirements feel severe because they are. They feel unfair because you've lost 
privileges you once had. 

But they're not punishment. They're the pathway to healing. 

Every time you comply without resentment, you're proving you're different. Every time you 
answer a hard question honestly, you're building trust. Every time you honor a boundary 
you don't like, you're showing love. 

This is what repentance looks like. 

Not just saying "I'm sorry," but living differently. Radically differently. Uncomfortably 
differently. 
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If you're willing to do this—fully, completely, without reservation—you have a chance. 

If you're not, you don't. It's that simple. 

To the betrayed partner: 

You are not being controlling. You are creating safety. 

You are not being vindictive. You are requiring accountability. 

You are not being unreasonable. You are protecting yourself while giving the marriage a 
chance. 

Require these things without apology. 

And if your spouse resists, pay attention to that. Their resistance tells you everything you 
need to know about their readiness to rebuild. 

You cannot heal with someone who won't do the work. 

And the work starts here—with no contact, full transparency, complete disclosure, and 
hard boundaries. 

Anything less, and you're building on sand. 

 

"Do not participate in the useless deeds of darkness, but instead even expose them; for it is 
disgraceful even to speak of the things which are done by them in secret. But all things 
become visible when they are exposed by the light, for everything that becomes visible is 
light." 

— Ephesians 5:11-13 (NASB) 

"Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another so that you may be 
healed." 

— James 5:16 (NASB) 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART THREE: FOUNDATIONS FOR POSSIBLE REBUILDING 

Before the Work Can Begin 

 

CHAPTER 10: INDIVIDUAL HEALING BEFORE COUPLE HEALING 

 

Here's the mistake almost every couple makes after infidelity: 

They rush straight to marriage counseling. 

It makes intuitive sense. The marriage is broken, so let's get marriage counseling. The 
relationship has a problem, so let's work on the relationship. We need to heal together, so 
let's heal together. 

Wrong. 

You can't heal a relationship when the individuals in it are bleeding out. 

The betrayed partner is drowning in trauma. The unfaithful partner is drowning in guilt and 
the unprocessed issues that led to the affair. Neither has the capacity to do couple work. 
Neither has done the individual work necessary to even show up healthily to couples 
therapy. 

Putting you in a room together to "work on the relationship" before you've done 
individual healing is like trying to build a house on a foundation that's still being 
excavated. 

It doesn't work. It can't work. And it often makes things worse. 

This chapter is about why individual healing must come before couple healing, what that 
individual work looks like for each partner, and when couples therapy becomes 
appropriate. 

Here's the timeline most couples need (and most couples resist): 

Months 1-3: Crisis stabilization, individual therapy begins, zero couples therapy Months 3-
12: Deep individual work continues, maybe begin couples therapy with a specialist Years 
1-3: Individual work ongoing, couples therapy intensifies, actual rebuilding begins Years 3-
5+: Maintenance of individual work, couples therapy as needed, new patterns solidify 

Notice: Individual therapy comes first and continues throughout. 
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Couple healing doesn't replace individual healing. It builds on top of it. 

Let's talk about why. 

 

Why Couples Counseling First Fails 

Before we discuss what individual therapy should look like, let's understand why couples 
therapy fails when it's the first intervention: 

1. The betrayed partner can't engage in relationship work while in trauma 

Couples therapy requires: 

• The ability to hear your partner's perspective 

• The capacity to regulate your emotions 

• The cognitive space to think about patterns and dynamics 

• Some baseline of goodwill toward your partner 

The betrayed partner has none of this. 

They're in fight-or-flight. Their nervous system is hijacked. They can't hear the unfaithful 
partner's "reasons" without experiencing it as more betrayal. They can't think about 
"communication patterns" when their brain is stuck in intrusive images of the affair. 

Asking a trauma survivor to do couples work is like asking someone in a car accident 
to analyze the traffic patterns while they're still bleeding on the pavement. 

2. The unfaithful partner hasn't done the work to understand how they got here 

Couples therapy often focuses on "what was broken in the marriage" or "how did we get 
here as a couple." 

But the affair wasn't caused by marriage problems. It was caused by character problems 
in the unfaithful partner. 

Until the unfaithful partner understands: 

• What emptiness they were trying to fill 

• What attachment wounds made them vulnerable 

• What character defects enabled the betrayal 

• What patterns of self-deception allowed compartmentalization 
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...they can't address the actual problem. And couples therapy that focuses on marriage 
dynamics rather than individual character work just enables more blame-shifting. 

3. Premature couples therapy enables blame-shifting 

In couples therapy, the natural tendency is to look at "both sides" and "each person's 
contribution." 

This is appropriate for normal marriage conflict. It's catastrophic after infidelity. 

Because it creates space for: 

• "The marriage was already struggling" (implying shared responsibility) 

• "My needs weren't being met" (justification) 

• "We both made mistakes" (false equivalence) 

• "You were distant/critical/unavailable" (blame-shifting) 

These statements might contain some truth about the marriage. But they have nothing 
to do with the choice to have an affair. 

Early couples therapy often inadvertently communicates: "You both contributed to this." 
And that re-traumatizes the betrayed partner. 

4. Neither partner has the skills they need yet 

The betrayed partner needs to learn: 

• Trauma management skills 

• How to regulate when triggered 

• How to distinguish between trauma response and real assessment 

• How to identify and communicate needs 

• How to set and maintain boundaries 

The unfaithful partner needs to learn: 

• How to own responsibility without defensiveness 

• How to sit with their spouse's pain without minimizing 

• How to recognize and interrupt patterns of self-deception 

• How to be radically honest when it's uncomfortable 
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• How to do the deep work of character transformation 

These are individual skills learned in individual therapy. You can't learn them in couples 
therapy because couples therapy focuses on the relationship, not on individual capacity-
building. 

5. The power dynamic is too imbalanced 

Right after infidelity, the power dynamic is severely imbalanced: 

• The betrayed partner holds all the power (they can leave at any moment) 

• The unfaithful partner is desperate and may say anything to keep the marriage 

• The betrayed partner can't trust anything the unfaithful partner says 

• The unfaithful partner may be performing remorse rather than experiencing 
transformation 

In this context, couples therapy often becomes: 

• The unfaithful partner performing good behavior 

• The betrayed partner trying to assess if it's real 

• Both partners saying what they think the therapist wants to hear 

• No actual healing, just management 

Individual therapy creates space for honest processing that can't happen when you're 
performing for each other. 

6. Relationship work requires individual readiness that doesn't exist yet 

To do couples work, you need to be able to: 

• Show up with some emotional regulation 

• Take responsibility for your part (without it meaning you caused the affair) 

• Be vulnerable and honest 

• Hear hard things about yourself 

• Work collaboratively instead of adversarially 

Neither partner is ready for this immediately after discovery. 
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The betrayed partner is too dysregulated. The unfaithful partner is too defensive (even if 
they don't think they are). Individual therapy helps each person develop the capacity to 
eventually do couple work. 

 

The Unfaithful Partner: Your Own Therapy Is Non-Negotiable 

If you're the unfaithful partner, you cannot skip individual therapy. 

Not "maybe it would be good." Not "if I have time." Not "I'll try to find someone." 

Non-negotiable. 

Here's why: 

You Don't Know Why You Did What You Did 

Right now, you probably think you know: 

• "I was lonely" 

• "My spouse wasn't meeting my needs" 

• "The affair partner made me feel special" 

• "I was going through a hard time" 

• "It just happened" 

These are surface explanations. They're symptoms, not root causes. 

The real question is: Why did those circumstances lead you to betray your covenant 
instead of addressing them honestly? 

Other people are lonely and don't have affairs. Other people have unmet needs and choose 
counseling or divorce instead of betrayal. Other people go through hard times without 
compartmentalizing their entire life. 

Something in you made betrayal feel like a viable option. You need to understand what 
that something is. 

What Your Individual Therapy Must Address: 

1. Attachment wounds 

How you learned to attach (or not attach) in childhood shapes how you connect in adult 
relationships: 
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• Anxious attachment → need for constant validation, fear of abandonment 

• Avoidant attachment → discomfort with intimacy, tendency to escape 

• Disorganized attachment → attraction to chaos, difficulty with stability 

Your affair likely has roots in how you learned to love. 

2. Childhood trauma 

Not everyone who had a traumatic childhood has affairs. But unprocessed trauma creates 
vulnerabilities: 

• Abandonment → seeking multiple sources of validation 

• Abuse → difficulty with boundaries and self-protection 

• Neglect → filling emptiness with external validation 

• Enmeshment → difficulty individuating, tendency toward people-pleasing 

Trauma doesn't excuse the affair. But it explains susceptibilities that need to be 
addressed. 

3. Character defects 

This is the hard one. The therapy you need isn't just about understanding your wounds. It's 
about facing your character defects: 

• Entitlement → "I deserve to be happy" 

• Selfishness → prioritizing desires over commitments 

• Cowardice → choosing the easy path over the honest one 

• Pride → protecting image over admitting truth 

• Deceitfulness → habitual lying that extends beyond the affair 

These aren't just mistakes. They're patterns of character that allowed betrayal. 

4. Sexual brokenness 

If your affair was primarily sexual (or included sexual components), you need to address: 

• Pornography use (current or historical) 

• Sexual addiction or compulsivity 

• Using sex for emotional regulation 
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• Attachment of worth to sexual desirability 

• Childhood sexual abuse or inappropriate exposure 

You may need a specialist: A CSAT (Certified Sex Addiction Therapist) if sexual addiction 
is involved. 

5. Patterns of self-deception 

You lied to your spouse. But first, you lied to yourself: 

• "It's not really cheating if..." 

• "This doesn't count because..." 

• "I'll stop before it goes too far" 

• "I can manage this without anyone knowing" 

• "What they don't know won't hurt them" 

Understanding how you deceive yourself is critical to preventing future betrayal. 

6. Underlying mental health issues 

Sometimes affairs are symptoms of: 

• Undiagnosed ADHD (impulsivity, thrill-seeking) 

• Depression (seeking escape or validation) 

• Anxiety (need for control or distraction) 

• Bipolar disorder (during manic phases) 

• Personality disorders (narcissism, borderline patterns) 

This doesn't excuse the affair. But if there are underlying mental health issues, they 
need treatment. 

What Individual Therapy Is NOT: 

• A place to vent about your spouse's flaws 

• A space to justify why the affair happened 

• Preparation for convincing your spouse to stay 

• A way to feel less guilty so you can move on 

If your therapist lets you do any of these things, find a new therapist. 
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Good therapy for unfaithful partners is uncomfortable. Your therapist should: 

• Challenge your justifications 

• Confront your minimizations 

• Push you toward radical honesty 

• Help you understand root causes without excusing behavior 

• Hold you accountable for ongoing change 

How to Find the Right Therapist: 

Look for someone who: 

• Specializes in infidelity and betrayal (from the unfaithful partner's perspective) 

• Understands attachment theory and trauma 

• Won't offer cheap grace or easy explanations 

• Is faith-compatible if that matters to you (but not all Christian counselors are trained 
in this work) 

• Has experience with CSAT if sexual addiction is involved 

Red flags: 

• Therapist focuses primarily on what your spouse did wrong 

• Therapist says "it takes two" to cause an affair 

• Therapist lets you avoid taking full responsibility 

• Therapist doesn't challenge your justifications 

• Therapist focuses on saving the marriage rather than transforming you 

The goal of your therapy isn't to save your marriage. It's to become someone different. 

If the marriage survives, it will be because you did this deep work. If it doesn't, you'll still 
need to do it so you don't repeat the pattern. 

Timeline and Commitment: 

Minimum: Weekly therapy for at least the first year Ideal: Weekly for the first year, then bi-
weekly for the second year, then as needed 
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This is a multi-year commitment. You don't do six months of therapy and declare yourself 
"fixed." The work of transformation takes time. 

Matthew 7:3-5 (NASB): 

"Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log 
that is in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, 'Let me take the speck out 
of your eye,' and look, the log is in your own eye! You hypocrite, first take the log out of 
your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye." 

You have a log in your eye. The character defects that enabled betrayal are massive. You 
can't see clearly to work on the relationship until you've addressed your own issues. 

Take the log out first. 

 

The Betrayed Partner: Your Healing Is Not Dependent on Your Spouse 

If you're the betrayed partner, here's what you need to hear: 

You can heal whether or not the marriage survives. You can heal whether or not your 
spouse does their work. Your healing is not dependent on their transformation. 

This is critical because many betrayed partners put their healing on hold waiting to see if 
the marriage will make it. They think: "I'll work on myself once I know if we're staying 
together." 

No. Work on yourself now. Regardless of the marriage outcome. 

Why Your Healing Can't Wait: 

1. You're in trauma, and trauma requires treatment 

You're experiencing: 

• Intrusive thoughts 

• Hypervigilance 

• Panic attacks 

• Depression 

• Sleep disruption 

• Difficulty concentrating 
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These are clinical symptoms that need clinical intervention. Not "just prayer." Not "give 
it time." Professional trauma therapy. 

You wouldn't wait to treat a broken leg to see if your marriage survives. Don't wait to 
treat trauma either. 

2. Your healing timeline is independent of the marriage timeline 

The marriage might take 3-5 years to rebuild (if it rebuilds). 

Your trauma symptoms need to start improving within months, not years. You can't wait 3 
years to begin addressing your PTSD to see if the marriage makes it. 

You need to be healing now, whether the marriage is healing or not. 

3. Healing yourself gives you clarity to decide about the marriage 

Right now, you're making decisions from a dysregulated nervous system. You can't think 
clearly. You can't assess accurately. You're in survival mode. 

Individual therapy helps you: 

• Regulate your nervous system so you can think clearly 

• Distinguish between trauma response and real assessment 

• Identify what you actually need (not just what you think you should want) 

• Make decisions from a grounded place instead of from fear or desperation 

4. Your worth is not dependent on your marriage 

Whether your spouse chooses to do the work or not, whether the marriage survives or not, 
you are worthy of healing, wholeness, and peace. 

Your value isn't determined by whether you can save this marriage. Your healing isn't 
conditional on your spouse's repentance. 

You deserve to heal for yourself, not just for the marriage. 

What Your Individual Therapy Must Address: 

1. Trauma treatment 

You need a therapist who specializes in trauma, specifically betrayal trauma. Look for 
someone trained in: 
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• EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) - helps reprocess 
traumatic memories 

• CPT (Cognitive Processing Therapy) - addresses trauma-related thought patterns 

• Somatic therapies - addresses trauma held in the body 

• DBT (Dialectical Behavior Therapy) - skills for emotional regulation 

Standard talk therapy often isn't enough for trauma. You need specialized treatment that 
addresses the neurobiological impact of betrayal. 

2. Nervous system regulation 

You need to learn: 

• Grounding techniques for when you're triggered 

• How to identify when you're in fight/flight/freeze 

• Skills to bring yourself back to regulated state 

• How to co-regulate with safe people 

• What your nervous system needs (sometimes it's opposite of what you think) 

Your nervous system has been hijacked. You need to learn how to reclaim it. 

3. Grief work 

You're grieving: 

• The marriage you thought you had 

• The person you thought your spouse was 

• The future you envisioned 

• Your own naïveté 

• The years that were contaminated by lies 

• The safety you felt in the world 

This grief needs space to be processed. Not rushed, not minimized, not spiritualized 
away. 

4. Identity work 

Betrayal often creates an identity crisis: 
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• "I thought I was a good judge of character" → now you question your judgment 

• "I thought I was lovable" → now you wonder what's wrong with you 

• "I thought I was safe" → now nothing feels safe 

• "I thought my marriage was solid" → now everything feels fragile 

Therapy helps you reconstruct identity that's not dependent on your spouse or your 
marriage. 

5. Codependency patterns (if present) 

This is delicate territory, so hear me clearly: The affair is not your fault. Your spouse's 
choice to betray is entirely on them. 

But... sometimes betrayed partners discover they had codependent patterns that made 
them vulnerable to being in a relationship with someone capable of betrayal: 

• People-pleasing that sacrificed your own needs 

• Poor boundaries that allowed disrespect 

• Over-functioning that enabled under-functioning 

• Ignoring red flags because you wanted to believe the best 

• Defining your worth through being needed 

• Fear of conflict that prevented hard conversations 

Addressing these patterns isn't taking responsibility for the affair. It's taking 
responsibility for your own growth. 

Even if the marriage ends, these patterns will follow you into future relationships. Better to 
address them now. 

6. Decision-making support 

Your therapist can help you: 

• Assess whether the marriage is salvageable 

• Identify what genuine repentance looks like 

• Recognize red flags vs. expected difficulties 

• Navigate the decision to stay or leave 
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• Process grief if you decide to end the marriage 

Your therapist's job isn't to tell you what to do. It's to help you get clear so you can 
decide. 

What Your Individual Therapy Is NOT: 

• A place to plan revenge 

• A space to gather evidence for why you should leave 

• Preparation for making your spouse pay 

• A substitute for doing the hard work of healing 

Good therapy challenges you too. Not about the affair (that's not your fault). But about 
your own patterns, your healing choices, your tendency to stay stuck in victimhood rather 
than moving toward healing. 

Finding the Right Therapist: 

Look for: 

• Specialization in trauma, specifically betrayal trauma 

• Training in evidence-based trauma treatments (EMDR, CPT, etc.) 

• Understanding that healing isn't dependent on marriage outcome 

• Someone who won't push you to forgive before you're ready 

• Someone who won't push you to leave before you're ready 

• Faith-compatible if that matters to you 

Red flags: 

• "You need to forgive and move on" 

• "All marriages can be saved" 

• "You should leave; you deserve better" (before doing assessment) 

• Focus on what you did to contribute to the affair 

• Minimizing the trauma impact 

Your Healing Is Your Responsibility: 
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Your spouse cannot heal you. Even if they do everything right, even if they show perfect 
repentance, even if they attend every therapy session and answer every question—they 
cannot heal your trauma for you. 

They can create conditions that allow healing (transparency, consistency, genuine change). 

But the actual healing work is yours alone to do. 

Galatians 6:2-5 (NASB): 

"Bear one another's burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ... But each one must 
examine his own work... For each one will bear his own load." 

The paradox: We're called to bear each other's burdens (the heavy, overwhelming weight). 
But each person must also bear their own load (the daily pack of responsibility for their own 
growth and healing). 

Your spouse should bear the burden of your trauma with you (living with your pain, 
supporting your healing). 

But you must bear the load of doing your own therapy work. 

 

Codependency Patterns That Enabled the Affair 

This is the most misunderstood section, so I'm going to be very careful with language: 

The affair is 100% the unfaithful partner's fault. Codependency didn't cause the affair. 
The unfaithful partner's choice caused the affair. 

However... 

Sometimes there were relationship dynamics that, while not causing the affair, created 
vulnerability to it. Not in the sense that "you made them do it," but in the sense that "the 
relationship had unhealthy patterns that both of you contributed to." 

Addressing these patterns isn't about blame. It's about growth. 

Common Codependent Patterns: 

1. The Over-Functioner / Under-Functioner Dynamic 

One partner (often the betrayed) does most of the emotional work: 

• Manages the household 

• Tracks the calendar 
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• Initiates all difficult conversations 

• Takes responsibility for the relationship 

• Pursues when there's distance 

The other partner (often the unfaithful) under-functions: 

• Lets the other person manage everything 

• Avoids conflict 

• Doesn't initiate intimacy or difficult conversations 

• Is passive in the relationship 

• Withdraws when things are hard 

This dynamic creates: 

• Resentment in the over-functioner ("I do everything!") 

• Distance in the under-functioner ("They don't need me anyway") 

• A relationship where one person is parent and the other is child 

The affair didn't happen because of this dynamic. But this dynamic may have created 
emotional distance that the unfaithful partner used to justify the affair. 

2. Conflict Avoidance 

Both partners avoid hard conversations: 

• Pretending everything is fine when it's not 

• Stuffing resentments instead of addressing them 

• Prioritizing peace over truth 

• Never fighting (which seems good but is actually avoidance) 

This creates a relationship built on pretense rather than honesty. 

And if honesty wasn't happening about small things, it made hiding big things easier. 

3. People-Pleasing 

The betrayed partner (sometimes): 

• Sacrifices own needs to keep spouse happy 
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• Ignores red flags because they want to believe the best 

• Doesn't enforce boundaries because they fear conflict 

• Accepts breadcrumbs of affection/attention 

• Defines worth through being needed 

This doesn't make the affair their fault. But it made them vulnerable to being with 
someone who would exploit their people-pleasing. 

4. Enmeshment or Isolation 

Either extreme creates vulnerability: 

Enmeshment: No boundaries, no separate identities, suffocating closeness that makes 
individuation feel like betrayal 

Isolation: Operating as roommates, no emotional intimacy, separate lives under one roof 

The affair happened in the gap created by unhealthy distance (whether from 
enmeshment or isolation). 

Why This Matters: 

If these patterns existed, they need to be addressed—regardless of whether the 
marriage survives. 

The betrayed partner needs to understand: 

• How they lost themselves in the relationship 

• What made them vulnerable to someone capable of betrayal 

• What patterns they need to change for future relational health 

The unfaithful partner needs to understand: 

• How they used these dynamics to justify betrayal 

• What their role was in creating unhealthy patterns 

• That unhealthy relationship dynamics never justify affair 

Both partners need to take responsibility for their contributions to the marriage 
problems (which are separate from responsibility for the affair). 

How to Address This in Individual Therapy: 
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For the betrayed partner: 

• "I'm not responsible for the affair, but I want to understand if I had patterns that 
made me vulnerable" 

• "I want to learn to set boundaries and honor my own needs" 

• "I want to understand codependency so I don't repeat patterns" 

For the unfaithful partner: 

• "I need to understand how I used marriage problems to justify betrayal" 

• "I need to own my role in creating distance/dysfunction" 

• "I need to separate 'the marriage had problems' from 'I chose to have an affair'" 

Later, in couples therapy, you can address these patterns together. But the individual 
work comes first. 

 

Trauma Therapy for the Betrayed 

Let's get specific about what trauma therapy should look like: 

Phase 1: Stabilization (Months 1-3) 

Goals: 

• Establish safety (physical, emotional) 

• Develop coping skills for acute distress 

• Begin nervous system regulation 

• Create support system 

What this looks like: 

• Weekly or twice-weekly sessions 

• Learning grounding techniques 

• Crisis planning (what to do when triggered) 

• Possibly medication evaluation for sleep/anxiety/depression 

• Establishing no-contact boundaries with affair partner 

• Beginning to distinguish trauma response from present danger 
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You're not "processing" yet. You're stabilizing so you can survive. 

Phase 2: Processing (Months 3-12+) 

Goals: 

• Process traumatic memories 

• Reprocess intrusive thoughts 

• Work through grief 

• Begin to integrate the experience 

What this looks like: 

• EMDR or other trauma processing 

• Narrative work (telling your story) 

• Grief work (what's been lost) 

• Challenging trauma-based beliefs ("I should have known") 

• Beginning to separate past from present 

This phase is brutal. It often gets worse before it gets better because you're actually 
feeling what you've been surviving. 

Phase 3: Integration (Year 1-3+) 

Goals: 

• Integrate the experience into your narrative 

• Rebuild sense of self 

• Make decisions about marriage 

• Begin to envision future 

What this looks like: 

• Less frequent therapy (bi-weekly or monthly) 

• Focus shifts from crisis management to identity rebuilding 

• Decision-making about marriage 

• Addressing patterns for future relational health 
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• Beginning to experience post-traumatic growth 

You don't "graduate" from trauma therapy on a timeline. You move through phases at 
your own pace. 

What Success Looks Like: 

Not "you're over it" but: 

• You can function in daily life 

• Triggers are less frequent and less intense 

• You can regulate when triggered instead of spiraling 

• You can make clear decisions instead of reactive ones 

• You have moments of peace, even if grief returns 

• You're building a life that isn't defined by the affair 

 

Why Couples Counseling Comes Later, Not First 

Now that we've established individual work, when does couples therapy become 
appropriate? 

Minimum timeline: 3-6 months of individual therapy for both partners before beginning 
couples work 

Ideal timeline: 6-12 months of individual work first 

Why wait: 

1. Both partners need individual capacity first 

Couples therapy requires: 

• Emotional regulation (betrayed partner needs trauma treatment first) 

• Self-awareness (unfaithful partner needs to understand root causes first) 

• Ability to take responsibility (neither can do this well initially) 

• Some baseline of trust (impossible in first months) 

2. Couples therapy with a fresh wound is re-traumatizing 
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Putting the betrayed partner in a room with the person who traumatized them, being asked 
to "work on the relationship" while they're in active trauma, often re-traumatizes them. 

3. Premature couples therapy enables false hope 

Going to couples counseling feels like progress. But if neither partner is doing individual 
work, it's performance without transformation. 

Better to wait until individual work has created real change. 

4. The marriage isn't the problem yet—the individuals are 

Early on, the problem isn't "communication" or "intimacy" or "trust." The problem is: 

• The unfaithful partner's character issues 

• The betrayed partner's trauma 

• Both partners' inability to engage healthily 

Individual therapy addresses these. Couples therapy comes later to address 
relationship patterns. 

When to Begin Couples Therapy: 

Consider starting when: 

• Both partners are in consistent individual therapy (3+ months minimum) 

• The unfaithful partner has done significant work on root causes 

• The betrayed partner has trauma symptoms under management 

• No contact with affair partner is firmly established 

• Both partners can regulate enough to engage productively 

• The decision has been made to attempt rebuilding 

Find a therapist who: 

• Specializes in infidelity recovery 

• Understands trauma 

• Won't create false equivalence 

• Will hold the unfaithful partner accountable while supporting healing 

• Coordinates with individual therapists 
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Structure: 

• Individual therapy continues (weekly) 

• Couples therapy begins (weekly or bi-weekly) 

• Communication between therapists (with permission) 

If couples therapy feels like it's making things worse: 

• You might have started too soon 

• The therapist might not be trauma-informed 

• One or both partners might not be doing individual work 

Don't abandon couples therapy entirely. Pause it, do more individual work, then try 
again with a different therapist if needed. 

 

The Order Matters 

Here's the sequence: 

First: Individual therapy for both partners Second: Crisis stabilization and basic safety 
Third: Deep individual work on root issues Fourth: Evaluation of whether marriage can be 
saved Fifth: If proceeding, begin couples therapy Sixth: Continue individual work 
throughout couples therapy Seventh: Long-term, individual therapy as maintenance, 
couples therapy as needed 

You can't skip steps. Trying to do couples work before individual work is like trying to do 
calculus before learning arithmetic. 

The foundation is individual healing. Everything else builds on that. 

And if the marriage doesn't make it, the individual healing work will still serve you in your 
next chapter—whether that's rebuilding alone or eventually with someone else. 

You're not just healing for your marriage. You're healing for your life. 

 

"Bear one another's burdens, and thereby fulfill the law of Christ... But each one must 
examine his own work... For each one will bear his own load." 

— Galatians 6:2, 4-5 (NASB) 
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"Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother's eye, but do not notice the log that is 
in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see 
clearly to take the speck out of your brother's eye." 

— Matthew 7:3, 5 (NASB) 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART THREE: FOUNDATIONS FOR POSSIBLE REBUILDING 

Before the Work Can Begin 

 

CHAPTER 11: ASSEMBLING YOUR SUPPORT TEAM 

 

You cannot do this alone. 

I know you want to. The shame of what happened makes you want to hide. The fear of 
judgment makes you want to isolate. The exhaustion of explaining makes you want to 
retreat. The complexity of your situation makes you think no one could possibly 
understand. 

But you cannot heal from betrayal in isolation. 

Infidelity thrives in secrecy and dies in community. The affair happened in hiding. Healing 
happens in the light—with people who can hold both the devastation and the hope, both 
the truth and the grace, both your rage and your grief. 

You need a team. 

Not just one person. Not just a therapist. Not just a pastor. Not just your best friend. You 
need multiple people with different roles, different expertise, different relationships to 
you—all working together (whether they know each other or not) to support your healing. 

Why a team? 

Because no single person can hold all of what you're carrying. Your therapist can't be your 
pastor. Your pastor can't be your therapist. Your friend can't be either. You need different 
people for different needs. 

Because isolation is what allowed the affair to happen (for the unfaithful partner) and what 
allowed the trauma to deepen (for the betrayed partner). Community is the antidote. 

Because "Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in an abundance of 
counselors there is victory." (Proverbs 11:14, NASB) 

This chapter is about assembling that team. About finding the right professional help, the 
right pastoral support, the right friends, and managing expectations for your church 
community. 
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Fair warning: Finding this team is work. It takes effort when you have no energy. It requires 
vulnerability when you want to hide. It means risking rejection when you're already 
devastated. 

But the alternative—trying to survive this alone—is worse. 

Let's talk about who you need and how to find them. 

 

The Necessity of Professional Help 

Let's start with the non-negotiable foundation: 

You need professional help. Both of you. Individually. Not as a luxury. As a necessity. 

"Can't we just work through this ourselves?" 

No. 

"We have a strong faith. Can't prayer and Scripture be enough?" 

No. 

"We can't afford therapy." 

You can't afford not to have therapy. 

"We don't want anyone else knowing our business." 

Therapists are bound by confidentiality. Your business is safe. 

"I don't believe in therapy / therapy is for weak people / therapy is unbiblical." 

Therapy is the application of wisdom, research, and skill to human suffering. If you believe 
medicine is acceptable (you take antibiotics for infection), then therapy is acceptable (you 
get treatment for trauma). 

Why Professional Help Is Non-Negotiable: 

1. You're dealing with clinical trauma, not just hurt feelings 

Betrayal trauma creates: 

• PTSD symptoms 

• Depression 

• Anxiety disorders 
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• Dissociation 

• Suicidal ideation 

These are clinical conditions that require clinical treatment. Prayer is essential. Therapy 
is also essential. They're not in competition. 

2. The issues that led to the affair are complex 

The unfaithful partner needs help understanding: 

• Attachment wounds 

• Character defects 

• Patterns of self-deception 

• Possibly sexual addiction 

• Childhood trauma 

• Mental health issues 

You can't diagnose and treat these yourself. You need someone trained to help you 
navigate this territory. 

3. You're both too close to see clearly 

You can't be objective about your own situation. You need someone outside the 
relationship who can: 

• Identify patterns you can't see 

• Challenge assumptions you're making 

• Hold you accountable when you're minimizing 

• Provide perspective when you're stuck 

4. You need skills you don't have 

The betrayed partner needs to learn: 

• Trauma management 

• Nervous system regulation 

• Boundary setting 

• Communication in crisis 
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The unfaithful partner needs to learn: 

• Radical honesty 

• Sitting with discomfort 

• Taking responsibility without defensiveness 

• Genuine empathy 

These are teachable skills. But you need someone to teach you. 

5. The stakes are too high to wing it 

This is your marriage. Your mental health. Your children's wellbeing. Your future. 

You don't treat a serious medical condition with YouTube videos and hope. You see a 
doctor. 

Same principle applies here. 

What If You Genuinely Can't Afford Therapy? 

Options: 

1. Sliding scale therapists 

• Many therapists offer reduced rates based on income 

• Ask about sliding scale when you call 

2. Training clinics 

• Universities with counseling programs offer low-cost therapy from supervised 
graduate students 

• Quality is often excellent because they're closely supervised 

3. Community mental health centers 

• Funded by state/federal programs 

• Often free or very low cost based on income 

4. Church counseling centers 

• Some churches have licensed therapists on staff 

• Some offer counseling at reduced rates for members 
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• Warning: Make sure they're actually licensed, not just "biblical counselors" (more 
on this below) 

5. Employee Assistance Programs (EAP) 

• Many employers offer free sessions through EAP 

• Usually 3-8 sessions free, then referral to longer-term care 

6. Online therapy 

• Services like BetterHelp, Talkspace are often cheaper than in-person 

• Not ideal for severe trauma, but better than nothing 

7. Insurance 

• Check your insurance - many plans cover mental health 

• Out-of-network providers may still be partially reimbursed 

"I've tried all of these and still can't afford it." 

Then: 

• Prioritize one person getting therapy (usually the betrayed partner for trauma 
treatment) 

• Use free resources: books, podcasts, online support groups 

• Find a pastoral counselor who is licensed and trauma-informed 

• Save for even monthly sessions instead of weekly 

But don't skip professional help entirely. Cut other expenses if you must. This is a life-or-
death issue for your marriage and your mental health. 

What About "Biblical Counseling"? 

This requires careful navigation. 

Biblical counseling (also called "nouthetic counseling") is a movement that uses Scripture 
as the primary or sole tool for addressing psychological issues. 

Some biblical counselors: 

• Are licensed therapists who integrate faith and clinical practice → This can be 
helpful 
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• Have seminary training but no clinical licensing → This is usually inadequate for 
trauma 

• Have no formal training at all, just "biblical knowledge" → This is often harmful 

Red flags with biblical counseling: 

• Minimizing trauma as "lack of faith" 

• Spiritualizing clinical symptoms ("you're depressed because you're not praying 
enough") 

• Oversimplifying complex issues ("just forgive and move on") 

• Focusing on the betrayed partner's response rather than the unfaithful partner's 
betrayal 

• Using Scripture as a weapon rather than comfort 

Green lights: 

• Licensed therapist (LPC, LMFT, LCSW, PsyD, PhD) who also integrates faith 

• Trained in trauma treatment (EMDR, CPT, etc.) 

• Understands clinical presentation of PTSD, depression, anxiety 

• Uses Scripture alongside clinical tools, not instead of them 

The question to ask: "Are you a licensed therapist, and what clinical training do you have in 
trauma treatment?" 

If they're not licensed and don't have clinical training, they're not equipped for this work—
no matter how much they know the Bible. 

James 5:13-16 (NASB): 

"Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing 
praises. Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and 
they are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; and the prayer 
of faith will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has 
committed sins, they will be forgiven him. Therefore, confess your sins to one another, 
and pray for one another so that you may be healed. A prayer of a righteous person, 
when it is brought about, can accomplish much." 

Notice the progression: Suffering → pray. Sick → call for elders AND anoint with oil AND 
pray. 
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Prayer is essential. But when there's sickness (including psychological/emotional 
sickness), intervention is also needed. 

Oil in biblical times was medicine. The modern equivalent is professional treatment. 

Prayer + treatment. Not prayer instead of treatment. 

 

Finding Trauma-Informed Christian Counselors 

What you're looking for: A licensed therapist who is trauma-informed and faith-
compatible (if that matters to you). 

The Three Essential Qualifications: 

1. Licensed 

Look for these credentials: 

• LPC/LPCC - Licensed Professional Counselor 

• LMFT - Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist 

• LCSW - Licensed Clinical Social Worker 

• PsyD/PhD - Psychologist 

These require graduate degrees, clinical hours, passing licensing exams, and continuing 
education. 

2. Trauma-informed 

Specifically trained in: 

• Betrayal trauma 

• PTSD treatment 

• EMDR or other evidence-based trauma therapies 

• Nervous system regulation 

• Attachment theory 

Ask directly: "What training do you have in treating betrayal trauma?" 

If they can't answer specifically, keep looking. 

3. Faith-compatible (if that matters to you) 
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This is trickier. You want someone who: 

• Understands your faith without using it against you 

• Won't spiritualize clinical symptoms 

• Can integrate faith naturally without forcing it 

• Respects biblical values while using clinical tools 

Warning: Not all "Christian counselors" are trauma-informed. Not all trauma-informed 
counselors understand faith. You may need to choose which is more important for each 
type of therapy. 

For trauma treatment: Prioritize trauma-informed over Christian For spiritual integration: 
Find someone who is both, or supplement with pastoral care 

Specific Specializations to Look For: 

For the betrayed partner: 

• Betrayal trauma specialist 

• EMDR certified therapist 

• PTSD treatment 

• Certification in trauma treatment (CCTP, etc.) 

For the unfaithful partner: 

• Infidelity recovery specialist 

• CSAT (Certified Sex Addiction Therapist) if sexual addiction is involved 

• Attachment-focused therapy 

• Depth work on character/identity 

For couples (eventually): 

• Gottman Method trained (if available) 

• EFT (Emotionally Focused Therapy) for couples 

• Specialized in infidelity recovery 

• Understands power dynamics after betrayal 

How to Find These Therapists: 
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1. Psychology Today directory 

• Filter by specialty: "Infidelity," "Trauma," "Betrayal" 

• Filter by faith if needed: "Christian," "Spiritually Integrative" 

• Read profiles carefully 

2. Professional organizations: 

• AASAT - American Association of Sexuality Educators, Counselors and Therapists 
(for CSAT) 

• EMDRIA - EMDR International Association (for EMDR therapists) 

• AAMFT - American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy 

• AACC - American Association of Christian Counselors 

3. Referrals: 

• Ask your primary care doctor 

• Ask your pastor (if they're knowledgeable about mental health) 

• Ask your insurance for in-network providers 

• Ask trusted friends who've done therapy 

4. Google search: 

• "Betrayal trauma therapist [your city]" 

• "CSAT [your city]" 

• "Christian counselor trauma [your city]" 

5. Online therapy platforms: 

• BetterHelp, Talkspace (can filter by specialty) 

• Telehealth expands options beyond your immediate area 

Questions to Ask When Calling: 

1. "Do you specialize in betrayal trauma / infidelity recovery?" 

If they say "I work with relationships generally," that's not specific enough. Keep looking. 

2. "What training do you have in trauma treatment?" 
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Look for specific modalities: EMDR, CPT, somatic therapy, etc. 

3. "Have you worked with couples after infidelity where [specific situation]?" 

Be specific about your situation: affair with coworker, one-night stand, long-term affair, 
same-sex affair, etc. 

4. "What's your approach to faith/spirituality in therapy?" 

Gauge whether they're comfortable with your faith or will pathologize it. 

5. "What does your treatment typically look like? How long does it take?" 

Be wary of anyone who promises quick fixes. Trauma recovery takes months to years. 

6. "Do you offer a free consultation?" 

Many therapists offer 15-30 minute phone consultations to determine fit. 

Red Flags: 

• Can't articulate specific trauma training 

• Promises to "fix" you in a few sessions 

• Focuses immediately on forgiveness without addressing trauma 

• Asks probing questions about the affair in first contact (that's for sessions, not 
intake) 

• Seems uncomfortable with the topic 

• Makes you feel judged in initial contact 

• Doesn't return calls promptly 

• Tells you what to do about your marriage in the first conversation 

It's Okay to Shop Around: 

You don't have to stick with the first therapist you try. 

If after 2-3 sessions you're not feeling heard, understood, or helped—find someone else. 

Good therapeutic fit matters. The relationship with your therapist is as important as their 
credentials. 

Trust your gut. If something feels off, it probably is. 
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Support Groups: Betrayal Trauma vs. Sex Addiction 

Individual therapy is essential. Support groups are also essential. They serve a different 
purpose. 

Why support groups matter: 

1. You're not alone 

Hearing others' stories normalizes your experience. You realize you're not crazy, your 
reactions are normal, your questions are common. 

2. Shared wisdom 

People further along in recovery can offer practical advice that only someone who's lived it 
can give. 

3. Accountability 

Group members hold you accountable in ways friends can't because they know the 
specific work required. 

4. Cost-effective 

Most support groups are free or low-cost. 

5. Ongoing support 

Therapy ends eventually. Support groups can continue as long as you need them. 

Different Groups for Different Partners: 

THIS IS CRITICAL: The betrayed partner and unfaithful partner need DIFFERENT 
support groups. 

You cannot attend the same group. Your needs are different. Your processing is different. 
Your work is different. 

For the Betrayed Partner: 

Look for: 

• Betrayal trauma support groups 

• Groups specifically for partners of sex addicts (if applicable) 

• Groups for spouses of infidelity 

Organizations: 
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• APSATS - Association of Partners of Sex Addicts Trauma Specialists (has online 
groups) 

• Bloom for Women - Christian-based betrayal trauma support 

• Local churches may host groups 

• Online communities (with caution - choose moderated groups) 

What these groups provide: 

• Validation of trauma experience 

• Coping strategies for triggers 

• Support for decision-making (stay or go) 

• Community of people who understand 

• Hope from those further along 

What to avoid: 

• Groups that pressure you to forgive quickly 

• Groups that pressure you to stay or leave 

• Groups that minimize trauma 

• Unmoderated online forums (can become toxic) 

• Groups that focus on vilifying all unfaithful partners rather than healing 

For the Unfaithful Partner: 

Look for: 

• SAA - Sex Addicts Anonymous (if sexual addiction is involved) 

• SLAA - Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous 

• SA - Sexaholics Anonymous 

• Support groups specifically for people who've had affairs 

• Some churches offer groups for restoration/accountability 

What these groups provide: 

• Accountability for staying in recovery 
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• Support from others doing the work 

• Understanding of the roots of betrayal 

• Challenge to justifications and minimizations 

• Community that won't enable 

What to avoid: 

• Groups where people brag about affairs 

• Groups that blame spouses for the affair 

• Groups without structure or accountability 

• Groups that enable rather than challenge 

Important: If sex addiction isn't involved, SAA/SLAA may not be the right fit. Look for 
general infidelity recovery groups. 

12-Step Groups: 

Pros: 

• Free 

• Widely available 

• Proven track record 

• Strong accountability structure 

• Spiritual component 

Cons: 

• Can be rigid 

• "Higher power" language may or may not align with your faith 

• Quality varies by group 

• Some groups are healthier than others 

Try multiple meetings before deciding. Each group has its own culture. 

Faith-Based Groups: 

Pros: 
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• Explicitly Christian 

• Biblical framework 

• Prayer support 

• Shared values 

Cons: 

• May minimize trauma in favor of forgiveness 

• May pressure toward reconciliation 

• May not be clinically informed 

• Quality varies widely 

Questions to ask: 

• "Is this group trauma-informed?" 

• "Do you have trained facilitators or just volunteers?" 

• "What curriculum do you use?" 

• "How do you handle situations where staying might not be safe?" 

Online vs. In-Person: 

Online groups: 

• More accessible 

• More anonymous 

• Can access groups anywhere 

• Can participate from home 

In-person groups: 

• Deeper connection 

• Less distraction 

• Physical presence matters 

• Harder to hide/minimize 

Ideally: Both. Online for accessibility, in-person for depth. 
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How to Find Groups: 

• Ask your therapist for referrals 

• Search "[your city] betrayal trauma support group" 

• SAA.org, SLAA.org, SA.org for 12-step meetings 

• Church websites (search "recovery groups" or "support groups") 

• APSATS.org for betrayal trauma groups 

• Facebook groups (with caution - choose closed, moderated groups) 

Expectations for Support Groups: 

What they are: 

• Peer support 

• Shared experience 

• Practical wisdom 

• Accountability 

• Community 

What they're not: 

• Therapy (they don't replace professional help) 

• Social hour (this is work, not friendship building) 

• Places to vent without doing work 

• Substitutes for individual healing 

You need both: Individual therapy AND support group. They serve different purposes. 

 

Pastoral Support (and Pastoral Failures to Avoid) 

Your pastor can be an incredible source of support—or a devastating source of additional 
trauma. 

The difference depends on the pastor's training, wisdom, and theological framework. 

What Good Pastoral Care Looks Like: 
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1. Spiritual support without clinical overreach 

A good pastor: 

• Prays with you 

• Offers Scripture for comfort 

• Provides spiritual perspective 

• Points you to God's presence in suffering 

• But refers you to professionals for trauma treatment 

A bad pastor: 

• Tries to be your therapist without training 

• Spiritualizes clinical symptoms 

• Offers simplistic solutions to complex trauma 

• Keeps you from professional help 

2. Holding space for lament 

A good pastor: 

• Lets you rage at God 

• Doesn't rush you to resolution 

• Sits with you in the darkness 

• Prays the psalms of lament with you 

• Validates that this is devastating 

A bad pastor: 

• Shames you for anger or doubt 

• Quotes Romans 8:28 as if that fixes everything 

• Tells you to "have more faith" 

• Makes you feel guilty for not being "joyful in suffering" 

3. Grace without minimizing sin 

A good pastor: 
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• Names the affair as sin and betrayal 

• Holds the unfaithful partner accountable 

• Offers genuine grace (not cheap grace) 

• Balances truth and compassion 

A bad pastor: 

• Minimizes the affair ("everyone makes mistakes") 

• Rushes to forgiveness without repentance 

• Focuses on the betrayed partner's response rather than the unfaithful partner's sin 

• Creates false equivalence ("you both contributed") 

4. Supporting the betrayed partner without pressuring 

A good pastor: 

• Supports whatever decision you make (stay or go) 

• Validates that both staying and leaving can be faithful 

• Doesn't pressure you toward reconciliation 

• Protects you from church pressure 

A bad pastor: 

• Tells you divorce is never an option 

• Pressures you to forgive before you're ready 

• Makes you feel guilty for considering leaving 

• Uses "God hates divorce" as a weapon 

5. Holding the unfaithful partner accountable 

A good pastor: 

• Requires genuine repentance, not just apology 

• May implement church discipline appropriately 

• Walks with them through the work of transformation 

• Doesn't offer cheap grace or quick restoration to leadership 
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A bad pastor: 

• Protects the unfaithful partner's reputation over the betrayed partner's healing 

• Restores to leadership too quickly 

• Focuses on the unfaithful partner as victim ("everyone is being so hard on them") 

• Keeps the affair secret to protect the church's image 

Pastoral Failures to Avoid: 

1. The "Forgive and Forget" Pastor 

"You're a Christian. You need to forgive. God forgave you, so you need to forgive your 
spouse. Let's move forward." 

Why this is harmful: It spiritually abuses the betrayed partner by demanding premature 
forgiveness and minimizes trauma. 

2. The "Marriage at All Costs" Pastor 

"Divorce is never God's will. You made a vow. You need to stay no matter what." 

Why this is harmful: It ignores biblical exceptions for divorce and can trap people in 
unsafe situations. 

3. The "Both Sides" Pastor 

"It takes two to break a marriage. What was your part in this? How did you contribute to 
your spouse's vulnerability?" 

Why this is harmful: It shifts blame to the betrayed partner and minimizes the unfaithful 
partner's responsibility. 

4. The "Protect the Church" Pastor 

"We need to keep this quiet. If word gets out, it will hurt the church/ministry/family." 

Why this is harmful: It prioritizes image over healing and enables continued sin through 
secrecy. 

5. The "Unqualified Counselor" Pastor 

Pastor tries to do intensive therapy without training, keeps you from professional help, 
handles disclosure conversations without supervision. 

Why this is harmful: Pastoral care is not therapy. Pastors need to know their limits. 
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How to Assess Your Pastor: 

Questions to consider: 

1. Does your pastor have training in trauma and infidelity recovery? 

Most don't. That's okay if they recognize their limits and refer you to professionals. 

2. How does your pastor talk about divorce? 

If they say "never," run. If they say "sometimes necessary," that's wisdom. 

3. How does your pastor respond to your questions and doubts? 

Do they make space for lament or shut it down? 

4. Does your pastor maintain confidentiality? 

Have they kept other people's situations confidential or do they gossip? 

5. Does your pastor have healthy boundaries? 

Do they try to be everything to everyone or do they refer appropriately? 

When to Find Different Pastoral Care: 

If your pastor: 

• Minimizes the betrayal 

• Pressures you toward a specific outcome 

• Violates confidentiality 

• Spiritualizes clinical symptoms 

• Won't refer you to professional help 

• Makes you feel judged or condemned 

• Protects the unfaithful partner over supporting you 

• Uses Scripture as a weapon 

Then find pastoral care elsewhere: 

• Another pastor at your church (if it's large enough) 

• A pastor at a different church 

• A spiritual director 
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• A pastoral counselor who is licensed 

You don't owe your pastor access to your healing process if they're causing harm. 

Good Pastoral Care Should Include: 

• Regular prayer support 

• Appropriate use of Scripture for comfort 

• Spiritual perspective on suffering 

• Help processing theological questions 

• Support in discernment 

• Advocacy within the church community if needed 

• Referral to professional help 

• Holding space for lament and anger 

Your pastor is one member of your team, not the whole team. 

 

Trusted Friends Who Can Hold Space for Both Truth and Grace 

You also need friends. But not just any friends. 

You need friends who can: 

• Hear the worst without judging you 

• Validate your pain without pressuring you 

• Hold complexity without needing to fix it 

• Support whatever decision you make 

• Keep confidentiality 

• Show up consistently over years, not just weeks 

These friends are rare. You might only have one or two. That's enough. 

What Good Friends Do: 

1. Listen without fixing 



195 
 

Bad friend: "Here's what you should do..." Good friend: "I'm so sorry. That's devastating. I'm 
here." 

2. Validate without pressuring 

Bad friend: "You need to leave him." Good friend: "Whatever you decide, I'll support you." 

3. Show up consistently 

Bad friend: Calls once, then disappears Good friend: Checks in regularly for months/years 

4. Hold confidentiality 

Bad friend: Tells others "for prayer" Good friend: Keeps your story private 

5. Tolerate your rage 

Bad friend: "You need to calm down and be more gracious." Good friend: "Rage away. I've 
got you." 

6. Don't take sides (or take the right side) 

For mutual friends of the couple: Bad friend: Tries to stay neutral by minimizing the betrayal 
Good friend: Supports the betrayed partner while maintaining boundaries with the 
unfaithful partner 

7. Stay in it for the long haul 

Bad friend: Gets tired of hearing about it after a month Good friend: Still checking in two 
years later 

What to Tell Friends: 

You get to decide: 

• How much to tell 

• When to tell 

• Who to tell 

General principles: 

Tell close friends more, casual friends less. Tell people who can actually support you, 
not just people who will gossip. Tell enough that they can pray and support 
specifically, but not so much that you feel exposed. 

Sample disclosures: 
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To close friend: "[Spouse] had an affair. It's been going on for [time period]. I just found out. 
I'm devastated. I need your support, and I need you to keep this completely confidential." 

To casual friend: "We're going through a really difficult time in our marriage. I can't talk 
about details, but I'd appreciate your prayers." 

To people who don't need to know: "We're dealing with some family stuff. Thanks for 
asking." 

Friends to Avoid During Crisis: 

1. The fixer 

Can't sit with pain, has to solve everything, overwhelms you with advice 

2. The gossip 

Can't keep confidentiality, tells everyone "for prayer" 

3. The judger 

Makes you feel worse, shames you for your choices, condemns your spouse (if you're trying 
to rebuild) 

4. The minimizer 

"It's not that bad," "at least..." "everything happens for a reason" 

5. The one-upper 

Makes it about their story, their worse situation, their advice based on their experience 

6. The disappearer 

Can't handle the mess, withdraws when you need them most 

7. The advice-giver without experience 

Has never been through this but has lots of opinions about what you should do 

How to Assess Friendship Capacity: 

Not all friends can handle all crises. 

A friend who's great for fun might not be equipped for trauma support. That's okay. Different 
friends for different needs. 

Ask yourself: 



197 
 

• Has this friend shown up in past crises? 

• Can this friend keep confidentiality? 

• Can this friend sit with pain without fixing? 

• Does this friend have capacity right now (their own crisis might limit them)? 

• Will this friend respect my decisions even if they disagree? 

It's okay to have: 

• One friend who holds the deep stuff 

• Another friend who provides distraction (movies, activities) 

• Another friend who helps with practical stuff (meals, childcare) 

Different friends serve different purposes. 

Eugene Peterson on Community: 

"Christians don't simply learn or study or use Scripture; we assimilate it, take it into our 
lives in such a way that it gets metabolized into acts of love, cups of cold water, missions 
into all the world, healing and evangelism and justice in Jesus' name, hands raised in 
adoration of the Father, feet washed in company with the Son." 

Community metabolizes Scripture into action. 

Your friends are the hands and feet of Christ to you right now. They're the physical presence 
of God's love when God feels absent. They're the ones who wash your feet when you can't 
stand. 

You need them. Let them serve you. 

 

What to Expect from Your Church Community 

Now for the hard part: your church community. 

Here's the truth: Your church will probably disappoint you. 

Not because churches are bad, but because most churches don't know how to handle 
infidelity well. They'll be too rigid or too permissive, too judgmental or too minimizing, too 
public or too secretive. 

Manage your expectations. 



198 
 

Possible Church Responses: 

1. The "Protect the Image" Church 

Keeps it quiet, wants you to reconcile quickly, doesn't want the "scandal" to affect the 
church 

Harmful because: Prioritizes image over healing 

2. The "Public Discipline" Church 

Makes the affair public knowledge, implements formal church discipline, may ask the 
unfaithful partner to publicly confess 

Can be harmful if: Done without wisdom, humiliates unnecessarily, doesn't protect the 
betrayed partner's privacy 

Can be helpful if: Done with care, holds the unfaithful partner accountable, supports 
restoration process 

3. The "Sweep It Under the Rug" Church 

Doesn't want to deal with it, tells you to handle it privately, offers no support 

Harmful because: Abandons you in crisis 

4. The "Rally Around the Wrong Person" Church 

Rallies around the unfaithful partner (especially if they're popular/leadership), minimizes 
the betrayal, pressures the betrayed partner to forgive 

Harmful because: Re-traumatizes the betrayed partner 

5. The "Gossipy" Church 

Everyone knows, everyone has opinions, prayer chains become gossip chains 

Harmful because: Violates privacy, adds shame, creates pressure 

6. The "Actually Helpful" Church 

Maintains confidentiality, provides practical support (meals, childcare), refers to 
professional help, supports whatever decision you make, holds the unfaithful partner 
accountable while offering path to restoration 

Rare, but possible 

What You Can Realistically Expect: 
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The good: 

• Some people will surprise you with grace 

• Practical help (meals, babysitting) from some quarters 

• Prayer support 

• Financial help if needed (benevolence fund) 

• Space to process without pressure (from mature believers) 

The hard: 

• Most people won't know what to say 

• Some will say hurtful things with good intentions 

• Some will withdraw because they're uncomfortable 

• Gossip will probably happen despite best efforts 

• You may need to step back from ministry/leadership for a season 

• The church may take sides (usually the wrong one) 

How to Navigate Your Church Community: 

1. Decide what information is public 

You control the narrative. Don't let others control it for you. 

Options: 

• Keep it completely private (tell only leadership) 

• Tell small group/close church friends 

• Make a general announcement (if you're in leadership) 

There's no right answer. Choose what feels protective of your healing. 

2. Set boundaries with church members 

You don't owe everyone your story or updates. 

Prepare responses: 

• "Thank you for asking. We're getting professional help and would appreciate your 
prayers." 
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• "This is a private matter we're working through. I can't discuss details." 

• "I appreciate your concern, but I need space right now." 

3. Step back from ministry if needed 

For the betrayed partner: You might need to take time off from teaching, leading, serving. 
That's okay. Your healing comes first. 

For the unfaithful partner: You should step down from all leadership positions. This is not 
punishment—it's appropriate consequence and time for restoration before being 
reinstated. 

4. Find a smaller circle within the church 

You can't trust everyone, but you might be able to trust 2-3 people deeply. 

5. Be prepared to change churches if necessary 

If your church: 

• Handles it poorly 

• Violates confidentiality 

• Pressures you harmfully 

• Won't hold the unfaithful partner accountable 

• Makes healing impossible 

It's okay to find a different church. Your healing matters more than institutional loyalty. 

If You're in Church Leadership: 

Special considerations: 

For pastors/elders: 

• You may need to make this public to some degree 

• Church discipline processes may apply 

• You'll likely need to step down (at least temporarily) 

• Restoration to ministry requires extensive process 

For worship leaders/teachers: 

• Similar to above, though less public 
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• Time away from platform is appropriate 

• Restoration requires demonstrated change over time 

The goal isn't permanent disqualification but appropriate accountability and 
restoration process. 

1 Timothy 3 qualifications for leadership include being "above reproach." Infidelity 
disqualifies for a season. Restoration is possible but requires time and process. 

 

Assembling Your Full Team 

Here's what your support team should ideally include: 

For the Betrayed Partner: 

Professional: 

• Individual trauma therapist (weekly) 

• Psychiatrist if needed (for medication evaluation) 

• Eventually, couples therapist (with unfaithful partner) 

Peer Support: 

• Betrayal trauma support group 

• Online community (moderated) 

Spiritual: 

• Pastor or spiritual director 

• Trusted mentor or mature believer 

Personal: 

• 1-3 close friends who can hold the weight 

• Practical support network (help with kids, meals, etc.) 

For the Unfaithful Partner: 

Professional: 

• Individual therapist specializing in infidelity/character work (weekly) 

• CSAT if sexual addiction involved 
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• Eventually, couples therapist (with betrayed partner) 

Peer Support: 

• SAA/SLAA if addiction involved 

• Accountability group 

• Support group for people who've had affairs 

Spiritual: 

• Pastor or spiritual director 

• Accountability partners (2-3 people) 

Personal: 

• Friends who will hold you accountable (not enable) 

• Mentor who's further along in transformation 

For Both: 

Eventually: 

• Couples therapist who specializes in infidelity recovery 

• Possibly a retreat or intensive program for couples 

• Marriage mentors (couple further along in recovery) 

The Team Doesn't Have to Be Huge: 

Minimum viable team: 

• One good therapist each 

• One support group each 

• One trusted friend each 

• Pastoral care 

That's it. Eight people/groups total. 

You don't need dozens. You need the right few. 

 

When Your Support System Fails You 
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It will happen. 

Someone you trusted will betray your confidence. Someone you counted on will disappear. 
Someone will say something devastatingly hurtful. Your pastor will fail you. Your church will 
disappoint you. 

This is additional trauma on top of the betrayal trauma. 

What to do: 

1. Grieve it 

The loss of support you expected is a real loss. Feel it. 

2. Adjust your expectations 

That person/group isn't capable of what you need. Accept it and find support elsewhere. 

3. Don't give up on support entirely 

One person's failure doesn't mean everyone will fail. Keep looking. 

4. Remember: God is faithful even when people aren't 

Psalm 27:10 (NASB): "For my father and my mother have forsaken me, but the LORD will 
take me up." 

People will fail you. God won't. 

5. Consider this information 

If your church or pastor fails you catastrophically, that tells you something about whether 
that's the right church for your healing. 

 

You Cannot Do This Alone 

I'm going to end where I started: 

You cannot do this alone. 

The shame wants you to hide. The exhaustion wants you to isolate. The fear wants you to 
protect yourself by trusting no one. 

But isolation will kill what little hope you have left. 

Community—imperfect, messy, sometimes failing, but showing up—is essential. 
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You need professionals who can treat your trauma. You need peers who understand your 
experience. You need spiritual guides who can help you find God in the darkness. You need 
friends who will sit with you without fixing. You need a church community that can hold 
both truth and grace. 

Assemble your team. 

It will take effort. It will cost money. It will require vulnerability. Some people will fail you. 

But the alternative—surviving this alone—is impossible. 

"Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in an abundance of counselors there 
is victory." (Proverbs 11:14, NASB) 

You need counselors. Multiple. Different kinds. Working together to help you survive and 
eventually heal. 

Start assembling your team today. 

One call. One referral. One conversation. 

You don't have to do all of it today. Just start. 

And trust that in community—broken, imperfect community—God shows up. 

 

"Where there is no guidance the people fall, but in an abundance of counselors there is 
victory." 

— Proverbs 11:14 (NASB) 

"Is anyone among you suffering? Then he must pray. Is anyone cheerful? He is to sing 
praises. Is anyone among you sick? Then he must call for the elders of the church and they 
are to pray over him, anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord; and the prayer of faith 
will restore the one who is sick, and the Lord will raise him up, and if he has committed sins, 
they will be forgiven him. Therefore, confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another so that you may be healed." 

— James 5:13-16 (NASB) 

"Christians don't simply learn or study or use Scripture; we assimilate it, take it into our 
lives in such a way that it gets metabolized into acts of love, cups of cold water, missions 
into all the world, healing and evangelism and justice in Jesus' name, hands raised in 
adoration of the Father, feet washed in company with the Son." — Eugene Peterson, Eat 
This Book 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART FOUR: THE WORK OF RESTORATION 

There Are No Shortcuts 

 

CHAPTER 12: FOR THE UNFAITHFUL - THE LONG OBEDIENCE 

 

If you're the unfaithful partner and you're still here—still in the marriage, still trying, still 
showing up—then you've made it further than many. 

You've survived the initial disclosure. You've endured the acute rage. You've lived through 
the first waves of your spouse's grief. You've (hopefully) ended all contact with the affair 
partner, given complete transparency, done full disclosure, and submitted to hard 
boundaries. 

Now comes the harder part. 

Not the dramatic part. Not the crisis part. The grinding, daily, unglamorous part. The part 
where you have to prove—not with words but with actions—that you're someone different 
than the person who had the affair. 

This chapter is about what Eugene Peterson calls "a long obedience in the same direction." 
It's about faithfulness measured not in weeks or months but in years. It's about showing up 
when there's no praise, no progress, no hope that anything you do will be enough. 

This is the work that actually rebuilds trust—if trust can be rebuilt at all. 

And I need to be clear with you from the start: This work is excruciating. It requires you to 
live with consequences indefinitely. It requires you to surrender control completely. It 
requires you to answer the same questions over and over without showing impatience. It 
requires you to endure suspicion, monitoring, and surveillance without resentment. 

And you don't get to complain about it. 

Because this is what you signed up for when you decided to try to save this marriage. This is 
the cost of betrayal. This is what repentance actually looks like when it's lived out over 
years instead of just spoken in a moment. 

If you're not willing to do this work—fully, completely, without reservation, for however 
long it takes—then you need to release your spouse now. 
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Because half-hearted attempts at restoration cause more damage than honest endings. 

But if you are willing—if you're committed to becoming someone trustworthy even if the 
marriage doesn't survive, if you're ready to do whatever it takes for as long as it takes—then 
this chapter will help you understand what the daily work looks like. 

There are no shortcuts. There are no hacks. There is only the long obedience. 

Let's begin. 

 

Understanding You Don't Set the Timeline 

The first truth you must accept: 

You don't get to decide when your spouse is "over it." You don't get to determine when 
they should trust you again. You don't get to set the timeline for their healing. 

They do. 

And their timeline is probably much longer than you want it to be. 

Why You Want to Control the Timeline: 

You're tired. Living under suspicion is exhausting. Being monitored constantly is draining. 
Answering questions repeatedly is maddening. Having your spouse look at you with pain 
instead of love is crushing. 

You want relief. You want the consequences to stop. You want to be trusted again. You 
want normalcy. You want to move past this and get back to a marriage that doesn't feel like 
a prison sentence. 

You think you've done enough. You ended the affair. You've been transparent. You did full 
disclosure. You're in therapy. You're doing the work. Shouldn't that count for something? 

It does count. But it doesn't erase the devastation. 

Why Your Timeline Doesn't Matter: 

1. You're not the one who was traumatized 

You're experiencing consequences. Your spouse is experiencing trauma. 

Consequences end when you've made sufficient restitution. Trauma ends when the 
nervous system heals. And nervous systems don't heal on anyone's schedule. 
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You can't rush someone's nervous system into regulation. You can't demand that their 
amygdala stop firing threat signals. You can't insist that their hypervigilance relax because 
you're frustrated with it. 

Their brain needs time to rewire. You don't control that. 

2. Trust is earned in drops and lost in buckets 

It took years to build the trust you had (even if it was built on false premises). You destroyed 
it in moments. 

Rebuilding trust takes longer than building it the first time because now they know 
you're capable of devastating betrayal. The baseline assumption of honesty is gone forever. 
What can be rebuilt is different—harder to earn, more fragile, more conditional. 

Every day of faithfulness is a single drop in the bucket. After thousands of drops, the 
bucket might start to fill. But one lie, one hidden communication, one broken boundary—
and the bucket tips over. You start at zero. 

That's how trust rebuilding works. You don't get to speed it up. 

3. Their healing isn't about you 

Your spouse's recovery timeline isn't determined by: 

• How sorry you are 

• How much therapy you're doing 

• How transparent you've been 

• How tired you are of consequences 

• How much you want normalcy back 

Their healing timeline is determined by: 

• The severity of the trauma 

• Their nervous system's capacity to process it 

• The quality of their support system 

• Whether they have underlying trauma that's been triggered 

• Whether you're consistently trustworthy (not just temporarily) 

• Factors completely outside anyone's control 
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Their healing is about their trauma, not your effort. 

4. Pressure to "get over it" is re-traumatizing 

Every time you express frustration with their timeline, you're telling them: 

• "Your pain is inconvenient to me" 

• "My comfort matters more than your healing" 

• "You should minimize your trauma to make my life easier" 

This is the same selfishness that led to the affair. 

You prioritized your desires over their wellbeing then. If you're prioritizing your frustration 
over their healing now, you haven't actually changed. 

What the Actual Timeline Looks Like: 

Research on betrayal trauma recovery: 

• 6 months: Most couples are still in crisis mode; triggers are constant; the betrayed 
partner is just beginning to stabilize 

• 1 year: Acute symptoms may lessen slightly; betrayed partner can function better 
but still highly triggered 

• 2 years: First significant improvement often happens here; triggers decrease in 
frequency and intensity; some days feel almost normal 

• 3-5 years: If genuine work is happening, trust may begin to rebuild in meaningful 
ways; the marriage starts to feel less like survival and more like partnership 

• 5+ years: For many couples, this is when they can look back and see real 
transformation; triggers still happen but are manageable 

This is with both partners doing intensive work. Without work, it takes longer or never 
happens. 

Your spouse might: 

• Still be triggered by the affair 5 years later 

• Still need to verify your whereabouts 3 years later 

• Still have questions 7 years later 

• Still have moments of rage 10 years later 
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And all of that is normal. 

Your Only Appropriate Response: 

"I understand that I don't get to set the timeline. I destroyed your trust. However long it 
takes you to heal and decide whether you can trust me again—that's how long it takes. 
I'll be here, doing the work, for as long as you need me to be." 

That's it. No buts. No "I understand, but when do you think..." No "I get it, but I can't live like 
this forever..." 

Just acceptance. 

If you can't accept this, you're not ready to do the work. 

 

Radical Ownership Without Defensiveness 

The second non-negotiable: 

You must own what you did—completely, repeatedly, without any defensiveness—for 
as long as your spouse needs to process it. 

This means: 

1. Answering Questions Honestly Without Hedging 

Your spouse will ask questions. Many questions. The same questions repeatedly. 
Questions you wish they wouldn't ask. Questions that feel like they're punishing you. 

You answer them. All of them. Honestly. Every time. 

"Did you tell them you loved them?" Not: "It wasn't real love." Yes: "Yes, I said that. I was 
wrong. I'm ashamed of that." 

"Did you compare me to them?" Not: "I was compartmentalizing; it wasn't about you." 
Yes: "Yes, I did. I was rewriting our marriage history to justify the affair. That was wrong." 

"Were you thinking about them when we had sex?" Not: "Can we not talk about this? It's 
too painful." Yes: "Sometimes, yes. I'm so sorry. That was a profound betrayal of our 
intimacy." 

The truth. The whole truth. Even when it destroys you to say it. 

2. Owning the Full Impact 
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Not just "I had an affair," but "I traumatized you. I destroyed your sense of safety. I rewrote 
our history with lies. I risked your physical health. I stole your ability to trust. I caused 
damage that may never fully heal." 

Your spouse needs you to understand the full weight of what you did. 

When they say "You destroyed me," the wrong response is "Don't say that; you're not 
destroyed." 

The right response is: "Yes. I did. I'm so sorry. I'm so deeply sorry for what I've done to you." 

3. No Minimizing, No Justifying, No Explaining 

Minimizing sounds like: 

• "It was only a few times" 

• "It was just physical; there were no feelings" 

• "I didn't mean for it to happen" 

• "I made a mistake" 

Stop. It wasn't a mistake. It was a series of choices. 

Justifying sounds like: 

• "I was lonely" 

• "Our marriage was struggling" 

• "You weren't meeting my needs" 

• "The affair partner pursued me" 

Stop. None of those things caused the affair. Your choices did. 

Explaining sounds like: 

• "Let me help you understand why I did it" 

• "If you knew what I was going through, you'd understand" 

• "There were reasons..." 

Stop. Your spouse doesn't need explanations right now. They need ownership. 

The work of understanding why you did it is YOUR work in YOUR therapy. Don't burden 
your spouse with it. 
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4. Accepting Responsibility for the Marriage Problems You Contributed To 

This is delicate: The affair wasn't caused by marriage problems. BUT your marriage 
probably did have problems, and you probably contributed to some of them. 

You need to own your part in the marriage dysfunction without using it to justify the 
affair: 

"Yes, I was distant. Yes, I didn't communicate well. Yes, I didn't prioritize our relationship. 
Those are things I need to change. But none of them made the affair inevitable or 
justifiable. The affair was my choice, and I take full responsibility for it." 

Separate the two conversations: 

• "What I did to you through the affair" (100% your fault) 

• "What I contributed to our marriage problems" (shared responsibility, addressed 
much later) 

Don't conflate them. 

5. Owning It In Front of Others 

If people ask what happened, if your families want to know, if church leadership requires an 
accounting: 

Own it. Don't minimize. Don't blame-shift. 

Not: "We were having problems, and I made some poor choices..." Yes: "I had an affair. I 
betrayed my spouse and violated our vows. I am entirely responsible for this." 

Not: "We're both working on our marriage..." Yes: "I devastated my spouse through my 
choices, and I'm doing everything I can to prove I'm trustworthy, though I may never earn 
their trust back." 

Your reputation will suffer. That's appropriate. You earned that. 

6. Letting Them Be Angry Without Defending 

When your spouse rages at you—and they will—you don't: 

• Defend yourself 

• Explain that you're trying 

• Point out that you've apologized already 

• Tell them they're being unfair 
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• Walk away because it's "too much" 

You sit there. You take it. You acknowledge the truth in their anger. 

"You're right. I did that. I caused this. Your anger is justified." 

Their rage is appropriate. Your defensiveness is not. 

Luke 19:1-10 - Zacchaeus's Example: 

"Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, 'Behold, Lord, half of my possessions I am 
giving to the poor, and if I have extorted anything from anyone, I am giving back four 
times as much.' And Jesus said to him, 'Today salvation has come to this house, 
because he, too, is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save 
that which was lost.'" (NASB) 

Notice what Zacchaeus didn't say: 

• "I was just doing my job as a tax collector" 

• "Everyone else was doing it too" 

• "The system made me do it" 

• "I'll try to do better" 

He said: "I will make restitution. Four times over." 

That's radical ownership. That's genuine repentance. 

What's your four-times-over restitution? What does it look like for you to own this so 
completely that your life looks different? 

 

Living with Suspicion and Surveillance 

The third hard reality: 

You will be monitored. You will be suspected. You will live under surveillance. And you 
don't get to resent it. 

What Surveillance Looks Like: 

Your spouse has (or should have): 

• Full access to your phone at any time 

• All your passwords 
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• Your location tracking 

• Your calendar 

• Your credit card statements 

• The ability to verify your whereabouts 

• The right to call you anytime and expect you to answer 

• The ability to show up unannounced 

You might experience: 

• Random phone checks 

• Questions about where you've been 

• Verification of your alibi 

• Monitoring of who you talk to 

• Restrictions on who you can be alone with 

• Surprise visits to your workplace 

• Having to account for every hour 

This will feel like: 

• You're being treated like a child 

• You're being punished 

• You have no autonomy 

• You're in prison 

• You can't breathe 

Why This Is Necessary: 

1. Trust is verified before it's given 

You can't demand trust. "Just trust me" doesn't work when you've destroyed trust. 

Trust has to be earned through demonstrated, verified faithfulness over time. 

Your spouse's nervous system cannot regulate without verification. Their brain needs proof 
that you're where you say you are, doing what you say you're doing. 
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Verification isn't punishment. It's the pathway to eventual trust. 

2. Your discomfort is irrelevant 

Yes, it's uncomfortable to be monitored. But: 

• You chose to have an affair 

• You chose to lie repeatedly 

• You destroyed the baseline trust 

• You created this situation 

Your discomfort with the consequences doesn't matter. 

You don't get to destroy trust and then complain that rebuilding it is uncomfortable. 

3. This is temporary (if you're actually trustworthy) 

If you consistently prove trustworthy: 

• Answer every call 

• Are where you said you'd be 

• Account for your time honestly 

• Never have hidden communication 

• Maintain total transparency 

Then over time (years, not months), the monitoring will likely decrease. 

But if you resist it, hide things, show impatience with it—it will continue indefinitely 
because you're proving you need it. 

How to Live Under Surveillance Without Resentment: 

1. Reframe it in your mind 

Not: "They're treating me like a criminal" Instead: "They're protecting themselves from 
being hurt again" 

Not: "They don't trust me" Instead: "I destroyed trust, and they're giving me the opportunity 
to rebuild it through verification" 

Not: "This is unfair" Instead: "This is the consequence of my choices" 

2. Make verification easy 
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Don't make your spouse work to verify you: 

• Share your location proactively 

• Answer your phone immediately 

• Volunteer information before being asked 

• Leave your phone out where they can access it 

• Check in throughout the day 

• Give full access cheerfully, not grudgingly 

The easier you make it, the more it demonstrates you're not hiding anything. 

3. Never complain about it 

To your spouse, to your friends, to your therapist in a way that's trying to get validation that 
they're being unreasonable. 

They're not being unreasonable. You created this. 

4. Anticipate triggers and proactively address them 

If you're going somewhere that might trigger suspicion: 

• Tell them ahead of time 

• Offer to verify in whatever way helps 

• Check in during 

• Come home when you said you would 

Don't wait for them to ask. Volunteer the information. 

5. Never lie, even about small things 

This is critical: If you lie about where you stopped for coffee, you've just proven you can't 
be trusted about anything. 

Every small lie confirms their worst fears. Every moment of transparency builds 
microscopic trust. 

6. Accept that this might be permanent in some form 
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Some betrayed partners need ongoing verification for years or even permanently. Not 
constant monitoring like the first year, but periodic check-ins, continued access to phones, 
ongoing location sharing. 

If you can't accept this possibility, you can't save the marriage. 

What to Do When You Feel Resentful: 

Because you will feel resentful. There will be days when you think "I can't live like this. 
This is too much. I've proven myself; when does this end?" 

When that happens: 

1. Feel the resentment privately 

Don't suppress it (that leads to explosion). Process it in your individual therapy, your 
journal, your support group. 

Not with your spouse. They don't need to manage your feelings about the consequences 
you created. 

2. Remind yourself why this is necessary 

"My spouse is monitoring me because I gave them reason to. I destroyed their sense of 
safety. This verification is helping them heal." 

3. Recommit to the work 

Resentment is a sign you're focusing on your discomfort instead of their healing. Redirect. 

"I'm choosing to do this. I could leave. I'm choosing to stay and prove I'm trustworthy. This 
is my choice." 

4. Talk to your therapist about the resentment 

Your therapist can help you: 

• Understand where the resentment is coming from 

• Process it without weaponizing it 

• Develop coping strategies 

• Assess whether the monitoring is actually reasonable or if there are concerning 
patterns 

Most of the time, it's reasonable. Sometimes, there are codependency patterns that 
need addressing. Your therapist can help you distinguish. 
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Answering the Same Questions 1,000 Times 

The fourth challenge: 

Your spouse will ask you the same questions. Over. And over. And over. 

Not because they forgot the answer. Not because they're trying to punish you. Because 
trauma disrupts memory formation, and their brain is trying to process information it 
can't fully integrate. 

Questions You'll Answer Repeatedly: 

"Did you love them?" 

You'll answer this 50 times. Each time, your spouse is trying to understand something their 
brain can't reconcile: How could you love them and devastate them simultaneously? 

"Why did you do it?" 

You'll answer this 100 times. Each time, they're trying to find an answer that makes sense of 
the senseless. 

"What did you tell them about me?" 

You'll answer this 75 times. Each time, they're processing the humiliation of being talked 
about while being lied to. 

"Were you thinking about them when we...?" 

You'll answer this 200 times. Each time, they're trying to reclaim memories that are now 
contaminated. 

"How could you look me in the eyes and lie?" 

You'll answer this 1,000 times. Each time, they're processing the cognitive dissonance of 
trust and betrayal. 

Why They Keep Asking: 

1. Trauma disrupts memory encoding 

When you answered the first time, their brain was flooded with cortisol and adrenaline. The 
hippocampus (responsible for memory) was offline. They literally didn't encode the 
answer properly. 

So they ask again. And their brain still can't fully process it. So they ask again. 
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This isn't their fault. It's how trauma affects neurobiology. 

2. They're testing for consistency 

Part of rebuilding trust is seeing if your answer stays the same. If you change details, add 
information, contradict yourself—that's evidence you're still lying. 

Consistency over hundreds of iterations is evidence of truthfulness. 

3. Different emotional states need different processing 

When they asked in rage, they couldn't hear your answer. When they ask in sadness, they're 
processing it differently. When they ask in calm, they're integrating it. 

Each emotional state requires re-processing the same information. 

4. New triggers surface new aspects of old questions 

Something reminds them of the affair, and suddenly an old question has new urgency. They 
need to ask again from this new angle. 

How to Answer the Same Question 1,000 Times: 

1. Answer as if it's the first time 

Not: "I already told you this." Not: "We've been over this a hundred times." Not: sighing 
heavily before answering 

Yes: Answer with the same patience and detail as the first time. 

2. Stay consistent 

Your answer should be the same every time. If you change details, they'll notice, and you'll 
start over at zero trust. 

Keep a journal (that you show your therapist, not your spouse) of what you disclosed so 
you can maintain consistency. 

3. Add no new information 

Unless they ask a new question, don't volunteer new details when answering old 
questions. This feels like trickle truth. 

If they ask a question you've answered before, give the same answer. 

4. Validate why they're asking again 
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"I know you need to ask this again. I understand your brain is trying to process this. I'll 
answer as many times as you need to ask." 

5. Never show impatience 

Not even a hint of: 

• Sighing 

• Rolling eyes 

• Hesitating before answering 

• Tone that suggests annoyance 

• Body language that communicates "here we go again" 

If you show impatience, you communicate: "Your trauma is inconvenient to me." 

6. Recognize when new details emerge 

Sometimes what seems like the same question is actually a different question: 

Before: "Did you love them?" Now: "Did you love them more than me?" 

These are different questions. The second has nuance the first didn't. Answer the new 
question. 

When the Questions Feel Like Punishment: 

Sometimes they will feel like punishment. Especially when you're answering the 900th 
question in a month, when you're exhausted, when you just want peace. 

Reframe: 

Not: "They're punishing me." Instead: "They're trying to survive trauma I caused." 

Not: "They should be over this by now." Instead: "Trauma healing takes as long as it takes." 

Not: "I've answered this; they need to move on." Instead: "Their brain is processing 
devastating information in the only way it can." 

The One Exception: 

If the questioning becomes: 

• Constant (literally all day, every day for months) 

• Abusive (used to humiliate rather than process) 
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• Circular without any movement toward healing 

Then this might be a codependency pattern or trauma response that needs 
professional intervention. 

Your therapist and their therapist should coordinate on this. But usually, it's not abuse—
it's trauma. And you endure it. 

 

Why Your Frustration Is Irrelevant 

Let's be blunt: 

Your frustration with the recovery process doesn't matter. 

Not "it matters a little." Not "it's valid but..." It doesn't matter. 

You Will Be Frustrated: 

By: 

• The monitoring 

• The repetitive questions 

• The ongoing suspicion 

• The triggers that seem to come from nowhere 

• The setbacks after progress 

• The fact that nothing you do seems good enough 

• The exhaustion of living under scrutiny 

• The unfairness of trying so hard with no visible results 

All of this frustration is real. And none of it is relevant. 

Why Your Frustration Is Irrelevant: 

1. You caused this 

Every frustration you experience is a consequence you created. You: 

• Chose to have the affair 

• Chose to lie repeatedly 

• Chose to maintain a double life 
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• Chose to destroy trust 

The consequences that frustrate you are the natural result of your choices. 

You don't get to choose the action and then complain about the consequences. 

2. Your frustration is about your discomfort 

"I'm tired of being monitored" = "My discomfort matters more than their healing" "They 
should trust me by now" = "Their trauma timeline should accommodate my impatience" 
"This isn't fair" = "I should experience consequences on my terms" 

Your frustration is fundamentally selfish. It's the same selfishness that enabled the 
affair. 

3. Expressing frustration causes harm 

Every time you show frustration with the recovery process, you tell your spouse: 

• "Your trauma is burdensome to me" 

• "You should heal faster to make my life easier" 

• "I'm the real victim here because of these consequences" 

This re-traumatizes them. 

4. Frustration indicates you haven't fully grasped what you did 

If you truly understood the devastation you caused, if you fully felt the weight of your 
betrayal, if you comprehended the neurobiological impact of trauma—you wouldn't be 
frustrated that recovery is taking years. 

You'd be grateful your spouse is giving you any chance at all. 

What to Do With Your Frustration: 

1. Process it in therapy 

Your individual therapist is the appropriate place to process your frustration. They can help 
you: 

• Understand where it's coming from 

• Challenge the selfishness underneath it 

• Develop coping strategies 

• Assess whether you're actually committed to this work 
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2. Talk to your support group 

Other people who've betrayed their spouses understand the frustration. They can validate 
that it's hard while also challenging you to stay in the work. 

3. Journal about it 

Write out your frustrations. Get them out of your system. Then destroy the journal pages so 
there's no chance your spouse finds them. 

4. Recognize it as information about your own growth 

If you're frustrated: You're still focused on yourself. If you're patient: You're beginning to 
focus on their healing. 

Frustration is diagnostic. It shows you where you still need to grow. 

5. Recommit to the work 

Every time you feel frustrated, make it a trigger to recommit: 

"I'm frustrated. That's my selfishness talking. I choose to stay in this. I choose to do 
whatever it takes. I release my frustration and recommit to being trustworthy." 

When to Pay Attention to Frustration: 

There is one situation where frustration is information: 

If after years of complete transparency, consistent faithfulness, genuine transformation, 
and your spouse: 

• Is not making any progress in therapy 

• Refuses to do their own healing work 

• Uses your betrayal as a weapon in perpetuity 

• Is abusive in their response 

Then the frustration might be indicating that the marriage is not survivable. 

But this is a conversation for your therapist and couples therapist to help assess. 

Most of the time, your frustration is just impatience with the natural timeline of trauma 
recovery. 

 

Rebuilding Through Daily Faithfulness 
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Finally, the actual work: 

Trust is rebuilt through consistent, daily faithfulness over years. 

Not through grand gestures. Not through promises. Not through apologies. Through 
showing up every single day and being who you say you are. 

What Daily Faithfulness Looks Like: 

1. Morning: 

• Share your schedule for the day without being asked 

• Make sure your spouse has full access to your calendar 

• Check in: "Do you need anything from me today?" 

• Leave for work when you said you would 

2. During the day: 

• Answer every call/text from your spouse immediately 

• Account for any changes to your schedule 

• Check in periodically 

• Don't delete any communication 

• Be where you said you'd be 

3. Evening: 

• Come home when you said you would 

• Put your phone somewhere accessible 

• Answer questions without defensiveness 

• Be present with your spouse and family 

• Share anything from the day that might trigger suspicion 

4. Night: 

• Make your phone available 

• Don't stay up texting or on the computer alone 

• Be honest about what you're doing 
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5. Weekends: 

• Same principles: transparency, availability, honesty 

• Don't resist your spouse joining you for errands, activities, etc. 

• Account for time away from home 

Every. Single. Day. For years. 

No days off. No vacations from transparency. No "I've earned trust now, so I don't need 
to do this anymore." 

You do this until your spouse says you can ease up. Not until you think you've proven 
yourself. 

What This Builds: 

Day 1: You're transparent. Nothing changes. Day 30: You've been consistent. They're still 
suspicious. Day 100: You've answered 500 questions. They're still triggered. Day 365: 
You've been faithful for a year. They still check your phone. Day 730: Two years of 
consistency. They're starting to relax a little. Day 1095: Three years. For the first time, they 
didn't check your phone this week. Day 1825: Five years. They feel something that might be 
trust. 

Trust is built in microscopic increments over vast stretches of time. 

You don't see progress daily. You barely see it monthly. But over years, if you're consistent, 
your spouse's nervous system begins to recalibrate. 

The Formula: 

Consistency + Time + Zero Violations = Possible Trust 

Break it down: 

Consistency: Same behavior every day, no exceptions, no vacations from transparency 
Time: Years, not months Zero violations: Not "I only lied once this year" but ZERO lies, 
ZERO hidden communication, ZERO violations Possible trust: Not guaranteed, but 
possible 

One violation resets the clock to zero. 

Small Daily Choices Matter: 

The affair happened through small daily choices: 
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• Choosing to reply to that first text 

• Choosing to meet for coffee 

• Choosing to lie about where you were 

• Choosing to delete messages 

• Choosing to compartmentalize 

Recovery happens through small daily choices: 

• Choosing transparency when you could hide 

• Choosing honesty when a lie would be easier 

• Choosing to answer when you could deflect 

• Choosing presence when you could withdraw 

• Choosing vulnerability when you could protect yourself 

Every small choice is either a deposit in the trust account or a withdrawal. 

There's no neutral. You're either building or destroying. 

2 Corinthians 7:9-11: 

"I now rejoice, not that you were made sorrowful, but that you were made sorrowful to 
the point of repentance; for you were made sorrowful according to the will of God, so 
that you might not suffer loss in anything through us. For the sorrow that is according 
to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, leading to salvation, but the 
sorrow of the world produces death. For behold what earnestness this very thing, this 
godly sorrow, has produced in you: what vindication of yourselves, what indignation, 
what fear, what longing, what zeal, what avenging of wrong! In everything you 
demonstrated yourselves to be innocent in the matter." 

Notice what godly sorrow produces: 

• Earnestness (serious commitment, not casual effort) 

• Vindication (proving through actions, not words) 

• Indignation (at your own sin, not at consequences) 

• Fear (appropriate fear of repeating the pattern) 

• Longing (desire to be different) 
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• Zeal (passionate commitment to change) 

• Avenging of wrong (making restitution) 

This is what your daily faithfulness should demonstrate. 

Not worldly sorrow (feeling bad about consequences while not changing). 

But godly sorrow (deep transformation that produces zealous, earnest, consistent change 
over time). 

 

The Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

Eugene Peterson writes: 

"Pastors . . . [know] that the time has come to rediscover the Christian conviction that 'a 
long obedience in the same direction' is what is required. It's not that discipline and 
persistence are fashionable but that they are essential. The Christian life is not a scramble 
to make it, but a patient, dogged following of Christ. 

A sense of perseverance, of 'stickability,' is needful if we are to hold course and finish well. 
The world is too much with us, the flesh too easily aroused, the devil too subtle. It takes 
steady perseverance to keep believing, keep hoping, keep loving. 

We need the patience to endure, the doggedness to keep going even when our feelings 
don't support us, the willingness to keep doing the same faithful actions day after day after 
day. 

This is the long obedience in the same direction." 

That's what you're being called to. 

Not dramatic transformation overnight. Not grand gestures that fix everything. Not even 
consistent perfection. 

Just faithful showing up. Every day. In the same direction. For years. 

The direction is: Toward transparency. Toward honesty. Toward humility. Toward your 
spouse's healing. Toward becoming someone different. 

The obedience is: Doing it when you don't feel like it. Doing it when you're not praised for it. 
Doing it when you see no progress. Doing it when your spouse is still angry. Doing it when it 
feels futile. 

The long is: Years. Plural. Many years. 
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This Is the Work: 

• Answering your phone every time 

• Being where you said you'd be 

• Telling the truth about small things 

• Giving access to your phone cheerfully 

• Answering questions patiently 

• Living transparently 

• Not lying, even when a lie would be easier 

• Showing up 

• Being consistent 

• Proving trustworthy 

• Earning trust you may never receive 

Day after day after day after day. 

No shortcuts. No hacks. No way around it. 

Just the long obedience. 

And Here's What You Need to Know: 

You might do all of this and the marriage still might not survive. 

Your spouse might do their own work, you might prove trustworthy for five years, and they 
might still decide they can't fully heal in the marriage. They might leave. 

And you still have to do this work. 

Not to guarantee the marriage survives, but to become someone different. To prove to 
yourself and to God that you're not the person who had the affair anymore. 

The work is worth doing whether the marriage makes it or not. 

Because if the marriage doesn't survive, you don't want to repeat this pattern in your next 
relationship. You don't want to be this person again. 

You're rebuilding trust with your spouse. But more fundamentally, you're rebuilding 
integrity in yourself. 
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And that takes the long obedience. 

Every day. In the same direction. For as long as it takes. 

There are no shortcuts. 

 

"A long obedience in the same direction." 

— Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction 

"Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, 'Behold, Lord, half of my possessions I am giving 
to the poor, and if I have extorted anything from anyone, I am giving back four times as 
much.' And Jesus said to him, 'Today salvation has come to this house.'" 

— Luke 19:8-9 (NASB) 

"For the sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, 
leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death." 

— 2 Corinthians 7:10 (NASB) 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART FOUR: THE WORK OF RESTORATION 

There Are No Shortcuts 

 

CHAPTER 13: FOR THE BETRAYED - CHOOSING TO REENGAGE 

 

If you're reading this chapter, you've made it through the acute crisis. 

You've survived the initial devastation. You've endured the discovery, the disclosure, the 
early waves of trauma. You've done some therapy. You've stabilized enough to function. 
You've decided—at least for now—to give this marriage a chance. 

Now comes a different kind of hard. 

Not the crisis hard. Not the "I can't breathe" hard. The choosing hard. The kind where you 
have to actively decide, every day, whether to stay protected behind the walls you've built 
or to begin—slowly, carefully, with every safeguard in place—to reengage with the person 
who devastated you. 

This chapter is about that choice. About moving from survival mode toward something 
that might eventually become rebuilding. About the delicate balance between protecting 
yourself and allowing possibility. About monitoring without obsession, boundaries without 
bitterness, softening without becoming a doormat. 

And here's what I need you to hear at the start: 

You are not required to make this easy. 

You're not required to forgive quickly. You're not required to trust before it's earned. You're 
not required to stop monitoring just because they're frustrated with it. You're not required 
to soften before you're ready. 

Your healing, your timeline, your boundaries. 

If you decide to reengage, it will be because you're choosing to—not because anyone 
pressured you, not because you're "supposed to" as a Christian, not because you're 
making their life easier. 
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You're doing this for you. Because you want to see if this marriage can become something 
real. Because you believe they might be genuinely changing. Because you're willing to risk 
hoping again, even though hope is terrifying when you've been devastated. 

But you're doing it your way, on your timeline, with all the protections you need. 

Let's talk about how. 

 

You Are Not Required to Make This Easy 

First, let's establish this foundational truth: 

Your spouse's comfort is not your responsibility. 

You don't owe them: 

• Quick forgiveness 

• Easy trust 

• Minimal monitoring 

• Patience with their frustration 

• Softening before you're ready 

• Making the consequences lighter 

• Pretending to feel what you don't feel 

They destroyed trust. They created this situation. The difficulty of rebuilding is their 
consequence to bear, not your burden to minimize. 

What "Making It Easy" Looks Like (And Why You Shouldn't): 

Making it easy would be: 

• Checking their phone only occasionally because you "don't want to be controlling" 

• Stopping the monitoring before you actually feel safer 

• Accepting their apologies and moving forward before you're ready 

• Minimizing your pain so they don't have to feel as guilty 

• Forgiving quickly because it's "the Christian thing to do" 

• Not asking hard questions because you can see it hurts them 
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• Softening your boundaries because they're trying hard 

All of this protects them from consequences while leaving you unprotected. 

Why You're Not Required to Make It Easy: 

1. Easy doesn't build real trust 

If you minimize your needs to make their life easier, you're teaching them: 

• "My partner will accommodate my comfort over their healing" 

• "I can betray deeply and the consequences won't last long" 

• "If I show enough frustration, they'll ease up" 

That doesn't create transformation. It creates continued entitlement. 

2. You're protecting yourself, not punishing them 

When you maintain boundaries, require transparency, ask hard questions—you're not 
being vindictive. You're creating the safety necessary to even consider rebuilding. 

If they frame your protection as punishment, that's a red flag. 

3. Your nervous system needs what it needs 

You can't force yourself to feel safe before you actually feel safe. You can't rush your 
amygdala into relaxation. You can't demand that your body trust someone who traumatized 
it. 

Your nervous system will tell you when it's ready to ease protections. Listen to it, not 
to their impatience. 

4. They need to experience the full weight of consequences 

The unfaithful partner needs to understand what they've done, not just intellectually but 
experientially. Living with the consequences—the monitoring, the questions, the suspicion, 
the loss of easy trust—helps them grasp the magnitude of their betrayal. 

Softening consequences prematurely prevents them from doing the deep work they 
need to do. 

What You Are Required to Do: 

If you've decided to attempt rebuilding, you are required to: 

1. Be honest about what you need 
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Don't minimize your needs. Don't pretend you're okay when you're not. Tell them what you 
need to feel safe enough to try. 

2. Give them the opportunity to prove themselves 

This doesn't mean trusting blindly. It means creating conditions where, if they're genuine, 
they can demonstrate it through consistent behavior over time. 

3. Do your own healing work 

You can't just monitor them and expect to heal. You need therapy, support, your own 
growth work. 

4. Assess honestly over time 

Are they actually changing or just performing? Is this working or making things worse? Can 
you heal in this marriage or not? 

That's it. You don't owe them more than that. 

Permission Statements: 

You have permission to: 

• Take as long as you need 

• Require whatever level of transparency helps you feel safe 

• Ask the same questions multiple times 

• Trigger and need reassurance 

• Change your mind about staying 

• Have hard days months or years later 

• Set boundaries they find uncomfortable 

• Prioritize your healing over their comfort 

"Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life." (Proverbs 4:23, NASB) 

Your first responsibility is protecting your heart—not making their recovery journey 
comfortable. 

 

The Difference Between Vengeance and Justice 
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Now we need to make an important distinction: 

Justice = Appropriate consequences that serve protection and accountability 
Vengeance = Punishment intended to cause suffering for its own sake 

You're entitled to justice. You're not called to vengeance. 

What Justice Looks Like: 

Justice says: 

• "You need to prove trustworthy before I trust you" → Appropriate 

• "You will answer my questions honestly" → Appropriate 

• "You will live with full transparency" → Appropriate 

• "You will respect my boundaries" → Appropriate 

• "You will do the work of understanding how you got here" → Appropriate 

• "There will be consequences for your choices" → Appropriate 

These serve protection and accountability. They're not designed to hurt—they're 
designed to create conditions for possible healing. 

What Vengeance Looks Like: 

Vengeance says: 

• "I will punish you indefinitely without any path to redemption" → Unhealthy 

• "I will humiliate you publicly to make you suffer" → Unhealthy 

• "I will withhold basic kindness to make you pay" → Unhealthy 

• "I will use the affair as a weapon in every argument" → Unhealthy 

• "I will make you grovel and still never acknowledge progress" → Unhealthy 

• "I will keep you in limbo forever, neither committing nor releasing you" → Unhealthy 

These are designed primarily to cause pain, not to create safety or accountability. 

How to Tell the Difference: 

Ask yourself: 

"Is this boundary/consequence serving my healing or my desire for revenge?" 

Examples: 
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Checking their phone daily: 

• Justice if: You need verification to feel safe 

• Vengeance if: You're hoping to find something to punish them with 

Asking where they've been: 

• Justice if: You're verifying consistency and building trust 

• Vengeance if: You're interrogating to humiliate them 

Requiring they step down from church leadership: 

• Justice if: It's appropriate accountability for someone who violated covenant 

• Vengeance if: You're doing it to punish them publicly 

Telling your family what happened: 

• Justice if: You need support and accountability from people who can help 

• Vengeance if: You're telling everyone to destroy their reputation 

Not being ready for sexual intimacy: 

• Justice if: Your body genuinely isn't ready and needs time to heal 

• Vengeance if: You're withholding to punish them 

Living separately for a time: 

• Justice if: You need space to heal and assess whether rebuilding is possible 

• Vengeance if: You're doing it to make them suffer while keeping them on the hook 

The Litmus Test: 

Justice protects and creates conditions for possible restoration. Vengeance punishes 
and prevents restoration. 

If you're honest with yourself, you'll know which you're operating from. 

When Anger Becomes Bitterness: 

Righteous anger is appropriate response to injustice and serves protection: 

• "What you did was wrong, and I'm furious" 

• "I won't tolerate being treated this way" 
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• "My anger tells me this matters and shouldn't have happened" 

Bitterness is anger that has calcified into identity and prevents healing: 

• "I will never forgive you" 

• "You will pay for this for the rest of your life" 

• "I define myself by what you did to me" 

• "My rage is who I am now" 

You can be righteously angry for years. That's trauma processing. But at some point, if 
you're staying, you have to decide: Am I willing to move from righteous anger toward 
possible healing, or am I staying to punish? 

If you're staying to punish, you should leave instead. It's more honest, and it's better for 
both of you. 

What If You're Not Sure? 

If you're genuinely unsure whether you're seeking justice or vengeance: 

Talk to your therapist. They can help you: 

• Distinguish between trauma response and desire for revenge 

• Identify what you actually need vs. what you're doing from hurt 

• Process the anger so it doesn't become bitterness 

• Make decisions from a grounded place 

Most of the time, what feels like vengeance to the unfaithful partner is actually 
appropriate justice. They're uncomfortable with consequences, so they label reasonable 
boundaries as "punishment." 

But sometimes, trauma can drive us toward genuinely vengeful responses. And if that's 
happening, you need help processing the trauma so it doesn't consume you. 

 

Monitoring Without Becoming a Detective 

Here's one of the hardest balances: 

You need to verify. But you also need to live. 
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There's a difference between healthy monitoring (which serves protection and trust-
building) and obsessive detective work (which consumes your life and prevents 
healing). 

Healthy Monitoring Looks Like: 

1. Established, predictable verification 

• You check their phone once a day or a few times a week (not every hour) 

• You verify their location periodically (not constantly tracking) 

• You ask about their day and verify major events (not interrogating every minute) 

• You review phone bills/credit cards monthly (not daily) 

Predictable patterns that create safety without consuming all your energy. 

2. Proportional to risk 

Early on: More frequent verification because trust is zero Over time: Less frequent as they 
prove consistent (if they're actually consistent) 

Your monitoring should adjust as their trustworthiness is demonstrated. 

3. Focused on verification, not investigation 

You're verifying what they told you (checking if they were where they said). 

You're not investigating to find new betrayals (searching for evidence of wrongdoing you 
don't know about). 

There's a difference. 

Obsessive Detective Work Looks Like: 

1. Constant surveillance 

• Checking their phone 20 times a day 

• Tracking their location minute-by-minute 

• Driving by their workplace to see if they're really there 

• Creating fake social media accounts to test them 

• Hiring private investigators without cause 

• Interrogating them about every moment of their day 
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This becomes a compulsion that controls your life. 

2. Searching for problems that don't exist 

• Looking for new affairs when there's no evidence 

• Assuming every interaction is suspicious 

• Creating scenarios in your mind and then investigating them 

• Testing them to see if they'll lie (creating traps) 

This is trauma response driving obsessive behavior, not protection. 

3. Living in hypervigilance that prevents healing 

• You can't sleep because you're monitoring 

• You can't work because you're checking their location 

• You can't be present with your kids because you're reading old texts 

• Your entire life revolves around surveillance 

This is your nervous system stuck in threat mode, unable to shift to healing mode. 

Why Obsessive Monitoring Is Harmful: 

1. It prevents your healing 

You can't heal from trauma while you're constantly re-traumatizing yourself by searching for 
evidence of betrayal. 

Your nervous system can't regulate when it's in constant surveillance mode. 

2. It doesn't actually create safety 

Real safety comes from consistent demonstrated trustworthiness over time, not from your 
ability to catch them in every possible lie. 

If you have to monitor constantly to keep them honest, they're not actually being 
honest—they're just managing your surveillance. 

3. It can become its own addiction 

Checking, monitoring, investigating can become compulsive—giving you temporary relief 
from anxiety but long-term increasing it. 

You need your therapist's help if this is happening. 
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4. It makes relationship impossible 

You can't build intimacy while conducting 24/7 surveillance. You're relating to them as a 
suspect, not as a spouse. 

At some point, if you're staying, you have to shift from constant surveillance toward 
cautious trust. 

How to Monitor Healthily: 

1. Establish clear, consistent patterns 

Decide what you need to feel safe enough: 

• "I need to check your phone once a day before bed" 

• "I need you to share your location, and I'll check it a few times a day" 

• "I need you to tell me your schedule each morning, and I'll verify periodically" 

Make it predictable, not random. 

2. Use your support system 

When you feel the urge to obsessively check: 

• Call your therapist or support group 

• Use grounding techniques 

• Ask yourself: "Am I checking because I have reason to, or because I'm anxious?" 

Anxiety-driven checking doesn't increase safety. It just feeds anxiety. 

3. Set boundaries with yourself 

"I will check their phone once a day, not more." "I will not drive by their work." "I will not 
create fake accounts to test them." 

If you can't maintain these boundaries yourself, you need professional help for the 
compulsion. 

4. Gradually decrease as trust is earned 

Month 1-3: Daily phone checks, frequent location verification Month 4-6: Every other day 
phone checks if they're consistent Month 7-12: Periodic checks, mostly trusting their word 
with occasional verification Year 2+: Rare checks, mostly trusting unless triggered 



239 
 

This is a progression IF they're proving trustworthy. If they're not, monitoring stays 
high. 

5. Distinguish between triggers and evidence 

Trigger: They're 10 minutes late, and you panic Evidence: You find hidden communication 

Triggers need soothing. Evidence needs addressing. 

Learn to distinguish between trauma response and actual red flags. 

When Monitoring Reveals Problems: 

If you find evidence they're still lying, still in contact with the affair partner, still hiding 
things: 

1. Don't ignore it 

Your monitoring isn't crazy. You found something because there's something to find. 

2. Bring it to them immediately 

"I found this. We need to talk about it." 

3. Assess whether rebuilding is possible 

One small lie early on might be fear-based (still wrong, but workable). Ongoing deception 
months into recovery means they're not actually doing the work. 

4. Adjust your decision accordingly 

This information tells you whether they're genuinely changing or just managing your 
surveillance. 

Act on that information. 

 

Learning to Receive Genuine Remorse 

Here's something that might surprise you: 

If your spouse is genuinely remorseful, at some point you'll need to learn to receive 
that remorse. 

Not immediately. Not before you're ready. But eventually, if they're doing real work and 
showing real change, your inability to receive their genuine transformation can prevent 
healing. 
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The Difference Between Performance and Genuine Remorse: 

Performance looks like: 

• Apologies that include "but" or "I'm sorry you feel..." 

• Remorse that's expressed to get you to soften, not because they're devastated by 
what they've done 

• Crying that stops when you're not looking 

• Change that lasts only while you're watching 

• Frustration with the timeline of your healing 

• Defensiveness when questioned 

• Impatience with consequences 

Genuine remorse looks like: 

• Deep grief over what they've done, not just fear of losing you 

• Consistent change even when you're not monitoring 

• Answering hard questions without defensiveness 

• Accepting consequences without complaint 

• Patience with your triggers and timeline 

• Doing their own therapy work seriously 

• Transparency that's freely given, not extracted 

• Changes in character, not just behavior 

Why It's Hard to Receive Genuine Remorse: 

1. You've been fooled before 

The person you trusted most devastated you. Every expression of remorse feels like 
potential manipulation. 

Your nervous system screams: "Don't believe them. They lied before. This could be 
performance." 

2. Receiving remorse feels like letting them off the hook 
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If you acknowledge their growth, if you receive their apologies, it feels like you're minimizing 
what they did. 

But this is a false dichotomy: You can acknowledge their genuine change while still 
holding the full weight of their betrayal. 

3. Your pain needs somewhere to go 

If they're genuinely remorseful and changing, you can't rage at them the same way. And if 
rage was how you processed pain, what do you do now? 

You have to find new ways to process grief that aren't about punishing them. 

4. Trusting again means risking being hurt again 

If you receive their remorse, if you let yourself believe they're changing, you're vulnerable 
again. And vulnerability is terrifying when you've been devastated. 

How to Assess If Remorse Is Genuine: 

Look for consistency over time (minimum 6-12 months): 

1. Does their remorse exist when you're not there? 

Do they talk about their shame and grief in their own therapy? Do they express remorse to 
their accountability partners? Or only when you're watching? 

Genuine remorse is internal, not performative. 

2. Are they patient with your timeline? 

Do they express frustration with how long this is taking? Or do they consistently say "Take 
all the time you need"? 

Genuine remorse doesn't rush your healing. 

3. Are they doing the deep work? 

Are they in therapy understanding root causes? Are they addressing character defects? Are 
they becoming someone different? 

Or are they just managing consequences until you relax? 

4. Do they take responsibility without defensiveness? 

When you're triggered and angry, do they defend themselves or do they own what they did? 

"You're right. I did that. Your anger is justified." 



242 
 

5. Has their behavior changed consistently? 

Not just for a week or a month, but for many months. Same behavior whether you're 
checking or not. 

Consistency over time is the only real evidence. 

How to Begin Receiving Remorse: 

If you've assessed that their remorse is genuine (and only you can assess this): 

1. Acknowledge it privately 

You don't have to tell them yet. But notice: "They're actually changing. Their remorse seems 
real." 

2. Allow yourself small moments of softening 

Not full trust. Not forgiveness. Just small moments of: 

• Believing what they're saying 

• Feeling touched by their grief over what they did 

• Noticing their consistency 

• Letting one answer satisfy without asking 10 more times 

Small, private softening that you don't have to announce. 

3. Test in low-stakes ways 

Maybe you don't check their phone one night. See how you feel. See if they're still 
transparent the next day. 

Small tests that give you information about whether they're trustworthy when not 
monitored. 

4. Talk to your therapist about it 

"I think their remorse might be genuine. But I'm afraid to trust it. Help me assess." 

5. Let them see small moments of you receiving it 

"Thank you for answering that question honestly." "I can see you're trying." "I notice you've 
been consistent." 

Small acknowledgments that don't erase the betrayal but recognize the work. 
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What You're NOT Doing: 

You're not: 

• Forgiving prematurely 

• Trusting blindly 

• Letting them off the hook 

• Minimizing what they did 

• Pretending everything is fine 

You're simply acknowledging: "You seem to be doing the work. I see it." 

That's not weakness. That's discernment. 

Lewis Smedes on Forgiveness: 

"When you forgive someone for hurting you, you perform spiritual surgery inside your soul; 
you cut away the wrong that was done to you so that you can see your 'enemy' through the 
magic eyes that can heal your soul. Detach that person from the hurt and let it go, the way 
children open their hands and let a trapped butterfly go free. 

Then invite that person back into your mind, fresh, as if a piece of history between you had 
been erased, its grip on your memory broken. Reverse the seemingly irreversible flow of 
pain within you. 

You are not diminishing the wrong that was done. You are not saying it didn't matter. You are 
saying the person who did it matters more than the memory of what they did." 

Receiving genuine remorse is not forgiveness yet. But it might be the first step toward 
the possibility of forgiveness. 

You can hold both: The memory of devastation AND the recognition of genuine change. 

They're not mutually exclusive. 

 

The Day You Stop Checking the Phone 

There will be a day—if they're genuinely trustworthy and you're genuinely healing—when 
you realize you haven't checked their phone in a while. 

Not because you decided to stop. Not because they asked you to. Because you didn't feel 
the need to. 



244 
 

This is a milestone. Not the end. Not full trust. But a significant marker. 

What It Means: 

1. Your nervous system is beginning to regulate 

Your amygdala isn't firing constant threat signals. Your brain is starting to believe that 
maybe—just maybe—they're where they say they are. 

This doesn't mean you're naive. It means your trauma symptoms are healing. 

2. They've proven consistent enough that verification feels less urgent 

They've been transparent for months or years. Every time you checked, they were telling the 
truth. Your brain is learning: "They're actually being honest." 

Consistency creates this shift. Not words. Actions over time. 

3. You're making space for possibility 

Not trusting them means not trusting that rebuilding is possible. When you stop needing 
constant verification, you're creating space for the possibility that this might actually work. 

Possibility doesn't guarantee outcome. But it's necessary for healing. 

What It Doesn't Mean: 

1. You fully trust them 

Stopping constant checking doesn't mean complete trust. It means you trust them enough, 
in this moment, to not need verification. 

Full trust (if it comes at all) takes much longer. 

2. You'll never check again 

You might have a trigger next week and need to verify. That's okay. This isn't linear. 

Progress allows for setbacks. 

3. You're letting your guard down completely 

You're not abandoning boundaries or transparency requirements. You're just not operating 
from constant hypervigilance. 

There's a difference between appropriate caution and trauma-driven surveillance. 

How to Navigate This Shift: 
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1. Notice it without forcing it 

Don't pressure yourself: "I should stop checking to show progress." 

Let it happen organically. One day you'll realize you didn't check yesterday. Or last week. 

2. Allow yourself to feel the fear 

Not checking might trigger anxiety: "What if they're lying and I'm not catching it?" 

Feel the anxiety. Use your coping skills. Don't compulsively check to relieve it. 

3. Test small and observe 

Go one day without checking. How do you feel? Are they still transparent? Do you feel safe 
or anxious? 

Let your nervous system guide you, not arbitrary timelines. 

4. Communicate if you need to 

If you're not checking their phone but feel anxious, you can say: "I haven't checked your 
phone in a week. I'm trying to trust more. But I might need reassurance sometimes." 

They should be honored by this vulnerability, not take it as license to become less 
transparent. 

5. Know you can always verify if needed 

Stopping constant checking doesn't mean you've lost the right to verify. 

If something triggers suspicion, you can still check. That's the agreement. 

If You Can't Stop Checking: 

If months or years later, you still need to check daily or multiple times daily: 

1. That's information 

Either: 

• Your trauma is more severe and needs more intensive treatment 

• They haven't actually been consistent enough to build trust 

• There's still evidence they're hiding things 

• You have underlying trust issues that predate this affair 

Your therapist can help determine which. 
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2. It might mean this marriage isn't survivable 

If you can't ever shift from constant surveillance to cautious trust, the marriage might not 
be healable. 

You can't live in constant hypervigilance indefinitely. That's not life. That's survival. 

3. It might mean they're not actually trustworthy 

If your gut keeps screaming "check the phone," listen to it. Your intuition might be picking 
up on inconsistencies your conscious mind hasn't identified. 

Don't gaslight yourself into trusting someone who's still giving you reason not to. 

 

Softening Without Becoming a Doormat 

Finally, the most delicate balance: 

How do you allow your heart to soften—to open toward possibility, toward your 
spouse, toward the marriage—without losing the boundaries and protections that 
keep you safe? 

The Fear: 

If I soften, they'll think: 

• "I'm forgiven" 

• "It's over" 

• "They trust me now" 

• "I don't have to work as hard" 

• "The consequences are done" 

If I soften, I'll become: 

• A doormat 

• Someone who accepts mistreatment 

• Naive again 

• Vulnerable to being hurt again 

• The person who minimizes what happened 
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These fears are legitimate. Because sometimes softening does lead to these things if it's 
premature or if boundaries aren't maintained. 

The Distinction: 

Softening WITH boundaries = Healthy Softening WITHOUT boundaries = Doormat 

What Healthy Softening Looks Like: 

1. Emotional softening while maintaining structural boundaries 

You can: 

• Feel warmth toward them 

• Enjoy a good conversation 

• Laugh together 

• Notice their positive changes 

• Feel moments of connection 

While still: 

• Requiring transparency 

• Verifying when needed 

• Maintaining consequences 

• Keeping your right to leave if patterns repeat 

Emotional softening doesn't erase structural protections. 

2. Allowing moments of vulnerability 

You can: 

• Share something you're struggling with 

• Ask for support 

• Be physically affectionate 

• Say something kind 

While still: 

• Maintaining that they haven't fully earned back trust 
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• Keeping your own support system 

• Not making them your primary emotional support 

Momentary vulnerability isn't the same as full exposure. 

3. Acknowledging progress without declaring victory 

You can say: 

• "I notice you've been consistent lately" 

• "Thank you for answering my questions" 

• "I appreciate the work you're doing" 

While still: 

• Understanding there's more work to do 

• Knowing progress can reverse 

• Maintaining vigilance 

Acknowledging the good doesn't erase the bad. 

4. Entertaining hope without guaranteeing outcomes 

You can think: 

• "Maybe this could work" 

• "Maybe they really are changing" 

• "Maybe we can build something different" 

While knowing: 

• It might not work 

• They might relapse into old patterns 

• You might decide you can't heal in this marriage 

Hope and realism aren't mutually exclusive. 

What Becoming a Doormat Looks Like: 

1. Accepting mistreatment because they're "trying" 

If they're: 
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• Lying again 

• Showing frustration with your boundaries 

• Pressuring you sexually 

• Minimizing your trauma 

• Not doing their therapy work 

And you accept it because "they said they're sorry" → Doormat 

2. Losing yourself to keep the peace 

If you're: 

• Not enforcing boundaries because you don't want conflict 

• Accepting breadcrumbs of transparency 

• Pretending to forgive before you're ready 

• Minimizing your needs to accommodate theirs 

Doormat. 

3. Taking responsibility for their transformation 

If you're: 

• Working harder on their recovery than they are 

• Making excuses for their failures 

• Protecting them from consequences 

• Managing their therapy, their accountability, their work 

You've become their parent, not their partner. Doormat. 

How to Soften Safely: 

1. Soften in small, testable increments 

Don't go from "completely walled off" to "fully open." 

Try: 

• One vulnerable conversation 

• One moment of physical affection 
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• One day where you choose to believe what they say 

See what happens. Do they honor the vulnerability or exploit it? 

2. Maintain your support system 

As you soften toward your spouse, don't abandon your therapist, your support group, your 
friends. 

You need people outside the marriage who can help you assess whether softening is 
safe. 

3. Keep your boundaries clear 

You can soften emotionally while saying: 

• "I'm feeling more hopeful, but transparency is still required" 

• "I enjoyed that conversation, but I still need to verify" 

• "I'm glad you're doing the work, but I'm not ready to fully trust yet" 

Softening doesn't mean boundaries disappear. 

4. Check in with yourself 

Ask: 

• "Am I softening because I want to, or because I feel pressured?" 

• "Am I losing myself or opening myself?" 

• "Am I maintaining boundaries or abandoning them?" 

• "Is this serving my healing or preventing it?" 

Your honest answers will guide you. 

5. Know you can re-establish walls if needed 

If you soften and: 

• Find new lies 

• Discover they're not actually doing the work 

• Realize they took your softening as permission to slack off 

• Feel unsafe 

You can rebuild the walls. Softening isn't permanent surrender. 
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Colossians 3:12-14: 

"So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience; bearing with one another, 
and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord 
forgave you, so should you also forgive. Beyond all these things put on love, which is 
the perfect bond of unity." (NASB) 

Notice the progression: 

• Compassion 

• Kindness 

• Humility 

• Gentleness 

• Patience 

• Bearing with one another 

• Forgiving 

These virtues are good. But they're not commanded at the expense of wisdom, 
discernment, and protection. 

You can wear compassion while maintaining boundaries. You can extend kindness 
while requiring accountability. You can practice patience while still expecting change. 

The virtues don't require you to become a doormat. 

 

The Journey of Reengagement 

Reengagement isn't a decision you make once. It's a thousand small decisions over 
years: 

• The day you answer their "I love you" instead of staying silent 

• The day you let them hold your hand without pulling away 

• The day you share something vulnerable 

• The day you laugh together without immediately feeling guilty 

• The day you stop checking the phone 
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• The day you believe what they say without verifying 

• The day you feel warmth instead of rage 

• The day you choose hope over protection 

All of these days are fragile. Any of them can be followed by days where you retreat, where 
you need more verification, where you build the walls again. 

That's okay. Healing isn't linear. 

What You're Moving Toward: 

Not the marriage you had before (that's gone forever). 

But possibly: 

• A marriage built on truth instead of lies 

• A relationship where trust is verified and earned 

• Intimacy that's deeper because it's honest 

• Love that's chosen daily instead of assumed 

• A partnership where both of you have done deep work 

• Something new that rose from the ashes of what was destroyed 

Maybe. If both of you do the work. If trust can be rebuilt. If healing is possible. 

And If It's Not: 

If you try to reengage and discover: 

• They're not actually changing 

• You can't heal in proximity to them 

• The damage is too deep 

• Trust can't be rebuilt 

• The marriage isn't survivable 

Then leaving becomes the choice that honors your healing. 

Reengaging doesn't mean committing to stay forever no matter what. It means giving 
the marriage a real chance while protecting yourself. 

And if that chance reveals it can't work, you leave with integrity, having tried. 
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Choosing to Reengage 

If you're choosing to reengage—slowly, carefully, with every protection in place—
you're choosing something profoundly brave. 

You're choosing to hope when hope is terrifying. You're choosing to risk when you've been 
devastated. You're choosing to believe transformation is possible when you've seen the 
worst of human capacity for betrayal. 

This is not weakness. This is not naïveté. This is not being a doormat. 

This is courage. 

But it's courage with boundaries. Hope with wisdom. Trust with verification. 

You're not making it easy. You're making it possible. 

There's a difference. 

 

"Above all else, guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life." 

— Proverbs 4:23 (NASB) 

"So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience; bearing with one another, and 
forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, 
so should you also forgive." 

— Colossians 3:12-13 (NASB) 

"When you forgive someone for hurting you, you perform spiritual surgery inside your soul; 
you cut away the wrong that was done to you so that you can see your 'enemy' through the 
magic eyes that can heal your soul. You are not diminishing the wrong that was done. You 
are saying the person who did it matters more than the memory of what they did." 

— Lewis Smedes, Forgive and Forget 
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AFTER THE AFFAIR: REBUILDING TRUST AND FAITH 

PART FOUR: THE WORK OF RESTORATION 

There Are No Shortcuts 

 

CHAPTER 14: SEXUAL HEALING - THE MOST COMPLICATED REUNION 

 

We need to talk about sex. 

Not the sanitized, spiritualized version that most Christian marriage books offer. Not the 
"just pray about it and reconnect physically" advice that completely ignores trauma. We 
need to talk about the brutal, complicated, painful reality of sexual intimacy after betrayal. 

This chapter will be the hardest one to read. It addresses something most books skip 
over or minimize: what happens when the marriage bed—which was supposed to be a 
place of safety, intimacy, and exclusive covenant love—becomes contaminated by images 
of your spouse with someone else. 

For the betrayed partner: The thought of sex with your spouse might make you physically 
ill. Your body—which experienced the affair as a threat—might recoil from the person who 
posed that threat. You have intrusive images you can't shut off. You wonder if they 
compared you. You feel like you're competing with the affair partner. Your body doesn't feel 
like yours anymore. 

For the unfaithful partner: You desperately want physical intimacy to return to normal 
because it feels like proof you're forgiven, proof the marriage is healing, proof you're not a 
monster. But your spouse's body tells a different story—one of trauma, violation, and 
broken trust. And you don't know how to navigate their pain while managing your own grief 
and desire. 

Sex after infidelity is complicated because sex was violated by the infidelity. The affair 
wasn't just emotional or relational betrayal—it was (often) sexual betrayal. And sexual 
betrayal creates sexual trauma. 

This chapter addresses: 

• Why the marriage bed feels like a crime scene 

• How to begin reclaiming sexual intimacy (if and when you're ready) 

• The betrayed partner's right to choose their own body 
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• The unfaithful partner's responsibility to earn, not expect 

• Trauma triggers that happen in the bedroom 

• How to rebuild sexual trust slowly 

• When comparison steals presence 

• What to do when sexual healing seems impossible 

Warning: This chapter is explicit about sexual trauma and sexual recovery. It's written for 
married couples navigating the aftermath of sexual betrayal. If you're not in a place to read 
this, you can come back to it later. 

But if you're trying to rebuild your marriage, you eventually have to address this. 
Because you can't have a fully restored marriage without addressing sexual intimacy—and 
you can't address sexual intimacy without understanding the trauma. 

Let's begin. 

 

When the Marriage Bed Feels Like a Crime Scene 

Let's start with the most painful truth: 

For many betrayed partners, the marriage bed feels contaminated. 

Not just emotionally. Physically. Your body—which has stored the trauma of betrayal—
experiences the bed, the bedroom, your spouse's touch as threat, not safety. 

Why This Happens: 

1. Sexual betrayal creates sexual trauma 

Infidelity isn't abstract betrayal. It's often sexual betrayal. Your spouse: 

• Had sex with someone else 

• Experienced sexual pleasure with someone else 

• Shared their body with someone else 

• Gave someone else access that was supposed to be exclusively yours 

And then came back to your bed. 
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Maybe you had sex with them while the affair was ongoing, unknowingly sharing them with 
someone else. Maybe you wondered why they seemed distant or different. Maybe they 
performed desire while thinking about someone else. 

Your body knows all of this. And bodies remember trauma. 

2. Your nervous system registers your spouse as threat 

Here's what happens neurobiologically: 

When you discovered the affair, your amygdala (threat detection center) identified your 
spouse as a source of danger. Your nervous system went into protection mode. 

Sexual touch from a person your nervous system has coded as "threat" triggers fight-
flight-freeze responses, not desire: 

• Fight: Anger, pushing away, rage during touch 

• Flight: Avoidance, making excuses, leaving the room 

• Freeze: Going through the motions while dissociated, numbing out 

Your body is trying to protect you from harm. It doesn't distinguish between "this person 
hurt me emotionally" and "this person is physically dangerous." To your nervous system, 
threat is threat. 

3. Intrusive images invade intimacy 

The most reported symptom from betrayed partners: 

"Every time we have sex, I see them with the affair partner." 

• You close your eyes and see images you can't turn off 

• You wonder if they did the same things with them 

• You imagine them in the same positions 

• You hear them saying the same words 

• You feel like you're in competition with a ghost 

These aren't chosen thoughts. These are trauma-generated intrusive images that hijack 
your experience. 

4. Your body feels like it was violated 

Even if you consented to sex during the affair (unknowingly), your body now feels: 
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• "I was exposed to STI risk without my knowledge or consent" 

• "My body was shared without my permission" 

• "I was having sex with someone who was having sex with someone else" 

• "I unknowingly participated in violating our covenant" 

This feels like violation because it is violation. Consent obtained through deception is 
not genuine consent. 

5. The bedroom holds memories 

If the affair involved: 

• Sex in your bed while you were away 

• Sexting from your bedroom 

• Phone calls to the affair partner from your bed 

• Sexual fantasies about them while lying next to you 

The space itself is contaminated. The room where you're supposed to experience safety 
is where they betrayed you. 

What This Looks Like: 

For the betrayed partner: 

• Physical revulsion when your spouse touches you sexually 

• Panic attacks during sex or when sex is initiated 

• Dissociation (checking out mentally while your body goes through motions) 

• Flashbacks to the affair during intimate moments 

• Inability to orgasm (your body can't relax enough) 

• Pain during sex (your body is tensing against threat) 

• Complete loss of desire for the person who betrayed you 

• Feeling like a prostitute (performing to keep them from straying again) 

• Rage or tears in the middle of sexual activity 

All of these are normal trauma responses. 

For the unfaithful partner: 
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• Confusion about why your spouse doesn't want you anymore 

• Frustration that this aspect of marriage isn't returning to normal 

• Guilt every time you desire them (because you know what you've done) 

• Fear that you've permanently destroyed this part of your marriage 

• Grief over the loss of sexual connection 

• Impatience with how long it's taking (if you're not being careful) 

• Temptation when sexual needs aren't being met 

None of this means the marriage can't heal sexually. But it does mean sexual healing 
requires completely different approach than "just reconnect physically." 

The Marriage Bed as Crime Scene: 

Literally, for some couples: 

If the affair included sex in your marital bed, that bed needs to go. Not "just change the 
sheets." Get rid of the bed. 

The mattress where your spouse had sex with someone else cannot be the mattress 
where you attempt to rebuild sexual intimacy. 

This isn't punishment. This is trauma-informed wisdom. Your body will never fully relax on 
the bed where you were betrayed. 

Get a new bed. New bedding. Rearrange the room if possible. Create new space. 

Metaphorically, for all couples: 

The "marriage bed" (sexual intimacy between you) has been violated. You can't just resume 
sex as if nothing happened. 

You need to rebuild sexual intimacy from the ground up, treating it like you're learning 
each other for the first time. 

 

Reclaiming Intimacy After Betrayal 

The question everyone asks: 

"When should we have sex again?" 
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The answer: When the betrayed partner's body says yes, not when the timeline says you 
should. 

The Wrong Approach: 

Most Christian marriage counseling on infidelity includes some version of: 

"You need to reconnect physically as soon as possible. Sex is part of the healing process. 
Don't withhold from each other. 1 Corinthians 7:5 says not to deprive one another." 

This is catastrophically harmful advice. 

Why? 

1. It prioritizes the unfaithful partner's sexual needs over the betrayed partner's 
trauma 

The unfaithful partner destroyed sexual trust. The betrayed partner is experiencing sexual 
trauma. Pressuring them to have sex "for healing" or "to reconnect" is re-traumatizing. 

2. It ignores consent 

Consent requires: Freely given, reversible, informed, enthusiastic, specific. 

A traumatized person having sex because they "should" or because Scripture says not to 
withhold is not giving free consent. That's coercion, even if it's spiritual coercion. 

3. It can create more trauma 

Sex before the betrayed partner is ready can: 

• Reinforce that their body doesn't belong to them 

• Create new traumatic memories associated with sex 

• Deepen the association between spouse and threat 

• Teach them that their needs don't matter 

This makes sexual healing harder, not easier. 

4. It weaponizes Scripture 

1 Corinthians 7:5 (NASB): "Stop depriving one another, except by agreement for a time, so 
that you may devote yourselves to prayer, and come together again so that Satan will not 
tempt you because of your lack of self-control." 
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This verse is written in the context of mutual, healthy sexual relationship—not in the 
context of trauma recovery after one partner's betrayal. 

Using this verse to pressure a traumatized partner into sex is spiritual abuse. 

The Right Approach: 

Sexual intimacy is rebuilt in stages, at the betrayed partner's pace, with the unfaithful 
partner earning access through demonstrated trustworthiness and patience. 

The Stages (Very General—Everyone's Timeline Is Different): 

Stage 1: Safety and Separation (Weeks to Months) 

Focus: Medical safety and creating space 

What happens: 

• STI testing for both partners (non-negotiable) 

• Waiting for clean results before any sexual contact 

• Likely sleeping in separate rooms or separate beds 

• No sexual contact while the betrayed partner is in acute trauma 

• The betrayed partner's body gets space to begin regulating 

Timeline: However long it takes for medical clearance and for the betrayed partner to not 
physically recoil from touch 

Don't rush this. Some couples need months of no physical contact while the betrayed 
partner's nervous system stabilizes. 

Stage 2: Non-Sexual Touch (Months) 

Focus: Rebuilding trust in touch without sexual agenda 

What happens: 

• Hand-holding (if the betrayed partner initiates or consents) 

• Sitting close on the couch 

• Brief hugs 

• Maybe sleeping in the same room again (but not necessarily same bed) 
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Critical: The unfaithful partner initiates NOTHING without clear permission. All touch is 
controlled by the betrayed partner. 

Why this stage matters: The betrayed partner's body needs to learn that touch doesn't 
always lead to sex, that touch can be safe, that they control their own body. 

Timeline: Months. This can't be rushed. 

Stage 3: Affectionate Touch (Months to a Year+) 

Focus: Rebuilding physical affection without sexual pressure 

What happens: 

• Kissing (beyond brief pecks) 

• Cuddling 

• Sleeping in the same bed 

• Longer embraces 

• Showering together (maybe) 

Still controlled by the betrayed partner. The unfaithful partner receives what's offered, 
doesn't push for more. 

Timeline: This varies wildly. Some couples reach this in 3-6 months. Some take 2 years. 

Stage 4: Sexual Touch Without Intercourse (Year+) 

Focus: Rebuilding sexual intimacy gradually 

What happens: 

• Kissing that becomes sexual 

• Touching that's arousing 

• Mutual pleasure without intercourse 

• Learning each other's bodies again 

• Processing triggers as they arise 

The betrayed partner is in control. They can stop at any point. They can say "this is as far 
as I can go tonight" without explanation. 
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Timeline: Could be many months at this stage, learning to be sexual together again without 
the full vulnerability of intercourse. 

Stage 5: Full Sexual Intimacy (Years) 

Focus: Rebuilding intercourse with trauma-awareness 

What happens: 

• Intercourse when the betrayed partner initiates or clearly consents 

• Working through triggers that arise during sex 

• Learning to be present instead of dissociated 

• Creating new memories that aren't contaminated 

• Very slowly, carefully, rebuilding this aspect of marriage 

Timeline: For some couples, this happens within a year. For many, it takes 2-3 years. For 
some, it never fully returns to "normal." 

Critical Principles for All Stages: 

1. The betrayed partner controls the pace 

Not the calendar. Not the unfaithful partner's frustration. Not what "should" happen. 

The betrayed partner's body determines readiness. 

2. Every stage can move backward 

A trigger, a setback in trust, new information—any of these can move you back to an earlier 
stage. 

This is normal. Progress isn't linear. 

3. "No" is always allowed 

The betrayed partner can say no at any point, for any reason, without explanation. 

"No" doesn't require justification. "No" is a complete sentence. 

4. Sex should never feel like duty 

If the betrayed partner is having sex out of obligation, fear, or pressure—stop. 

That's not intimacy. That's trauma reenactment. 
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For the Betrayed: Choosing Your Body Again 

If you're the betrayed partner, your body belongs to you. 

Not to your spouse. Not to the marriage. Not to Scripture passages about not depriving one 
another. 

Your body is yours. And after sexual betrayal, part of healing is reclaiming ownership of 
your body. 

Why This Matters: 

Sexual betrayal is a violation of bodily autonomy. 

When your spouse: 

• Had sex with someone else while in covenant with you 

• Exposed you to STI risk without your knowledge 

• Brought someone else's body into your sexual relationship 

They violated your body's boundaries, even if they never physically touched you against 
your will. 

Your body is responding to that violation by shutting down sexual access. 

This is not punishment. This is protection. 

You Have the Right To: 

1. Medical safety before any sexual contact 

Demand STI testing. Full panel. No exceptions. Even if they claim they used protection. 
Even if the affair "wasn't sexual." 

Wait for clean results before any sexual activity. 

Your health is not negotiable. Your safety comes first. 

2. Say no indefinitely 

You can say no to: 

• Sex 

• Sexual touch 

• Non-sexual touch if it feels like it's leading to sex 
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• Sleeping in the same bed 

• Being in the bedroom while they're changing 

• Any physical contact that doesn't feel safe 

For as long as you need to. 

There's no timeline. There's no "reasonable amount of time to withhold sex." Your body 
determines when it's ready. 

3. Control all sexual contact 

You decide: 

• When touch begins 

• What kind of touch happens 

• How long it lasts 

• When it stops 

At any point, you can change your mind. Starting to kiss doesn't obligate you to continue. 
Engaging in foreplay doesn't obligate you to intercourse. 

Your body, your rules. 

4. Process triggers without shame 

If you're in the middle of sex and: 

• You suddenly see them with the affair partner 

• You panic and need to stop 

• You dissociate and need to check out 

• You start crying 

• You feel rage 

You can stop. Without apology. Without explanation. 

Your spouse should respond with: "Okay. I'm here. You're safe. We can stop." 

Not: "But we were almost..." or "Again?" 

5. Take time to reconnect with your own body 
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Before you can share your body with your spouse again, you might need to reconnect 
with it yourself: 

• Solo time to understand what feels safe 

• Therapy to process the trauma your body holds 

• Somatic therapy to help your nervous system regulate 

• Time to grieve what was violated 

• Permission to enjoy your body without associating it with your spouse 

This isn't about masturbation (though some therapists recommend this for trauma 
recovery). This is about your relationship with your own body. 

6. Decide if/when you're ready for each stage 

No one else determines when you're ready: 

• Not your therapist 

• Not your pastor 

• Not your spouse 

• Not the calendar 

• Not what's "normal" 

Your body tells you when it's ready by feeling desire instead of dread, safety instead of 
threat. 

What Choosing Your Body Looks Like: 

"I'm not ready for sex yet. I need more time." 

"I can hold hands, but I'm not ready for kissing." 

"I need to stop. I'm having intrusive images." 

"I want to try, but I need you to let me control what happens." 

"I can't be in our bedroom right now. I need a different space." 

"I need to know you're not comparing me to them. Can we talk about that before we try 
again?" 

All of these statements are you choosing your body. And all of them are valid. 
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If Your Spouse Pressures You: 

If they say: 

• "It's been months; we should be having sex by now" 

• "The Bible says you shouldn't deprive me" 

• "I need this to feel connected" 

• "How long are you going to punish me?" 

• "If you don't, I might be tempted again" 

They're not ready to rebuild sexual intimacy. They're still centered on their needs, not 
your healing. 

Appropriate response from them: 

• "Take all the time you need. I'm here when you're ready." 

• "I know I destroyed sexual trust. I need to earn it back through patience." 

• "Your healing matters more than my sexual needs." 

• "I'm sorry I hurt you this way. There's no timeline for this." 

If they can't respond with patience, they haven't done enough work yet. 

Song of Solomon 8:6-7: 

"Put me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arm. For love is as strong as 
death, jealousy is as severe as Sheol; its flames are flames of fire, the flame of the 
LORD. Many waters cannot extinguish love, nor will rivers overflow it; if a man were to 
give all the riches of his house for love, it would be utterly despised." (NASB) 

Love is strong as death. But sexual betrayal awakens a jealousy "severe as Sheol"—the 
grave, the place of death. 

Your body's response to betrayal—this severe, death-like jealousy—is biblical. 

The lover in Song of Solomon wants to be a "seal" on the beloved's heart and arm—
exclusive, permanent, undivided. 

That seal was broken. Your body knows it. And your body's refusal to engage sexually 
until safety is rebuilt is wisdom, not punishment. 
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For the Unfaithful: Earning, Not Expecting 

If you're the unfaithful partner, you have no right to expect sexual intimacy. 

Not because you're beyond grace. But because you destroyed sexual trust, and sexual 
trust must be earned back through patience and demonstrated faithfulness. 

What You Need to Understand: 

1. Your spouse's body is not yours anymore 

1 Corinthians 7:4 says "The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the 
husband does; and likewise the husband also does not have authority over his own body, 
but the wife does." (NASB) 

This mutual authority is built on covenant faithfulness. 

When you violated covenant, you forfeited the right to claim authority over your spouse's 
body. 

You can earn back sexual intimacy. But you can't demand it based on Scripture written 
for faithful covenant partners. 

2. Your sexual needs are not their responsibility right now 

This is brutal, but true: 

You have sexual needs. Those needs are real. But your spouse is not obligated to meet 
them while they're traumatized by your sexual betrayal. 

Your options: 

• Be celibate and deal with sexual frustration 

• Masturbate (with full transparency to your spouse and therapist) 

• If masturbation leads to pornography or fantasy about the affair partner, get help for 
sexual addiction 

What's not an option: 

• Pressuring your spouse 

• Using your "needs" to manipulate them 

• Framing their "no" as unbiblical withholding 

• Having another affair because they're "not meeting your needs" 
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3. They're not punishing you; they're protecting themselves 

When your spouse says "I'm not ready for sex": 

They're not: 

• Withholding to punish you 

• Trying to make you suffer 

• Being vindictive 

• Failing to forgive 

They're: 

• Experiencing trauma 

• Protecting themselves from re-traumatization 

• Listening to their body's wisdom 

• Healing at the pace trauma allows 

Don't take it personally. This isn't about you. It's about their trauma. 

4. Earning sexual intimacy back takes years, not months 

Sexual trust is rebuilt through: 

• Months/years of demonstrated faithfulness 

• Complete emotional intimacy and transparency 

• Patience with their triggers 

• Never pressuring 

• Allowing them complete control 

• Doing your own sexual healing work 

And even then, sexual intimacy might not fully return. 

Some couples never recover sexually after infidelity. That's a real possibility you have to 
accept. 

What Earning Looks Like: 

1. Patience without complaint 



269 
 

When they say "not tonight": 

Wrong response: 

• Sighing 

• "Again?" 

• "It's been six months..." 

• Turning away in frustration 

• Going silent 

• Making them feel guilty 

Right response: 

• "That's okay. I understand." 

• "I'm here when you're ready." 

• "Thank you for telling me what you need." 

• Hugging them (non-sexually) if they want that 

• Moving on without punishing them with withdrawal 

2. Never initiating without clear permission 

Early on: 

Don't initiate sex. At all. Let them come to you when/if they're ready. 

Later (if you get here): 

Ask explicitly: "Would you be open to being intimate tonight?" or "Can I kiss you?" 

Wait for clear, enthusiastic yes. Not "I guess" or "If you want to." Enthusiastic consent. 

3. Stopping immediately when asked 

If in the middle of sexual activity they say "stop": 

You stop. Immediately. No questions. No "just let me finish." No "we're almost there." 

You say: "Okay." And you stop. 

Then: "Are you okay? What do you need?" 

4. Processing triggers with them 
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When triggers happen during sex (and they will): 

• Don't get defensive: "Why are you thinking about that now?" 

• Don't minimize: "Can't we just focus on us?" 

• Don't pressure: "Can you try to push through it?" 

Instead: 

• Stop if they need to stop 

• Hold them if they want to be held (or give space if they need space) 

• Say: "I'm so sorry. I caused this. What do you need right now?" 

• Talk about it if they want to talk, or be silent if they need silence 

5. Doing your own sexual healing work 

You need to address: 

• Why you were able to compartmentalize sexually 

• Sexual brokenness that contributed to the affair 

• Pornography use if present 

• Sexual addiction if present 

• Fantasy life and where it goes 

• Any sexual trauma in your own history that created vulnerabilities 

This work is yours. In your therapy. Not your spouse's job to fix you. 

6. Making sexual intimacy about them, not you 

When sexual intimacy does resume: 

Your focus is on: 

• Their comfort 

• Their pleasure 

• Their safety 

• Their experience 

• Making new memories that are good 
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Not on: 

• Your pleasure 

• Your release 

• Making up for lost time 

• Proving you're a good lover 

• Competing with the affair partner 

Sex after betrayal is about rebuilding trust and safety first, mutual pleasure second. 

If You're Frustrated: 

You will be frustrated. Sexual needs are real. Celibacy is hard. Watching your spouse pull 
away when you touch them is devastating. 

Process this frustration: 

• In your individual therapy 

• With your support group 

• In your journal 

• With God in prayer 

Do not process it with your spouse. They don't need to manage your sexual frustration 
while healing from your sexual betrayal. 

If Sexual Intimacy Doesn't Return: 

After years of trying, some couples discover sexual intimacy can't be rebuilt. 

If this happens: 

You have choices: 

• Accept a marriage without sexual intimacy 

• Agree to divorce so both can find wholeness 

• Continue in marriage with clearly defined boundaries 

What you don't do: 

• Have another affair 

• Pressure them indefinitely 
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• Resent them for something you caused 

• Claim they're violating Scripture 

You destroyed this. If it can't be repaired, that's your consequence to bear. 

 

Trauma Triggers in the Bedroom 

Let's be specific about what trauma triggers look like during sexual intimacy: 

Common Triggers for the Betrayed Partner: 

1. Physical position 

If your spouse did certain sexual acts with the affair partner, those positions/acts may 
be completely off-limits. 

You might never be able to do [specific sexual act] again without triggering. That needs to 
be okay. 

2. Certain touch 

Touch that used to be arousing might now trigger: 

• "Did they touch the affair partner this way?" 

• "Is this what they did together?" 

Your spouse needs to learn your body again, with permission for each type of touch. 

3. Words/sounds 

If they said certain things to the affair partner: 

• "I love you" during sex 

• Pet names 

• Specific phrases 

Those words might be ruined. You might need new language for intimacy. 

4. Time of day/location 

If the affair involved: 

• Afternoon encounters, afternoon sex might trigger 

• Hotel rooms, any hotel might trigger 
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• Specific locations in your house 

You might need to completely avoid certain contexts. 

5. Your spouse's arousal 

Seeing your spouse sexually aroused might trigger: 

• "They were aroused by someone else" 

• "This is what the affair partner got" 

• "They wanted someone else this way" 

This is one of the cruelest triggers because arousal is necessary for sex, but arousal 
reminds you of their arousal for someone else. 

6. Initiation 

If your spouse initiated the affair, their initiation of sex might feel threatening: 

• "They chose to pursue someone else" 

• "Their desire led to betrayal" 

• "I can't trust their sexual initiative" 

You might need to be the only one who initiates for a long time. 

7. Orgasm 

The vulnerability required for orgasm might be impossible when you don't feel safe: 

Your body won't release into orgasm when your nervous system is in protection mode. 

This is not a failure. This is your body being wise. 

8. Afterwards 

Post-sex might trigger: 

• "Did they cuddle like this with the affair partner?" 

• "Do they compare our sex?" 

• "Was I good enough?" 

The tender moments after sex can be the most triggering. 

What to Do When Triggers Happen: 
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For the betrayed partner: 

1. Stop if you need to 

You don't have to power through. Say "I need to stop." 

2. Name it if you can 

"I'm having intrusive images." "I just thought about [the affair] and I can't continue." "This 
position is triggering me." 

But you don't have to explain. "I need to stop" is enough. 

3. Ask for what you need 

• Space 

• To be held (non-sexually) 

• To talk about it 

• To be alone 

• Reassurance 

4. Don't force yourself to continue 

Pushing through triggers during sex trains your body to associate sex with trauma. That 
makes healing harder. 

Better to stop and try another time when you're regulated. 

For the unfaithful partner: 

1. Stop immediately 

No questioning. No "are you sure?" Just stop. 

2. Follow their lead 

They might want to talk. They might want silence. They might want to be held. They might 
need space. 

Ask: "What do you need right now?" And do that. 

3. Don't take it personally 

This isn't about you being inadequate. This is about them being traumatized. 

4. Don't try to fix it 
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You can't therapy them through a trigger. You can only be present and patient. 

5. Remember this is your fault 

Not to wallow in guilt, but to maintain perspective: They're triggered because you had an 
affair. This is a consequence of your choices. 

Be patient with the consequence. 

 

Rebuilding Sexual Trust Slowly 

Sexual trust is rebuilt through: 

1. Non-sexual intimacy first 

You can't rebuild sexual trust without emotional trust. 

Talking. Sharing. Being vulnerable in non-sexual ways. Rebuilding friendship. 

Sexual intimacy follows emotional intimacy, not the other way around. 

2. The betrayed partner's complete control 

Every aspect of sexual intimacy is controlled by the betrayed partner: 

• When 

• Where 

• How 

• What acts 

• How long 

• Whether it happens at all 

This isn't forever. But early on, control is how the betrayed partner's body learns safety. 

3. Explicit consent at every stage 

Not "do you want to have sex?" 

But: "Can I kiss you? Can I touch you here? Are you okay with this? Do you want to 
continue?" 

Checking in throughout, not just at the beginning. 

4. Creating new experiences 
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You can't rebuild sexual intimacy by recreating old patterns. 

Old patterns are contaminated. You need new: 

• Positions that weren't part of the affair 

• Touch that's different 

• Words you didn't use before 

• Contexts that are new 

You're not resuming your old sex life. You're building a completely new one. 

5. Addressing comparison 

Both partners deal with comparison: 

Betrayed partner: 

• "Am I better/worse than the affair partner?" 

• "Does my spouse wish I was more like them?" 

• "Am I enough?" 

Unfaithful partner: 

• Memories of affair partner intruding 

• Guilt about having compared 

• Trying to be present but haunted 

This needs to be talked about openly (probably in couples therapy first, then between 
you). 

The unfaithful partner needs to: 

• Acknowledge they compared (if they did) 

• Take full responsibility for that violation 

• Commit to being fully present now 

• Reassure their spouse of their attractiveness/desirability 

Without lying or platitudes. Honest reassurance. 

6. Celebrating small victories 
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Sexual healing victories look like: 

• First time you kiss without it being triggering 

• First time you're intimate without dissociating 

• First time you initiate 

• First time you both experience pleasure 

• First time you make it through without intrusive images 

These are huge milestones. Acknowledge them. 

7. Accepting setbacks 

You might have a good sexual experience, then: 

• Not be able to be intimate again for weeks 

• Discover new triggers 

• Regress to earlier stages 

This is normal. Healing isn't linear. 

 

When Comparison Steals Presence 

One of the most painful aspects of sexual healing: 

The affair partner becomes a third person in your bedroom. 

For the Betrayed Partner: 

You can't stop wondering: 

• "Was the affair partner better in bed?" 

• "Does my spouse wish I was more like them?" 

• "Am I being compared right now?" 

• "Did they do this together?" 

• "Was the sex with them better/more frequent/more exciting?" 

These questions are torture. And asking them often leads to answers you can't unhear. 

What helps: 
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1. Recognizing these are trauma thoughts, not facts 

Your brain is trying to make sense of why the affair happened. "Maybe I'm not good enough 
sexually" is your brain's attempt to find control. 

But the affair wasn't about sexual performance. It was about the unfaithful partner's 
character, not your adequacy. 

2. Asking if you actually want answers 

Some questions you genuinely need answered: 

• "Did you have sex with them?" 

• "How many times?" 

• "Did you use protection?" 

Some questions torture you without helping: 

• "Was the sex better with them?" 

• "What did you do together?" 

• "How did their body compare to mine?" 

Before asking, check with your therapist: "Will knowing this help me heal or harm me?" 

3. Believing your spouse when they reassure you 

If they say: 

• "The affair sex was empty; sex with you is intimacy" 

• "I wasn't present with them; I want to be present with you" 

• "That was about escape; this is about covenant" 

And they're showing consistency in other areas, try to believe them. 

4. Focusing on presence, not performance 

You're not competing with the affair partner. You're building something new. 

The goal isn't to be "better" than the affair partner. The goal is to be present with your 
spouse. 

For the Unfaithful Partner: 

You need to address comparison honestly: 
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1. If you compared during the affair 

You probably did. Most unfaithful partners compare their spouse to the affair partner, 
usually to the spouse's detriment (to justify the affair). 

This needs to be confessed (probably in therapy first, then to your spouse): 

"I did compare you. I'm ashamed of that. I rewrote our sexual history to justify the affair. 
That was wrong." 

2. If affair partner thoughts intrude now 

This happens. Memories of the affair partner might intrude during sex with your spouse. 

Don't confess every time this happens (that traumatizes your spouse). But: 

• Address it in your individual therapy 

• Work on being present 

• If it's constant, you might need to address sexual addiction or fantasy patterns 

3. Reassure genuinely, specifically 

Not: "You're better than them in every way." 

That sounds fake. 

Instead: "I love your [specific thing]. When you [specific action], I feel [specific feeling]. I'm 
grateful for you." 

Specific, genuine, focused on them. 

4. Never, ever speak positively about the affair partner 

Even if asked: 

• "What did you like about them?" 

• "Were they better at [sexual act]?" 

• "Did you enjoy it more with them?" 

Answer honestly but kindly: 

• "That relationship was built on fantasy and deception. What we have is real." 

• "I'm not going to compare. That's not fair to you or helpful for us." 
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• "I was present with you in a way I never was with them, even when I was physically 
with them." 

Don't lie. But don't give details that will create permanent intrusive images. 

Christopher West on Theology of the Body: 

"The body, and it alone, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and the 
divine. It was created to transfer into the visible reality of the world the mystery hidden 
since time immemorial in God, and thus to be a sign of it. 

Sexual union is meant to be an earthly image of the eternal marriage between Christ and 
the Church. When we violate that union, we violate the image. When we rebuild it on truth 
and fidelity, we participate in something holy—not despite the scars, but through the 
redemption of the scars." 

Your sexual intimacy was meant to image something holy. 

The affair violated that image. 

But rebuilding sexual intimacy—slowly, honestly, with full acknowledgment of the 
violation—can become a testimony to redemption. 

Not by pretending the violation didn't happen, but by choosing covenant faithfulness 
despite the scars. 

 

The Hard Truth: Some Couples Never Fully Heal Sexually 

I need to be honest: 

Not every couple recovers sexual intimacy after infidelity. 

Some betrayed partners: 

• Never feel safe enough to be fully vulnerable sexually 

• Can engage in sexual activity but never lose the trauma associations 

• Discover their body permanently associates their spouse with threat 

• Realize they can't heal sexually in this marriage 

Some marriages survive with: 

• Limited sexual intimacy 
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• Sexual intimacy that's functional but not fully connected 

• Clear agreements about what can/can't happen sexually 

• Acceptance that this aspect of marriage is permanently altered 

Other marriages end because: 

• Sexual intimacy is too important to one or both partners 

• The trauma is too deep to overcome 

• The betrayed partner can't heal in proximity to the person who hurt them 

All of these outcomes are legitimate. 

If Sexual Healing Isn't Happening: 

After years of trying (minimum 2-3 years with consistent work), assess: 

1. Is the unfaithful partner actually trustworthy? 

If they're still hiding things, still showing impatience, still not doing their work—the problem 
isn't that you can't heal sexually. The problem is they're not safe. 

2. Has the betrayed partner had trauma-specific therapy? 

EMDR, somatic therapy, sex therapy that's trauma-informed? 

If not, there might be more healing possible with the right therapeutic intervention. 

3. Are both partners doing their individual work? 

You can't rebuild sexual intimacy if you're not both healing individually. 

4. Is this about the affair or about other issues? 

Sometimes sexual difficulties after infidelity reveal sexual difficulties that predated the 
affair. 

Both need addressing. 

5. Can you accept a marriage without full sexual intimacy? 

Some couples decide: 

• "We have emotional intimacy, partnership, family—we'll accept limited sexual 
connection" 

• "Sexual intimacy matters too much to both of us; we need to end the marriage" 
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Both are valid choices. 

When to Consider Ending the Marriage: 

If after years of work: 

• Sexual intimacy remains traumatizing 

• Neither partner can accept a sexless marriage 

• The betrayed partner can't heal in this marriage 

• The relationship overall isn't worth the loss of sexual intimacy 

It's okay to say: "I tried. I gave it everything. But I can't heal sexually with you. This marriage 
needs to end." 

That's not failure. That's honest assessment of what's possible. 

 

The Possibility of Sexual Redemption 

But here's the other truth: 

Some couples do rebuild sexual intimacy. Not the same as before, but something 
deeper. 

Couples who succeed report: 

Sex is more intimate because it's more honest: 

• No performance 

• No secrets 

• No hidden fantasies 

• Complete presence 

They're more attuned to each other: 

• More communication 

• More awareness of triggers 

• More gentleness 

• More intention 

They've created new rituals: 
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• New ways of connecting 

• New language for desire 

• New patterns that aren't contaminated 

• New memories that are good 

They have genuine intimacy, not just sex: 

• Emotional connection that supports sexual connection 

• Vulnerability that makes sex meaningful 

• Trust that makes orgasm possible 

This doesn't minimize what was lost. The innocence, the ease, the uncomplicated joy of 
sex before betrayal—those are gone. 

But what's been built is real in a way the old version maybe wasn't. 

Built on truth. Built on work. Built on choice. 

That's the possibility. Not guaranteed. But possible. 

 

Practical Steps Forward 

If you're attempting sexual healing: 

1. Get medical clearance (STI testing, all clear before any sexual contact) 

2. Start with non-sexual touch (hand-holding, sitting close—no sexual agenda) 

3. Move to affectionate touch (kissing, cuddling—still no expectation of sex) 

4. Begin sexual touch without intercourse (mutual pleasure, learning each other again) 

5. Attempt intercourse only when the betrayed partner is ready (with full permission to 
stop anytime) 

6. Process triggers as they arise (in therapy, in the moment with compassion) 

7. Create new patterns (new positions, new locations, new language) 

8. Be patient with setbacks (trauma healing isn't linear) 

9. Communicate constantly ("I'm okay," "I need to stop," "This feels good," "This triggers 
me") 
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10. Accept whatever outcome happens (full healing, partial healing, or recognizing it's 
not possible) 

This is years of work. Not months. Years. 

And it requires both partners fully committed to the process. 

 

Final Word: The Marriage Bed Can Be Reclaimed 

For some of you, the marriage bed will be reclaimed. 

It won't happen quickly. It won't happen easily. It will require more patience, more work, 
more honesty than you thought possible. 

But it is possible. 

The bed that felt like a crime scene can become sacred space again. 

Not by pretending the violation didn't happen, but by choosing—slowly, carefully, with full 
awareness of the scars—to rebuild sexual intimacy on truth instead of lies, on presence 
instead of fantasy, on covenant instead of betrayal. 

"For love is as strong as death, jealousy is as severe as Sheol." (Song of Solomon 8:6, 
NASB) 

Both are true. The death-strong love. The Sheol-severe jealousy. 

You're holding both. 

And maybe—maybe—love can be stronger than even this death. 

 

"Put me like a seal over your heart, like a seal on your arm. For love is as strong as death, 
jealousy is as severe as Sheol; its flames are flames of fire, the flame of the LORD. Many 
waters cannot extinguish love, nor will rivers overflow it." 

— Song of Solomon 8:6-7 (NASB) 

"The husband must fulfill his duty to his wife, and likewise the wife also to her husband. The 
wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; and likewise the 
husband also does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does." 

— 1 Corinthians 7:3-4 (NASB) 
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[Note: This verse applies in the context of mutual, covenant-faithful relationship, not in the 
context of trauma recovery after betrayal.] 

"The body, and it alone, is capable of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and the 
divine. It was created to transfer into the visible reality of the world the mystery hidden 
since time immemorial in God, and thus to be a sign of it." 

— Christopher West, Theology of the Body for Beginners 
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CHAPTER 15: THE ONGOING WORK OF ROOT CAUSES 

 

If you're the unfaithful partner and you're still doing the work—still in therapy, still being 
transparent, still showing up—then you've already faced some hard truths: 

You had the affair. You made the choices. You are responsible for the devastation. 

But now we need to go deeper. 

Because "I had an affair and I'm sorry" isn't enough. "I was weak" isn't enough. "I made a 
mistake" isn't enough. 

You need to understand HOW you became someone capable of this level of betrayal. 
Not to excuse it—nothing excuses it—but to address the vulnerabilities, wounds, patterns, 
and character defects that made betrayal feel like an option. 

This is the difference between behavior change and character transformation: 

Behavior change = Stopping the affair, being transparent, following rules Character 
transformation = Becoming someone who couldn't do this again because something 
fundamental has shifted in who you are 

Most unfaithful partners do behavior change. They stop the affair. They give their spouse 
their passwords. They answer questions. They comply with boundaries. 

But without addressing root causes, you're just managing behavior, not transforming 
character. 

And managed behavior eventually fails. The same vulnerabilities that led to the first affair 
will lead to another betrayal—maybe not another affair, but some other pattern of 
deception, compartmentalization, or selfishness. 

This chapter is about the deep work. 

The work of understanding: 

• What attachment wounds made you vulnerable 

• What childhood trauma created patterns you're repeating 

• What was broken in your marriage before the affair (without blaming your spouse) 

• What sexual brokenness needs addressing 

• What character defects enabled the betrayal 
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• What this work looks like for the rest of your life 

This is uncomfortable work. It requires you to face things about yourself you'd rather not 
see. It requires excavating your past, examining your patterns, acknowledging your 
brokenness. 

But it's non-negotiable. 

Because whether your marriage survives or not, you need to do this work. You need to 
become someone different. You need to address the roots so you don't produce the same 
bitter fruit in your next relationship, your parenting, your friendships, your work. 

This isn't just about saving your marriage. This is about saving yourself from yourself. 

Let's begin. 

 

What Made the Affair Possible (Not Excusable) 

First, let's establish the critical distinction: 

Possible ≠ Excusable 

What made the affair possible: The vulnerabilities, wounds, circumstances, and 
character defects that created susceptibility to temptation 

What excuses the affair: Nothing. Absolutely nothing. 

Why This Distinction Matters: 

Understanding what made you vulnerable helps you: 

• Address root causes so you don't repeat patterns 

• Develop awareness of your triggers and weak points 

• Build protections around known vulnerabilities 

• Become someone who can't be tempted this way again 

But it doesn't shift responsibility. 

You had vulnerabilities. So does everyone. Most people with the same vulnerabilities don't 
have affairs. You chose to act on your vulnerability instead of addressing it honestly. 

Common Vulnerabilities That Make Affairs Possible: 

1. Unprocessed trauma or loss 
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Someone in crisis—dealing with: 

• Death of a parent 

• Career failure or job loss 

• Health diagnosis 

• Midlife crisis 

• Identity crisis 

Is more vulnerable to escape, validation, or distraction. 

But: Other people in crisis go to therapy, lean on their spouse, or process grief honestly. 
You chose escape through betrayal. 

2. Unmet emotional needs 

Feeling: 

• Unappreciated in your marriage 

• Emotionally disconnected from your spouse 

• Like you're taken for granted 

• Lonely despite being married 

Is more vulnerable to someone who provides attention, admiration, or emotional 
intimacy. 

But: Other people with unmet needs have hard conversations with their spouse, go to 
marriage counseling, or address the disconnect honestly. You chose to get needs met 
through betrayal. 

3. Opportunity 

Being in situations where affair was easy: 

• Work travel 

• Opposite-sex friendships 

• Work environment with the affair partner 

• Time alone without accountability 

• Technology that enables secret communication 
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Makes an affair logistically possible. 

But: Other people in the same situations maintain boundaries, avoid compromising 
situations, or create accountability. You chose to exploit opportunity. 

4. Validation needs 

Needing: 

• To feel desirable 

• To feel important 

• To feel young/attractive/powerful 

• To be pursued or chosen 

• To matter to someone 

Is more vulnerable to someone who provides that validation. 

But: Other people with validation needs address their insecurity in therapy, work on their 
marriage, or find healthy sources of affirmation. You chose to get validation through 
betrayal. 

5. Sexual dissatisfaction 

Experiencing: 

• Infrequent sex in your marriage 

• Sexual disconnection from your spouse 

• Unmet sexual desires or fantasies 

• Sexual boredom 

Is more vulnerable to sexual temptation. 

But: Other people with sexual dissatisfaction talk to their spouse, go to sex therapy, or 
address the issue directly. You chose sexual gratification through betrayal. 

The Pattern: 

Every vulnerability + healthy choice = growth 

Every vulnerability + destructive choice = betrayal 

You had vulnerabilities. You made destructive choices. 
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Understanding the vulnerability helps you make different choices in the future. But it 
doesn't excuse the choices you made. 

Exercise: Identifying Your Vulnerabilities 

Work with your therapist to identify: 

1. What was happening in your life when the affair started? 

• What stressors were you under? 

• What losses had you experienced? 

• What transitions were you navigating? 

2. What were you seeking through the affair? 

• Escape from stress? 

• Validation of worth? 

• Sexual excitement? 

• Emotional intimacy? 

• Power or control? 

3. What made you vulnerable to this particular person? 

• What did they provide that you weren't getting elsewhere? 

• What about them appealed to you? 

• What fantasy did they represent? 

4. What patterns from your past does this repeat? 

• Have you sought escape this way before (maybe not affairs, but other patterns)? 

• Is this how you typically handle stress or unmet needs? 

• What family patterns are you repeating? 

These questions don't excuse. They illuminate. 

 

Attachment Wounds and Childhood Trauma 

Now we go deeper: How did your childhood create the vulnerabilities that made you 
susceptible to having an affair? 
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This is hard work because it requires you to: 

• Revisit painful childhood experiences 

• Acknowledge wounds you've spent years minimizing 

• Connect dots between your past and your present choices 

• Face how you're repeating patterns you swore you'd never repeat 

But this work is essential. 

Attachment Theory Basics: 

How you learned to attach in childhood shapes how you connect in adult 
relationships. 

Secure attachment (ideal but not guaranteed even in good families): 

• Caregivers were consistently responsive, attuned, safe 

• You learned: "I am worthy of love, others are trustworthy, relationships are safe" 

• Adult pattern: Comfortable with intimacy and autonomy, can navigate conflict, 
generally trusts 

Anxious attachment (inconsistent caregiving): 

• Caregivers were sometimes responsive, sometimes not—unpredictable 

• You learned: "I need to work for love, I'm not inherently lovable, I must be vigilant to 
keep people" 

• Adult pattern: Clingy, needs constant reassurance, fears abandonment, jealous, 
anxious about rejection 

Avoidant attachment (emotionally distant or rejecting caregivers): 

• Caregivers were emotionally unavailable, dismissive, or cold 

• You learned: "I can't count on others, vulnerability is dangerous, I must be self-
sufficient" 

• Adult pattern: Uncomfortable with intimacy, values independence highly, dismisses 
emotions, withdraws when things get hard 

Disorganized attachment (trauma, abuse, frightening caregivers): 

• Caregivers were source of both comfort and fear 
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• You learned: "Relationships are chaotic, I want closeness but fear it, I can't regulate 
myself" 

• Adult pattern: Chaotic relationships, push-pull dynamic, can't decide if they want 
closeness or distance 

How Attachment Wounds Create Vulnerability to Affairs: 

Anxious attachment → affair vulnerability: 

• Need for constant validation makes you vulnerable to someone who provides 
unlimited attention 

• Fear of abandonment makes you keep multiple sources of validation (spouse + 
affair partner) 

• Protest behavior when needs aren't met can look like "I'll show them I'm desirable 
to someone else" 

• Difficulty being alone makes you seek constant connection, even inappropriate 
ones 

Avoidant attachment → affair vulnerability: 

• Discomfort with intimacy in marriage creates distance you fill with someone less 
threatening 

• Compartmentalization comes naturally—you're used to keeping parts of yourself 
separate 

• Escape when things get hard means instead of working on marriage, you check out 
into affair 

• Fantasy of independence gets met through secret life where you're "free" 

Disorganized attachment → affair vulnerability: 

• Push-pull pattern creates chaos in marriage that gets "resolved" by having affair 
partner as backup 

• Difficulty regulating emotions leads to impulsive choices when overwhelmed 

• Attraction to intensity makes the drama and secrecy of affair feel more "real" than 
stable marriage 

• Self-sabotage when things are good because you don't believe you deserve good 
things 
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Common Childhood Wounds That Create Vulnerabilities: 

1. Emotional neglect 

If you grew up with: 

• Parents who were physically present but emotionally absent 

• Parents who met physical needs but not emotional ones 

• Little affection, affirmation, or emotional attunement 

You may: 

• Have a deep well of unmet emotional needs 

• Be vulnerable to anyone who provides emotional attunement 

• Not know how to get needs met directly in marriage 

• Settle for any crumbs of emotional connection 

2. Abandonment (through death, divorce, emotional withdrawal) 

If you experienced: 

• Loss of a parent through death or divorce 

• Parent who was inconsistently available 

• Being sent away or feeling unwanted 

You may: 

• Fear being abandoned again, so keep backup relationships 

• Have difficulty trusting anyone fully 

• Be hypervigilant for signs someone is leaving 

• Create the abandonment you fear through your own betrayal 

3. Enmeshment (too close, no boundaries) 

If you grew up: 

• As the emotional support for a parent 

• With no privacy or boundaries 

• Expected to meet a parent's emotional needs 
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You may: 

• Not know where you end and others begin 

• Have difficulty saying no 

• Be vulnerable to anyone who makes you feel needed 

• Confuse emotional intensity with intimacy 

4. Childhood sexual abuse or inappropriate exposure 

If you experienced: 

• Sexual abuse 

• Witnessing a parent's affairs 

• Exposure to pornography at young age 

• Parentified sexualization 

You may: 

• Have distorted understanding of sexual boundaries 

• Use sex for emotional regulation or self-soothing 

• Repeat patterns of secrecy around sexuality 

• Confuse sex with love or worth 

5. Parental affairs 

If you witnessed a parent's infidelity: 

You learned: 

• Affairs are how adults handle marriage problems 

• Deception is normal in relationships 

• Compartmentalization is possible 

• Betrayal doesn't always end relationships 

And you're likely repeating the pattern even though you swore you never would. 

6. Perfectionism and performance-based worth 

If you grew up: 
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• Earning love through achievement 

• Never feeling good enough 

• Praised only for performance, not for being 

You may: 

• Need constant validation of worth 

• Be vulnerable to affair partner who admires you 

• Use affair to prove you're desirable/successful 

• Compartmentalize because you're used to performing different roles 

Doing the Work: 

With your therapist, explore: 

1. What were your childhood attachment patterns? 

How did your parents/caregivers relate to you? Were they: 

• Consistently safe and responsive? 

• Inconsistently available? 

• Emotionally distant? 

• Frightening or chaotic? 

2. What wounds are you still carrying? 

What needs went unmet? What losses were never grieved? What abuse was never 
processed? 

3. How are you repeating patterns? 

Are you recreating childhood dynamics in your marriage? Are you using the same coping 
mechanisms? Are you replaying the same abandonment/enmeshment/avoidance 
patterns? 

4. What do you need to grieve? 

The childhood you didn't have. The parents who couldn't meet your needs. The innocence 
that was violated. The safety you never felt. 

5. What do you need to change? 
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What patterns need interrupting? What beliefs need challenging? What behaviors need 
replacing? 

Jeremiah 17:9-10 (NASB): 

"The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand 
it? I, the LORD, search the heart, I test the mind, even to give to each person according 
to his ways, according to the results of his deeds." 

Your heart has been shaped by wounds. Some of those wounds you didn't choose. But 
you're responsible for doing the work to heal them so they don't drive you to wound others. 

 

Unaddressed Marriage Issues Before the Affair 

Now we enter delicate territory: 

Your marriage probably had problems before the affair. These problems didn't cause 
the affair—you did. But they were real, and they need addressing. 

Critical Distinction: 

Marriage problems → Your responsibility to address honestly → Could have led to 
growth or healing 

Marriage problems → Your choice to betray → Led to devastation 

The problem wasn't the marriage problems. The problem was how you chose to 
respond to them. 

Common Pre-Affair Marriage Issues: 

1. Emotional distance 

Many couples report: 

• Growing apart over years 

• Becoming roommates instead of partners 

• No longer sharing vulnerable things 

• Conversations limited to logistics 

This is real. This needed addressing. Through: 

• Marriage counseling 
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• Intentional reconnection 

• Date nights 

• Vulnerable conversations 

Not through: 

• Finding emotional intimacy elsewhere 

• Checking out 

• Having an affair 

2. Sexual disconnection 

Some couples had: 

• Infrequent sex 

• Sexual dissatisfaction 

• Different libido levels 

• Sexual issues neither partner addressed 

This is real. This needed addressing. Through: 

• Sex therapy 

• Medical evaluation 

• Honest conversation about desires/needs 

• Working as partners to solve the problem 

Not through: 

• Finding sexual satisfaction elsewhere 

• Blame and resentment 

• Having an affair 

3. Conflict avoidance 

Some couples were: 

• Never fighting (which isn't healthy—it's avoidance) 

• Stuffing resentments 
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• Not addressing real issues 

• Pretending everything was fine 

This is real. This needed addressing. Through: 

• Learning to have healthy conflict 

• Therapy to develop communication skills 

• Addressing resentments before they calcify 

Not through: 

• Acting out resentment through betrayal 

• Finding someone "easier" to be with 

• Having an affair 

4. Life stage stress 

Some couples were overwhelmed by: 

• Young children leaving no energy for marriage 

• Career demands pulling in different directions 

• Caring for aging parents 

• Financial stress 

This is real. This needed addressing. Through: 

• Reprioritizing the marriage 

• Getting support (therapy, babysitters, help) 

• Team-approaching the challenges 

Not through: 

• Checking out of the marriage 

• Seeking escape through affair 

• Blaming spouse for being unavailable 

5. Unbalanced partnership 

Some marriages had: 
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• One partner doing all emotional labor 

• Unequal distribution of household/parenting work 

• One partner feeling more like parent than partner 

• Resentment building from imbalance 

This is real. This needed addressing. Through: 

• Honest conversation about division of labor 

• Counseling about fair partnership 

• Both partners stepping up differently 

Not through: 

• The under-functioning partner finding someone who doesn't expect as much 

• The over-functioning partner having affair with someone who "appreciates" them 

• Either partner betraying instead of addressing imbalance 

Your Work: 

With your therapist (not with your spouse yet—this is your individual work): 

1. Identify what was broken before the affair 

Be honest: What problems existed? What needs were unmet? What resentments had built? 

2. Own your contribution to those problems 

What did YOU do (or fail to do) that contributed to distance, disconnection, or dysfunction? 

You can't blame your spouse for the affair. But you can take responsibility for your part 
in pre-affair marriage problems. 

3. Distinguish between explanation and excuse 

Explanation: "We had become distant, and I didn't address it honestly." Excuse: "We had 
become distant, so I found intimacy elsewhere." 

See the difference? 

4. Commit to addressing marriage issues honestly going forward 

If the marriage survives, the issues that existed before the affair still need addressing: 

• Through couples counseling 
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• Through honest communication 

• Through both partners doing work 

But you address them as partners, not as justification for betrayal. 

Important Note: 

Some unfaithful partners rewrite marital history to justify the affair: 

"Our marriage was always bad" (it wasn't) "We were never happy" (you were) "We've been 
struggling for years" (you haven't) 

This is called "rewriting the marital history," and it's a common feature of affairs. 

You need to identify: 

• What was actually broken before the affair (real problems) 

• What you've rewritten to justify the affair (distorted memories) 

Your spouse and your therapist can help you distinguish between the two. 

 

Sexual Brokenness and Addiction Patterns 

For many unfaithful partners, the affair was a symptom of deeper sexual brokenness that 
predates the marriage. 

This requires honest assessment with a specialist (CSAT—Certified Sex Addiction 
Therapist). 

Questions to Ask Yourself: 

1. Does pornography play a role? 

Current or historical pornography use: 

• Did you use porn regularly before/during marriage? 

• Did porn use escalate over time? 

• Did the affair follow patterns you saw in porn? 

• Do you use porn to regulate emotions? 

Even if you stopped using porn, the patterns porn creates can drive affairs: 

• Objectification 
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• Fantasy-based sexuality disconnected from real intimacy 

• Escalation (needing more intense stimulation) 

• Secrecy and compartmentalization 

2. Is there sexual addiction? 

Signs of sexual addiction: 

• Compulsive sexual behavior despite negative consequences 

• Using sex/fantasy/porn to regulate emotions 

• Escalating behaviors over time 

• Inability to stop despite wanting to 

• Secrecy and shame around sexual behavior 

• Life becoming unmanageable due to sexual behavior 

Sexual addiction isn't "liking sex a lot." It's compulsive sexual behavior that: 

• Controls you instead of you controlling it 

• Causes harm to yourself or others 

• Continues despite attempts to stop 

• Escalates in intensity or risk 

If this describes you, you need CSAT evaluation and treatment, not just regular 
therapy. 

3. What are your masturbation patterns? 

Masturbation itself isn't inherently problematic, but: 

• Compulsive masturbation (multiple times daily, interfering with life) 

• Masturbation to fantasies about people who aren't your spouse 

• Masturbation as primary sexual outlet instead of marital intimacy 

• Masturbation accompanied by porn use 

These patterns need addressing because they: 

• Train your brain to respond to fantasy instead of real intimacy 
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• Create disconnection from spouse 

• Can escalate into other sexual behaviors 

4. Do you use sex for emotional regulation? 

Some people use sex the way others use alcohol: 

• To escape stress 

• To soothe anxiety 

• To avoid difficult emotions 

• To feel powerful when feeling powerless 

• To numb pain 

This is sexual brokenness that needs treatment. 

5. What messages did you receive about sex growing up? 

Your sexual formation matters: 

• Was sex shameful and never discussed? 

• Was sex worshiped as ultimate pleasure? 

• Were you exposed to sexual content inappropriately? 

• Were you sexually abused? 

• Did you witness a parent's sexual impropriety? 

These experiences shape how you understand and express sexuality. 

6. What role does fantasy play? 

Fantasy lives that: 

• Dominate your thought life 

• Replace connection with spouse 

• Involve real people (coworkers, friends, neighbors) 

• Escalate over time 

• Lead to acting out 

Need to be addressed as part of sexual brokenness. 
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Treatment for Sexual Brokenness: 

If any of the above applies, you need: 

1. CSAT evaluation 

Certified Sex Addiction Therapist can assess: 

• Whether you have sexual addiction 

• What level of treatment you need 

• What patterns need addressing 

2. 12-step program (if addiction is present) 

• SAA - Sex Addicts Anonymous 

• SA - Sexaholics Anonymous 

• SLAA - Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous 

These provide: 

• Community of others doing the work 

• Accountability 

• Structure for recovery 

• Spiritual component 

3. Individual therapy focused on sexual healing 

Addressing: 

• Root causes (why you use sex this way) 

• Trauma that created vulnerabilities 

• Developing healthy sexuality 

• Learning emotional regulation that doesn't require sexual acting out 

4. Possible intensive treatment 

For severe sexual addiction: 

• Inpatient or outpatient intensive programs 

• 30-90 days of focused treatment 
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• Group and individual therapy 

• Skills development 

5. Ongoing work 

Sexual addiction recovery is lifelong: 

• Continued therapy 

• Continued 12-step meetings 

• Continued accountability 

• Vigilance against relapse 

If Sexual Addiction Is Involved: 

Your marriage can't heal if you're not in active recovery from sexual addiction. 

The affair was a symptom. Sexual addiction is the disease. Treating the symptom 
(ending the affair) without treating the disease (addiction) means you'll relapse into 
some sexual acting out eventually. 

Your spouse needs to know: 

• That you're in treatment 

• What your recovery plan is 

• What accountability structures you have 

• What triggers/vulnerabilities you're managing 

They don't need to be your accountability partner (that's inappropriate), but they need 
to know you're doing the work. 

 

Narcissism, Entitlement, and Character Issues 

Now we address the hardest category: character defects that enabled betrayal. 

This is painful because these aren't wounds you received. These are patterns you've 
developed. 

Narcissistic Traits (vs. Narcissistic Personality Disorder): 
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Most people have some narcissistic traits. Full Narcissistic Personality Disorder is rare 
and requires clinical diagnosis. 

But narcissistic traits that enable affairs: 

1. Entitlement 

"I deserve to be happy" "I deserve to have my needs met" "I work hard; I've earned 
this" 

Entitlement says: "My desires matter more than my commitments." 

This enabled the affair because you felt entitled to pursue what you wanted regardless of 
who it hurt. 

2. Lack of empathy 

Inability or unwillingness to: 

• Consider how your actions affect others 

• Feel genuine remorse for hurting others 

• Prioritize others' wellbeing over your desires 

This enabled the affair because you didn't (or couldn't) fully consider the devastation 
you'd cause. 

3. Grandiosity 

"The rules don't apply to me" "I'm different/special/above consequences" "I can 
manage this without anyone finding out" 

This enabled the affair because you thought you were smart/careful/special enough to get 
away with it. 

4. Image management 

Being more concerned with: 

• How you appear than who you actually are 

• What people think than what's true 

• Maintaining image than maintaining integrity 

This enabled the affair because you're used to presenting different versions of yourself in 
different contexts—compartmentalization is natural to you. 
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5. Lack of accountability 

Difficulty: 

• Admitting when you're wrong 

• Taking responsibility without defensiveness 

• Accepting consequences 

• Saying "I was wrong" without "but" 

This enabled the affair because you're practiced at avoiding responsibility for your 
choices. 

Entitlement Thinking: 

Review your thought patterns before/during the affair: 

• "My spouse doesn't appreciate me, so I deserve to be with someone who does" 

• "I've been faithful this long; I deserve some happiness" 

• "Everyone else does it; why should I be the only one who suffers?" 

• "I work hard for this family; I deserve this for myself" 

• "Life is short; I deserve to experience passion" 

Every single one of these is entitlement thinking. 

Maturity says: "I made commitments. I keep them even when it's hard. My desires don't 
override my vows." 

Entitlement says: "My happiness is the highest value. Anything that interferes with my 
happiness is negotiable." 

Which one describes you? 

Other Character Issues: 

1. Cowardice 

Choosing the easy path over the honest one: 

• Affair was easier than addressing marriage problems 

• Lying was easier than having hard conversations 

• Deception was easier than facing yourself 
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Courage would have: Addressed problems directly, ended marriage before starting new 
relationship, been honest about struggles 

2. Selfishness 

Prioritizing your desires over others' wellbeing: 

• "I wanted this, so I took it" 

• "My needs mattered more than my spouse's safety" 

• "My pleasure mattered more than my family's stability" 

3. Deception (as a pattern, not just lying about the affair) 

For some, the affair revealed: 

• Long-standing pattern of lying 

• Comfort with deception 

• History of keeping secrets 

• Manipulating truth to serve yourself 

The affair wasn't your first major deception. It was the one that got caught. 

4. Impulsivity 

Acting on desires without considering consequences: 

• Not thinking through impact of choices 

• Living for immediate gratification 

• Difficulty delaying gratification 

• "I wanted it, so I did it" 

5. Irresponsibility 

Avoiding adult responsibilities: 

• Letting spouse carry all the weight 

• Making choices that harm those depending on you 

• Not considering impact on children, finances, family 

Addressing Character Defects: 
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This is the hardest work because it requires: 

1. Acknowledging you have character defects 

Not just "I made mistakes" but "I have patterns of 
selfishness/entitlement/cowardice/deception that need fundamental transformation." 

2. Committing to long-term character development 

Not behavior modification but becoming a different person: 

• Someone who chooses courage over comfort 

• Someone who prioritizes commitments over desires 

• Someone who values integrity over image 

• Someone who considers others before themselves 

3. Letting go of the old identity 

You might have seen yourself as: 

• "A good person who made a mistake" 

• "Someone who's better than people who have affairs" 

• "Basically moral with one flaw" 

You need to see yourself as: 

• "Someone with deep character flaws that enabled devastating betrayal" 

• "Someone who needs fundamental transformation" 

• "Someone whose character is a work in progress" 

4. Accepting that this is lifelong work 

Character doesn't change overnight. You'll work on these issues for the rest of your life. 

Psalm 139:23-24 (NASB): 

"Search me, God, and know my heart; put me to the test and know my anxious 
thoughts; and see if there is any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way." 

This is the prayer you need to pray daily: 

"God, search my heart. Show me what's broken in me. Reveal my character defects. 
Lead me to become someone different." 
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And then do the work He reveals. 

 

This Is Your Lifelong Work 

Let me be clear about something: 

The work of addressing root causes doesn't end when your marriage is "healed" or 
when your spouse trusts you again. 

This is lifelong work. 

Why: 

1. Vulnerabilities don't disappear 

Your attachment wounds, childhood trauma, character defects—these don't get 
"fixed" and stay fixed. 

You'll manage them for the rest of your life. Some will improve significantly. Some will 
always be vulnerabilities you have to guard against. 

2. New stressors will trigger old patterns 

In the future, when you face: 

• Career crisis 

• Health issues 

• Midlife challenges 

• Grief and loss 

• Marriage difficulties 

Your old patterns will want to resurface. The same vulnerabilities that made the affair 
possible will make other destructive choices possible. 

You need to be vigilant. 

3. Marriage work is ongoing 

Even after your marriage heals (if it heals), the work continues: 

• Maintaining emotional intimacy 

• Addressing disconnection before it calcifies 
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• Having hard conversations 

• Choosing vulnerability over comfort 

You don't get to coast on "I did the work already." 

4. Character development never ends 

Becoming less selfish, less entitled, more empathetic, more courageous—this is the 
work of a lifetime. 

Not "I dealt with my narcissism in year one." But "I'm working on my narcissistic tendencies 
for the rest of my life." 

5. Relapse is always possible 

You're always capable of betrayal again. Not because you're irredeemable, but because 
you're human and you've proven yourself capable of it once. 

Humility says: "I could do this again if I'm not vigilant." 

Pride says: "I'd never do that again; I've changed." 

Stay in humility. 

What Lifelong Work Looks Like: 

1. Continued therapy 

Not necessarily weekly forever, but: 

• Regular check-ins (monthly or quarterly) 

• Intensive work during stressful seasons 

• Couples therapy as maintenance, not just crisis intervention 

2. Continued support group/accountability 

• 12-step if addiction is involved 

• Men's/women's group for accountability 

• Spiritual director or mentor 

• Trusted friends who can speak truth 

3. Continued transparency 

Even if your spouse stops checking your phone eventually: 
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• You maintain the practice of transparency 

• You proactively share vulnerabilities 

• You don't slowly slide back into privacy that enables secrets 

4. Continued self-examination 

Regular practices: 

• Journaling 

• Prayer/meditation 

• Therapy 

• Honest self-assessment 

• Inviting others to speak truth to you 

5. Continued prioritization of marriage 

The marriage that healed can get neglected again if you: 

• Stop prioritizing connection 

• Let work consume you 

• Assume "we're good now" 

• Stop doing the intentional work 

Don't let the marriage slip back into the patterns that made you vulnerable. 

6. Continued vigilance about vulnerabilities 

Know your triggers: 

• Stress 

• Validation needs 

• Specific people or situations 

• Times when you're vulnerable 

Build protections around them: 

• Don't travel alone 

• Don't have private friendships with opposite sex 
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• Don't let yourself get isolated 

• Address stress before it overwhelms you 

Larry Crabb on Understanding the Heart: 

"The task of the Christian is to learn the truth about who we are—not who we wish we were 
or pretend to be, but who we actually are beneath the surface. We must become students 
of our own souls, exploring with a ruthless honesty the exact nature of our hearts—both the 
glory and the ruin. 

We are both glorious and depraved. Made in the image of God and deeply fallen. Capable 
of profound love and devastating betrayal. The journey of sanctification requires us to face 
both truths without minimizing either one. 

Understanding the heart is not about self-flagellation or self-exaltation. It's about honest 
self-knowledge that leads to genuine transformation. We can't change what we won't 
acknowledge. We can't heal what we refuse to see." 

This is your work: Becoming a student of your own soul. Understanding the exact nature of 
your heart—the glory and the ruin. 

Not to wallow in the ruin, but to address it honestly so it doesn't produce the same 
bitter fruit again. 

 

A Final Word: The Work Is Worth It 

This work is brutal. 

Facing your attachment wounds hurts. Acknowledging your character defects is humbling. 
Addressing your sexual brokenness is uncomfortable. Examining your marriage 
contributions is complicated. 

And it never ends. 

But it's worth it. 

Not just to save your marriage (though that might happen). 

But to become someone different. 

Someone who: 

• Understands their vulnerabilities and guards against them 
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• Addresses problems honestly instead of escaping through betrayal 

• Chooses courage over comfort 

• Values integrity over image 

• Lives with increasing wholeness instead of fragmentation 

That person—the transformed version of you—is possible. 

But only through the ongoing work of addressing root causes. 

Whether your marriage survives or not, do this work. 

For your next relationship. For your children. For your own soul. 

Become someone different. 

 

"The heart is more deceitful than all else and is desperately sick; who can understand it? I, 
the LORD, search the heart, I test the mind, even to give to each person according to his 
ways, according to the results of his deeds." 

— Jeremiah 17:9-10 (NASB) 

"Search me, God, and know my heart; put me to the test and know my anxious thoughts; 
and see if there is any hurtful way in me, and lead me in the everlasting way." 

— Psalm 139:23-24 (NASB) 

"We can't change what we won't acknowledge. We can't heal what we refuse to see." 

— Larry Crabb, Inside Out 
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Chapter 16: Forgiveness - The Most Misunderstood Word 

"Then Peter came and said to Him, 'Lord, how often shall my brother sin against me and I 
forgive him? Up to seven times?' Jesus said to him, 'I do not say to you, up to seven times, 
but up to seventy times seven.'" (Matthew 18:21-22, NASB) 

 

Sarah sat across from me, her face tight with frustration. "My pastor told me I need to 
forgive Mark. He said if I've really forgiven him, I should be able to trust him again. But I 
can't. Does that mean I haven't really forgiven him? Am I being unbiblical?" 

The tears that followed weren't just about the affair anymore. They were about the crushing 
weight of expectations—the belief that if she couldn't immediately trust the man who had 
betrayed her, she was somehow failing at forgiveness, failing at faith, failing at being a good 
Christian. 

This is the tyranny of misunderstood forgiveness. 

Perhaps no word in the Christian vocabulary causes more confusion, more guilt, and more 
spiritual abuse than the word "forgiveness." We've turned it into a magic wand that's 
supposed to make pain disappear, relationships restore, and trust rebuild—all in one 
decisive moment of spiritual willpower. 

But that's not what forgiveness is. And the cost of this confusion is immense. 

Betrayed spouses are pressured to "forgive and forget" before they've even processed what 
happened. They're told that forgiveness means immediate trust, automatic reconciliation, 
and the erasure of all consequences. When they can't do this—when the pain persists, 
when trust doesn't return, when boundaries remain necessary—they're labeled as bitter, 
unforgiving, and un-Christlike. 

This isn't just bad theology. It's spiritual abuse dressed up as grace. 

So let's dismantle the myths. Let's strip away the confusion. Let's discover what Scripture 
actually says about forgiveness—and what it doesn't say. 

Because when we understand what forgiveness truly is, it becomes possible instead of 
impossible. Liberating instead of crushing. Healing instead of harmful. 

What Forgiveness Is NOT 

Before we can understand what forgiveness is, we need to clear away what it isn't. These 
misconceptions aren't just theological errors—they're weapons that have been used to 
silence victims, protect abusers, and prevent real healing. 
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Forgiveness Is NOT Forgetting 

"Forgive and forget." 

How many times have you heard that phrase? How many well-meaning Christians have 
quoted it as if it were Scripture? There's just one problem: it's not in the Bible. Nowhere 
does God command us to forget what has been done to us. 

In fact, God Himself doesn't forget. When Scripture says "I will remember their sins no 
more" (Hebrews 8:12), it's not talking about divine amnesia. God doesn't suddenly lose His 
omniscience. He's choosing not to hold our sins against us anymore—not to count them, 
not to punish them, not to let them define our relationship. 

That's very different from forgetting. 

You cannot forget trauma. You cannot forget betrayal. Your brain won't let you, and God 
doesn't require you to. The neural pathways carved by pain don't disappear because you've 
made a spiritual decision. The memories remain—and they should remain. They're part of 
your story, part of your wisdom, part of how you protect yourself going forward. 

"But won't remembering keep me stuck in bitterness?" Sarah asked. 

No. Bitterness isn't about remembering—it's about rehearsing. It's about repeatedly reliving 
the offense, nurturing the wound, feeding the anger. You can remember what happened 
while releasing the right to vengeance. You can remember while choosing not to be defined 
by what was done to you. 

In fact, forgetting would be dangerous. If Sarah forgot what Mark did, she'd be vulnerable to 
the same patterns that enabled the affair in the first place. Memory serves protection. 
Memory informs wisdom. Memory doesn't prevent forgiveness—it makes forgiveness 
meaningful. 

When someone pressures you to "forgive and forget," what they're really asking is for you to 
pretend the affair never happened—to return to the naivety that existed before the betrayal. 
But you can't unknow what you now know. And God doesn't ask you to. 

Forgiveness Is NOT Trusting 

This might be the most damaging myth of all: that forgiveness means automatic trust. 

"If you've really forgiven me," Mark said to Sarah in our session, "you'd trust me again. You're 
saying you forgive me, but then you ask where I'm going and check my phone. That's not 
forgiveness—that's control." 

No, Mark. That's consequences. 
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Forgiveness and trust are not the same thing. They're not even in the same category. 
Forgiveness is a decision—a choice to release someone from the debt they owe you. Trust 
is an assessment—an evaluation of someone's current trustworthiness based on their 
patterns of behavior. 

You can forgive someone and still recognize they're not trustworthy. You can forgive 
someone and still require verification. You can forgive someone and still maintain 
protective boundaries. 

Trust isn't given—it's earned. And once broken, it must be rebuilt through consistent, 
demonstrated change over time. Paul makes this distinction clear in 2 Corinthians 7:10-11: 
"For the sorrow that is according to the will of God produces a repentance without regret, 
leading to salvation, but the sorrow of the world produces death. For behold what 
earnestness this very thing, this godly sorrow, has produced in you: what vindication of 
yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, what avenging of wrong!" 

Notice the phrase "vindication of yourselves." The NASB translates it as showing yourselves 
to be innocent in the matter. The Greek word carries the idea of demonstrating, proving, 
making evident. True repentance doesn't just ask for trust—it earns trust through 
demonstrated change. 

When someone demands trust as proof of your forgiveness, they're confusing categories. 
They're also revealing that they don't understand the depth of what they've done. Because 
someone who truly grasps the magnitude of betrayal doesn't demand trust—they 
understand it must be rebuilt brick by brick, action by action, day by day. 

Sarah's need to verify Mark's whereabouts wasn't unforgiveness—it was wisdom. Her 
boundaries around technology weren't bitterness—they were protection. These aren't 
obstacles to healing; they're the framework within which healing can occur. 

Forgiveness Is NOT Reconciliation 

This misconception might cause the most confusion of all, because it's partially true. 
Forgiveness can lead to reconciliation—but it doesn't have to. And forcing reconciliation in 
the name of forgiveness is dangerous. 

Reconciliation requires two people: one offering forgiveness and one worthy of receiving it 
through genuine repentance. Forgiveness requires only one person: you, choosing to 
release the debt. 

You can forgive someone who never repents. You can forgive someone who continues to 
harm you. You can forgive someone you never speak to again. 
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Paul understood this. In Romans 12:18, he writes, "If possible, so far as it depends on you, 
be at peace with all men." Notice the qualifiers: "If possible" and "so far as it depends on 
you." Paul acknowledges that reconciliation isn't always possible, and it doesn't only 
depend on you. 

Some affairs end in genuine repentance, rebuilt trust, and reconciled marriage. Others end 
in continued betrayal, unrepentant spouses, and necessary divorce. Your forgiveness isn't 
determined by which category you fall into—it's determined by your choice to release the 
debt to God regardless of the outcome. 

"Does that mean I'm not really trying if I can't reconcile?" Sarah asked. 

No. It means you're recognizing reality. Reconciliation isn't a spiritual achievement you 
attain through enough faith or forgiveness. It's a mutual process that requires both people 
to do the hard work of change. If your spouse won't do that work, reconciliation isn't 
possible—not because you've failed at forgiveness, but because they've failed at 
repentance. 

Forgiveness sets you free from bitterness. Reconciliation is what happens when two people 
both choose healing. Don't confuse the two, and don't let anyone pressure you to pursue 
reconciliation in the name of forgiveness when genuine repentance isn't present. 

Forgiveness Is NOT Removing Consequences 

Perhaps the most manipulative use of forgiveness language is when the unfaithful spouse 
says, "If you've really forgiven me, you wouldn't [fill in the blank]"—insist on counseling, 
require accountability, set boundaries, pursue separation, file for divorce. 

This is a fundamental misunderstanding of how forgiveness works. 

Forgiveness releases the person from your personal vengeance and your bitter judgment. It 
doesn't release them from the natural consequences of their choices. It doesn't require 
you to shield them from the pain they've caused. It doesn't mean you pretend the affair 
didn't have real, lasting impact. 

Even God's forgiveness doesn't eliminate consequences. David was forgiven for his 
adultery with Bathsheba and the murder of Uriah—but the consequences of his sin rippled 
through his family for generations. The child born from that union died. His son Amnon 
raped his daughter Tamar. His son Absalom rebelled and tried to take the kingdom. Nathan 
told David, "The Lord also has taken away your sin; you shall not die. However, because by 
this deed you have given occasion to the enemies of the Lord to blaspheme, the child also 
that is born to you shall surely die" (2 Samuel 12:13-14). 
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Forgiven—but not spared from consequences. 

When you require your spouse to move out for a season, that's not unforgiveness—that's a 
consequence. When you insist on complete transparency with technology, that's not 
unforgiveness—that's a consequence. When you pursue legal separation or divorce 
because of unrepentant adultery, that's not unforgiveness—that's a consequence. 

These consequences aren't punishment you're inflicting. They're the natural result of 
broken trust. They're the necessary boundaries that create space for potential healing. 
They're the protective measures that keep you safe while determining whether real change 
is occurring. 

Forgiveness doesn't mean absorbing all the pain while your spouse experiences none of it. 
That's not grace—that's enabling. That's not mercy—that's foolishness. 

What Forgiveness Actually IS 

So if forgiveness isn't forgetting, trusting, reconciling, or removing consequences—what is 
it? 

At its core, biblical forgiveness is this: releasing the debt to God. 

It's recognizing that your spouse has sinned against you, that they owe you a debt they can 
never repay—and choosing to transfer that debt from your ledger to God's. It's saying, "This 
debt is too big for me to carry and too big for you to pay. I'm giving it to the only One who 
can handle it." 

This is the heart of Jesus' parable in Matthew 18:21-35. The king forgives his servant a 
massive debt—ten thousand talents, an amount so staggering it would take multiple 
lifetimes to repay. When the servant refuses to forgive a much smaller debt owed to him, 
the king reinstates the original debt: "Should you not also have had mercy on your fellow 
slave, in the same way that I had mercy on you?" (Matthew 18:33). 

The point isn't just that we should forgive because we've been forgiven—though that's true. 
The point is that forgiveness is a transfer of debt. The king didn't pretend the debt didn't 
exist. He didn't forget about it. He didn't automatically trust the servant with more money. 
He released the servant from owing him—but the debt itself was real. 

When you forgive your spouse, you're not saying the affair doesn't matter. You're not saying 
it didn't hurt. You're not saying they don't owe you anything. You're saying, "What you owe 
me is more than you can pay. I'm releasing you from owing me—but I'm giving this debt to 
God. He'll handle it. I won't try to collect anymore." 

What This Means Practically 
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When you release the debt to God, several things happen: 

You stop trying to make your spouse pay. This doesn't mean you don't set consequences. 
It means you stop punishing them, stop throwing it in their face, stop using the affair as 
ammunition in every argument. You're not their judge—God is. 

You stop rehearsing the offense. This doesn't mean you forget. It means you stop 
replaying the affair video in your mind, stop imagining new details, stop feeding the wound. 
You remember, but you're not controlled by the memory. 

You stop demanding emotional payment. You're not constantly requiring them to grovel, 
to prove they're sorry enough, to demonstrate their remorse in ways that satisfy your need 
for justice. You've transferred that debt to God. 

You release your right to vengeance. Romans 12:19 says, "Never take your own revenge, 
beloved, but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, 'Vengeance is Mine, I will 
repay,' says the Lord." When you forgive, you're saying, "God, this is Yours to deal with. I'm 
not going to try to even the score." 

But notice what forgiveness doesn't require you to stop doing: 

• Setting boundaries 

• Requiring accountability 

• Protecting yourself 

• Verifying trustworthiness 

• Pursuing counseling 

• Maintaining consequences 

• Ending the marriage if necessary 

These aren't acts of vengeance or unforgiveness. They're acts of wisdom and self-
protection. You can release the debt to God while still building fences around your heart. 
You can choose not to punish while still refusing to be a victim. 

The Process, Not the Moment 

One of the most harmful myths about forgiveness is that it happens in a single moment—
that you pray a prayer, make a decision, and boom, you're done. Forgiven. Check that box. 
Move on. 

But trauma doesn't work that way. And therefore, forgiveness doesn't work that way either. 
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Forgiveness is a process, not a one-time event. It's a direction you're moving, not a 
destination you arrive at and never think about again. It's something you choose repeatedly, 
often daily, sometimes moment by moment, as new waves of pain and memory surface. 

Think about it this way: When Jesus told Peter to forgive "seventy times seven" (Matthew 
18:22), He wasn't talking about forgiving 490 different offenses. He was talking about 
forgiving the same offense repeatedly—because that's how forgiveness works in real life. 

You might choose to forgive the affair on Tuesday. Then on Wednesday, a song comes on 
the radio that reminds you of what you've lost, and you have to choose forgiveness again. 
On Friday, you discover another detail about the affair, and you have to choose forgiveness 
again. On Sunday, you see your spouse talking to an attractive person after church, and 
anxiety floods you, and you have to choose forgiveness again. 

This isn't a sign that you haven't really forgiven. This is what forgiveness actually looks like 
in the aftermath of trauma. 

Sarah described it perfectly: "It's like I'm choosing to let go of a rope, but the rope keeps 
landing back in my hands. I have to keep making the same choice over and over. Am I doing 
something wrong?" 

No, Sarah. You're doing exactly what forgiveness requires. Because the rope does keep 
landing back in your hands. That's the nature of betrayal trauma. Your job isn't to get rid of 
the rope forever in one heroic moment. Your job is to keep releasing it, again and again, 
until the intervals between releases get longer, the grip gets looser, and eventually you 
realize you're not holding it as tightly anymore. 

Forgiveness is progressive sanctification applied to a specific wound. 

The Layers of Forgiveness 

Forgiveness often comes in layers, and this is especially true with affair recovery. You might 
be able to forgive one aspect of the betrayal while still struggling with another. 

You might forgive your spouse before you can forgive the affair partner. You might forgive 
the affair itself before you can forgive the lies that covered it up. You might forgive the 
sexual betrayal before you can forgive the emotional abandonment. You might forgive your 
spouse before you can forgive yourself for missing the signs. 

Each layer requires its own work, its own grieving, its own choosing. And that's okay. This 
isn't a sign of spiritual weakness. It's a sign that you're dealing honestly with the complexity 
of what happened. 
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Jesus' parable of the two debtors in Luke 7:41-43 illustrates this: "A moneylender had two 
debtors: one owed five hundred denarii, and the other fifty. When they were unable to 
repay, he graciously forgave them both. So which of them will love him more?" The point is 
that forgiveness corresponds to the depth of the wound. Greater wounds require deeper 
forgiveness. 

Your spouse's betrayal isn't one wound—it's a thousand cuts, each one needing attention, 
each one needing the salve of forgiveness applied specifically to it. Don't rush this process. 
Don't let anyone tell you that because you've forgiven one aspect, you should have forgiven 
all of them. 

Forgiveness is as complex as the wound it's addressing. 

Forgiving Without Forgetting 

We've already established that forgiveness doesn't require forgetting. But let's go deeper 
into what it means to remember well—to keep the memory without letting it keep you. 

Miroslav Volf, in his profound work Exclusion and Embrace, writes: "The alternative to the 
memory of wrong suffered is not necessarily the memory erased. It can be the memory 
redeemed, the memory that has been reflected upon and interpreted in light of Christ's 
passion, the memory whose sting has been removed." 

This is the key: redeemed memory. 

Unredeemed memory is when you remember in order to nurse the wound, to justify your 
bitterness, to fuel your vengeance. The memory owns you. It defines you. It controls your 
present by constantly replaying your past. 

Redeemed memory is when you remember in order to learn, to protect, to grow. You own 
the memory—it doesn't own you. You've faced it, processed it, grieved it, and integrated it 
into your story without letting it become your whole story. 

Paul demonstrates this in Philippians 3:13-14: "Forgetting what lies behind and reaching 
forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God 
in Christ Jesus." But notice—Paul isn't saying he has amnesia about his past. Earlier in the 
same chapter, he lists everything he used to be, everything he gave up, everything he 
suffered. He remembers. But he's not defined by it. He's not controlled by it. He's reaching 
forward while acknowledging what lies behind. 

This is forgiving without forgetting: You remember the affair, but it's not the only thing you 
remember about your spouse. You remember the pain, but it's not the only thing you 
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remember about yourself. You remember the betrayal, but it's not the only thing you 
remember about your marriage. 

How to Remember Well 

Name what happened. Don't minimize it, don't spiritualize it away, don't pretend it was 
less than it was. "My spouse had an affair." Say it clearly. This isn't unforgiveness—it's truth-
telling. 

Grieve what was lost. Every affair kills something. The marriage you thought you had. The 
spouse you thought you knew. The future you imagined. Let yourself mourn. This isn't 
dwelling—it's honoring what mattered. 

Identify what you learned. What did this teach you about boundaries? About red flags? 
About your own patterns? Not to blame yourself—but to grow in wisdom. Memory serves 
protection. 

Notice your healing. Periodically, take stock: What triggers you less now than before? 
What conversations are possible now that weren't before? Where has growth occurred? 
Memory also serves hope. 

Hold it loosely. Don't clutch the memory tightly, rehearsing it constantly. But don't pretend 
it doesn't exist. Let it be part of your story without being your whole story. 

Volf continues: "I can only live in peace with my enemies if I refuse to allow the memory of 
what they have done to me to be the sole, or even the dominant, factor in my relationship to 
them." 

This is the balance: Remember without being controlled. Honor without being defined. 
Learn without being trapped. 

When Forgiveness Comes in Layers 

Tom had been working on forgiveness for six months when he hit me with an honest 
question: "I thought I had forgiven Jenny. I really did. I wasn't bitter, I wasn't punishing her, 
we were making progress. But then I found out she'd lied about how many times she met 
with him. And now I feel like I'm back at square one. Did I not really forgive her the first 
time?" 

No, Tom. You did forgive her—for what you knew at the time. 

But betrayal is an onion. Each layer of discovery requires its own forgiveness. Each new 
revelation reopens the wound, not because your previous forgiveness was inadequate, but 
because you're dealing with new information, new pain, new betrayal. 
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This is especially true with affairs because trickle truth is so common. The unfaithful 
spouse rarely tells everything at once. Sometimes it's because they're protecting 
themselves. Sometimes it's because they've compartmentalized so thoroughly they 
genuinely don't remember all the details. Sometimes it's because they're testing the 
waters—if you can handle this much truth, maybe they'll tell you more. 

Whatever the reason, each new disclosure requires new forgiveness. 

And here's what makes it harder: Each revelation damages trust not just because of the 
original betrayal, but because of the ongoing deception. You're not just forgiving the affair 
anymore—you're forgiving the cover-up, the minimization, the continued lying. 

This is why full disclosure is so critical. (We'll address this more in Chapter 17.) But for now, 
understand this: If you're struggling with forgiveness because new information keeps 
surfacing, that doesn't mean you haven't forgiven. It means you're forgiving repeatedly, as 
the full scope of the betrayal comes to light. 

The Timeline of Layer-by-Layer Forgiveness 

In the immediate aftermath of discovery, you're forgiving the massive, global offense: "My 
spouse cheated on me." This is the big-picture forgiveness, the choice to release the overall 
debt. 

As weeks pass, you begin forgiving specific details: the places they went, the things they 
said, the times they chose the affair partner over you. Each detail is its own small betrayal 
requiring its own release. 

As months pass, you're forgiving the impact: the trust that was destroyed, the security that 
was shattered, the innocence that was lost. These are deeper wounds that couldn't even 
be accessed until the initial shock wore off. 

As years pass (yes, years), you're forgiving the ripples: how the affair changed your 
relationship with your kids, your in-laws, your church community. How it affected your 
career, your finances, your health. These are the long-tail consequences that keep 
revealing themselves. 

This isn't a failure to forgive adequately the first time. This is the nature of deep betrayal—it 
has roots that go deeper than you first realized, branches that extend farther than you first 
saw. 

Don't let anyone shame you for needing to forgive repeatedly. That's not weakness. That's 
what it looks like to keep choosing grace in the face of ongoing revelation. 

Releasing Bitterness Without Releasing Consequences 
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This might be the most nuanced aspect of forgiveness, and it's where many Christians get 
confused. They believe that if they're truly forgiving, they shouldn't maintain boundaries, 
shouldn't require consequences, shouldn't protect themselves. They equate forgiveness 
with foolishness, as if grace means becoming a doormat. 

But that's not what Scripture teaches. 

Ephesians 4:31-32 says, "Let all bitterness and wrath and anger and clamor and slander be 
put away from you, along with all malice. Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving 
each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you." 

Notice what needs to be "put away": bitterness, wrath, anger, clamor, slander, malice. 
These are internal heart attitudes and external expressions of vengeance. These are the 
things that poison us from the inside out. 

But nowhere does Paul say to put away wisdom, discernment, boundaries, or 
consequences. 

You can release bitterness while maintaining boundaries. You can choose tenderness while 
requiring accountability. You can forgive while still protecting yourself. 

The key is in your heart posture. Ask yourself: 

Am I setting this consequence to punish or to protect? Punishment seeks to inflict pain 
in return for pain inflicted. Protection seeks to create safety while healing occurs. One is 
motivated by vengeance; the other by wisdom. 

Am I requiring accountability to control or to verify? Control says, "I need to know every 
detail of your life because I don't trust you and never will." Verification says, "I need to see 
patterns of trustworthiness over time before trust can be rebuilt." One is rooted in fear; the 
other in prudence. 

Am I maintaining distance to wound or to heal? Wounding distance says, "I'm going to 
make you feel the loneliness I felt when you abandoned me for the affair partner." Healing 
distance says, "I need space to process, to think, to determine next steps without being 
overwhelmed by your presence." One seeks revenge; the other seeks clarity. 

The difference isn't always in the action—it's in the heart behind the action. 

Two betrayed spouses might both ask their unfaithful spouses to move out for a season. 
One does it out of bitterness, wanting them to suffer, hoping to wound them the way they've 
been wounded. The other does it out of wisdom, needing space to think without constant 
triggers, creating room for genuine healing to begin. 
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Same action. Different hearts. One is unforgiveness. The other is self-protection within the 
context of forgiveness. 

How to Check Your Heart 

This is where brutal honesty with yourself becomes essential. Forgiveness isn't just about 
your actions—it's about your heart. And hearts are deceitfully wicked (Jeremiah 17:9), 
expert at justifying themselves, skilled at disguising bitterness as boundaries. 

So how do you know if you're releasing bitterness or just dressing up vengeance in spiritual 
language? 

The prayer test: Can you genuinely pray for your spouse's good? Not just their repentance 
(which serves you), but their wholeness, their healing, their growth—even if that growth 
happens apart from you? If you find yourself hoping they suffer, hoping they fail, hoping 
they experience consequences that wound them, that's a flag that bitterness still has a 
grip. 

The "what if they heal" test: If your spouse genuinely repented, did the work, became truly 
trustworthy—would you be glad? Or would you resent it because their healing doesn't undo 
your pain? Bitterness needs them to stay broken. Forgiveness can celebrate their healing 
even while acknowledging your own wounds. 

The third-party test: If your best friend came to you with the same situation and asked for 
advice, would you counsel them to take the same actions you're taking? Or would you see 
your actions as excessive, punitive, designed more to wound than to protect? Sometimes 
we give better advice to others than we give to ourselves. 

The peace test: Do you have peace about your boundaries and consequences, or are you 
tormented by them? Peace doesn't mean absence of pain—it means you sense God's 
affirmation that you're walking in wisdom. Bitterness is restless, constantly needing to 
adjust the punishment. Wisdom is steady, maintaining necessary protection without 
needing to constantly add more. 

None of these tests are perfect. Our hearts are complex, and we can have mixed motives. 
But they can help you discern whether you're protecting yourself wisely or punishing your 
spouse bitterly. 

When Consequences Are Merciful 

Here's a truth that might surprise you: Sometimes consequences are the most loving thing 
you can offer your unrepentant spouse. 
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Proverbs 19:19 says, "A man of great anger will bear the penalty, for if you rescue him, you 
will only have to do it again." In other words, shielding someone from consequences 
doesn't help them—it enables them. It allows them to continue in destructive patterns 
without facing reality. 

When you maintain consequences, when you refuse to absorb all the pain, when you set 
boundaries that require your spouse to face what they've done—you're actually giving them 
an opportunity to grow, to change, to become the person God created them to be. 

This is especially true if your spouse is unrepentant, minimizing, or continuing in patterns 
of deception. Your natural instinct might be to fight harder, to control more, to punish more 
severely. But sometimes the most powerful thing you can do is step back and let 
consequences do their work. 

You can say: "I forgive you for what you've done. I release you from owing me. But I'm not 
going to shield you from the natural results of your choices. If you lose your reputation, 
that's a consequence. If our friends distance themselves, that's a consequence. If our 
marriage ends, that's a consequence. I'm not inflicting these things on you—they're the 
natural result of your actions. And maybe, just maybe, these consequences will be what 
finally breaks through your denial and leads you to genuine repentance." 

That's not bitterness. That's not vengeance. That's love tough enough to let reality be the 
teacher. 

Living in the Tension 

Colossians 3:13 instructs us: "Bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever 
has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you." 

Notice the phrase "bearing with one another." The Greek word there is anechomenoi—it 
means to hold up, to endure, to put up with. It acknowledges that forgiveness doesn't 
instantly remove all difficulty. There's a tension we must live in: we forgive, but we're still 
wounded. We release the debt, but we're still processing the pain. We choose grace, but 
we're still building boundaries. 

This is the messy middle of forgiveness. 

You wake up some mornings and feel like you've made real progress. You're able to look at 
your spouse without immediate pain. You can talk about the affair without dissolving. You 
sense healing happening. 
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Then you wake up other mornings and feel like you're back at day one. The triggers are 
everywhere. The pain is fresh. The anger resurfaces. And you wonder if you've made any 
progress at all. 

Both of those mornings are real. Both are part of the process. Forgiveness isn't linear—it's 
cyclical, like a spiral staircase. You pass the same points over and over, but at slightly 
higher elevations. You're making progress even when it doesn't feel like it. 

The question isn't "Have I forgiven perfectly?" The question is "Am I committed to the 
direction of forgiveness even when it's difficult?" 

When Forgiveness Feels Impossible 

Some days, forgiveness feels utterly impossible. The wound is too deep, the betrayal too 
great, the pain too raw. On those days, it's okay to be honest with God. 

"I can't forgive today, Father. This is too much. I want to, but I can't." 

That honesty doesn't disqualify you from grace. It positions you to receive it. Because 
forgiveness isn't ultimately something you generate from your own willpower—it's 
something God works in you as you stay connected to Him. 

Remember the father in Mark 9:24, desperate for Jesus to heal his son: "I do believe; help 
my unbelief!" That's the prayer of someone caught in tension, holding both faith and doubt 
simultaneously. And Jesus didn't rebuke him—He healed his son. 

You can pray: "Father, I want to forgive. Help my unforgiveness." 

And He will. Not all at once, not in a single moment of spiritual heroism, but slowly, 
progressively, as you keep bringing your pain to Him, keep choosing to release what you 
can release, keep refusing to let bitterness take root even when anger is justified. 

Forgiveness isn't a destination you arrive at and never think about again. It's a direction 
you're moving, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, sometimes feeling like you're moving 
backwards. But as long as you're committed to releasing the debt rather than collecting it, 
you're walking in forgiveness. 

What Forgiveness Looks Like in Practice 

So what does all this look like in real life? How do you practice forgiveness while 
maintaining boundaries, release bitterness while keeping consequences, and move toward 
healing without denying reality? 

Here are some practical ways to live out forgiveness in the aftermath of an affair: 
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You stop throwing it in their face. When you're upset about something unrelated, you 
don't bring up the affair as ammunition. When you're in an argument, you don't use their 
betrayal as a trump card. This doesn't mean you never discuss the affair—it means you 
don't weaponize it. 

You allow space for their genuine remorse. When your spouse shows real repentance—
not just performing sorry, but actually demonstrating change—you acknowledge it. You 
don't require them to grovel forever or prove their sorrow in increasingly dramatic ways. 
Forgiveness creates space for their transformation. 

You release the need for them to hurt as much as you hurt. You stop keeping score: "I 
felt this much pain, so you need to feel at least this much pain for it to be fair." You 
recognize that evening the score is impossible and not your job. 

You pray for them. Not just "God, make them repent" prayers that serve your agenda, but 
genuine prayers for their wellbeing, their healing, their growth. This is hard. It might be one 
of the hardest parts of forgiveness. But it's also one of the most transformative. 

You refuse to campaign against them. You don't spend your energy trying to turn people 
against them, damage their reputation, or ensure everyone knows what they did. You 
protect your own story by being honest with safe people, but you're not on a mission to 
destroy them. 

You hold your boundaries without guilt. You recognize that forgiveness and boundaries 
coexist. You don't apologize for protecting yourself, don't feel guilty for requiring 
verification, don't back down from consequences just because you've chosen to forgive. 

You allow for the possibility of transformation. You don't lock your spouse into the worst 
version of themselves. You don't assume they can never change. You hold space for the 
possibility that real repentance, real healing, real transformation might occur—even while 
you protect yourself and verify trustworthiness. 

You check your heart regularly. You keep asking yourself: Am I protecting or punishing? 
Am I setting boundaries out of wisdom or vengeance? Is bitterness creeping in? You stay 
vigilant, aware that your heart can shift from forgiveness to bitterness without you realizing 
it. 

You give yourself grace when you struggle. On the days when forgiveness feels 
impossible, when bitterness resurfaces, when you find yourself wanting them to suffer—
you don't condemn yourself. You acknowledge the struggle, bring it to God, and keep 
choosing the direction of forgiveness even when you don't feel it. 
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This is what lived forgiveness looks like. It's messy, imperfect, ongoing. It's not a one-time 
decision but a daily practice. And it's possible—not because you're strong enough, but 
because God is faithful enough to work in you what you cannot produce on your own. 

The Freedom of Forgiveness 

Here's what many people don't realize until they've walked the path: forgiveness isn't 
primarily for your spouse. It's for you. 

When you refuse to forgive, when you clutch the debt tightly and try to collect payment 
yourself, you're not primarily hurting them—you're hurting you. Bitterness is a prison, and 
you're the one locked inside. 

But when you choose to release the debt to God, when you stop trying to be judge and jury, 
when you hand over the ledger—you're the one who goes free. 

Volf writes: "To remember wrongdoing is to struggle against it; to remember rightly the 
wrongdoing suffered is the ground on which the struggle for truth and justice takes root. Yet 
as the one who remembers I will also be given a choice. I can remember as I must, but I can 
also forgive, giving up the possible claim to vengeance... The past may have wounded me, 
but it need not bind me." 

The past may have wounded you. The affair happened. The betrayal was real. The pain was 
justified. But it need not bind you. 

You can remember without being controlled. You can grieve without being consumed. You 
can protect yourself without being defined by what was done to you. 

This is the freedom of forgiveness: You're no longer chained to your spouse's choices. 
You're no longer dependent on their repentance for your healing. You're no longer waiting 
for justice from them before you can experience peace. 

Does this mean the pain disappears? No. Does it mean trust is automatically restored? No. 
Does it mean the marriage is guaranteed to survive? No. 

But it means you can breathe again. You can sleep again. You can experience moments of 
joy again. You can look toward a future that isn't entirely defined by what happened in the 
past. 

And that's not nothing. That's everything. 

Conclusion: The Long Obedience 
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Forgiveness after an affair isn't a moment of spiritual heroism. It's a long obedience in the 
same direction—choosing, again and again, to release what you cannot change to the One 
who can handle it. 

Some days you'll feel victorious. Other days you'll feel defeated. Most days you'll feel 
somewhere in between—making slow, imperceptible progress that you won't recognize 
until you look back months or years later and realize how far you've come. 

That's okay. That's normal. That's what forgiveness actually looks like in real life. 

Remember: You're not required to forgive in order to trust, in order to reconcile, in order to 
forget, or in order to remove all consequences. You're only required to release the debt to 
God and refuse to let bitterness take root in your heart. 

Everything else—the rebuilding of trust, the possibility of reconciliation, the healing of 
memory, the restoration of relationship—those are separate processes that may or may not 
happen depending on countless other factors. 

But forgiveness? That's yours to give, regardless of what your spouse does or doesn't do. 
And when you give it—not all at once in a moment of heroic faith, but gradually, repeatedly, 
stubbornly, over time—you're choosing freedom over bondage, healing over harm, and the 
hard grace that sets both of you free. 

Matthew 18:21-35 ends with a sobering warning: the servant who was forgiven much but 
refused to forgive others was turned over to the torturers until he repaid all he owed. The 
application isn't about God's forgiveness being revoked—it's about the torture of 
unforgiveness itself. When you refuse to release the debt, you torture yourself. You live in 
the prison of bitterness, replaying the offense, nursing the wound, feeding the anger. 

But you have the key to that prison. It's called forgiveness. And every time you choose it—
every time you release the debt one more time, every time you refuse to let bitterness take 
root, every time you hand the ledger to God instead of trying to collect payment yourself—
you're unlocking another chain, opening another door, stepping one step closer to 
freedom. 

The journey is long. The process is difficult. The pain is real. 

But so is the freedom on the other side. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Which myth about forgiveness has caused you the most confusion or guilt? 
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2. Are you confusing forgiveness with trust? With reconciliation? With removing 
consequences? 

3. What debt are you trying to collect from your spouse that needs to be released to 
God? 

4. Are your boundaries motivated by protection or punishment? How can you tell? 

5. What layer of forgiveness are you currently working on? What additional layers might 
still need to be addressed? 

6. What does "releasing bitterness without releasing consequences" look like 
specifically in your situation? 

7. Can you genuinely pray for your spouse's wellbeing, even if that healing happens 
apart from you? 

8. What would it look like to remember rightly—to hold the memory without being 
controlled by it? 

9. Where have you experienced freedom as a result of forgiveness, even if incomplete? 

10. What would it look like to give yourself grace on the days when forgiveness feels 
impossible? 

 

Prayer 

Father, 

This is so hard. The debt is so large, and the pain is so deep. I want to forgive, but some days 
I can't. Help my unforgiveness. 

Teach me to release what I cannot carry and what my spouse cannot repay. Teach me to 
transfer the ledger to You and trust You to handle what I cannot. 

Help me to remember without being controlled. To protect without punishing. To set 
boundaries without bitterness. To grieve without being consumed. 

On the days when forgiveness feels impossible, sustain me. On the days when bitterness 
resurfaces, redirect me. On the days when I'm tempted to collect payment myself, remind 
me that You alone are the righteous Judge. 

Give me the long obedience—the strength to keep choosing forgiveness, again and again, 
even when it feels like I'm making no progress. 
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And ultimately, Father, give me the freedom that forgiveness brings. Freedom from the 
prison of bitterness. Freedom from the torture of unforgiveness. Freedom to heal, to 
breathe, to live again. 

I can't do this on my own. But with You, even this impossibility becomes possible. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

Miroslav Volf Quote: 

"The alternative to the memory of wrong suffered is not necessarily the memory erased. It 
can be the memory redeemed, the memory that has been reflected upon and interpreted in 
light of Christ's passion, the memory whose sting has been removed. Yet the sting cannot 
be removed simply by an act of will—by deciding to see things differently—any more than 
the will alone can transform a painful bodily memory. Both need the right kind of distance, a 
way to step outside one's own skin and see not just with different eyes, but as a different 
person... To remember wrongdoing is to struggle against it; to remember rightly the 
wrongdoing suffered is the ground on which the struggle for truth and justice takes root. Yet 
as the one who remembers I will also be given a choice. I can remember as I must, but I can 
also forgive, giving up the possible claim to vengeance." 

— Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness, 
and Reconciliation 
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PART FIVE: REBUILDING A DIFFERENT MARRIAGE 

Not Restoration, But New Creation 

 

Chapter 17: The Marriage You're Building Won't Look Like the Old One 

"Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, 
new things have come." (2 Corinthians 5:17, NASB) 

 

Mark and Sarah sat in my office nine months after discovery day, and something had 
shifted. The raw anguish had softened into something more settled—not healed, exactly, 
but different. They were talking about their marriage in ways they hadn't before. Making 
decisions together. Setting boundaries. Having difficult conversations. 

But Sarah looked troubled. 

"I keep waiting to feel like we're getting back to normal," she said. "Like we're returning to 
the marriage we had before. But the more we work on this, the more I realize—that 
marriage is gone. It died. We can't go back to it." 

She looked at me, tears forming. "Is that a bad thing? Should I be fighting to get that back?" 

"No," I said gently. "That's not a bad thing. That's the most important realization you can 
have right now." 

Mark looked confused. "But isn't the whole point of this to restore our marriage? To get 
back what the affair destroyed?" 

"No," I said again. "The point isn't restoration. It's new creation. You're not trying to resurrect 
a corpse. You're trying to build something that's never existed before—a marriage based on 
truth instead of illusion, on reality instead of fantasy, on conscious choice instead of 
unconscious patterns." 

The relief on Sarah's face was immediate. "So I'm not crazy for feeling like I can't go back?" 

"You're not crazy. You're awake. And that's the first step toward building something real." 

The Grief of What's Lost 

Before we can talk about building something new, we have to grieve what's gone. This is 
essential. If you skip this step—if you rush past the grief trying to get to the "good part" of 
rebuilding—you'll carry that unprocessed loss into the new marriage you're trying to build. 
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And here's what you need to grieve: the marriage you thought you had. 

Not the marriage you actually had—because in many ways, that marriage was built on 
illusion, denial, unspoken patterns, and dynamics that ultimately led to the affair. But the 
marriage you believed you had, the one you experienced from your perspective, the one 
that felt safe and secure even if it wasn't—that marriage is dead. 

You can't unknow what you now know. You can't unsee what you've now seen. You can't 
return to the innocence you had before. 

The marriage where you trusted without question—gone. The marriage where you felt 
secure in your spouse's fidelity—gone. The marriage where you believed you knew who you 
were married to—gone. The marriage where affair seemed impossible—gone. 

This is a massive loss. And it deserves to be mourned. 

Isaiah 43:18 says, "Do not call to mind the former things, or ponder things of the past." But 
notice verse 19: "Behold, I will do something new." You can't embrace the new until you've 
properly grieved the old. The instruction not to dwell on former things isn't about skipping 
grief—it's about not getting stuck there. 

So give yourself permission to grieve: 

Grieve the trust that's been shattered. Grieve the security that's been destroyed. Grieve the 
innocence that's been lost. Grieve the future you imagined that will never happen. Grieve 
the spouse you thought you married. Grieve the marriage you thought you were protecting. 

This grief is real, and it's necessary. You're not being dramatic. You're not being weak. You're 
acknowledging that something died, and death deserves mourning. 

Why You Can't Go Back 

"But why can't we just fix what was broken and go back?" Mark asked. "Why does it have to 
be completely new?" 

Because the old marriage had fault lines you couldn't see. Cracks in the foundation you 
didn't know were there. Patterns and dynamics that made space for the affair to happen. 

I'm not saying you caused the affair—your spouse made that choice, and that choice was 
wrong. But the marriage you're grieving wasn't as healthy as you thought it was. If it had 
been, the affair wouldn't have found the space to grow. 

Think about these questions: 
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Communication: Were you really talking about what mattered, or were you having surface 
conversations that avoided difficult topics? Were there things you didn't say because it 
seemed easier to keep the peace? 

Intimacy: Were you truly intimate—emotionally, spiritually, physically—or had you settled 
into routines that felt intimate but weren't actually connecting? Had you stopped pursuing 
each other? 

Conflict: Did you have healthy ways to address disagreements, or did you avoid conflict 
altogether? Did one person's feelings get prioritized while the other stuffed theirs down? 

Growth: Were you both growing, individually and together, or had the marriage become 
stagnant? Had you stopped being curious about each other? 

Truth-telling: Could you be completely honest with each other, or were there things you 
learned to hide because honesty felt dangerous? Did you edit yourself to keep the peace? 

Vulnerability: Could you show your spouse your weaknesses, failures, and fears, or did you 
feel like you had to maintain an image? Was there space for both of you to be fully human? 

For most couples, answering these questions honestly reveals that the old marriage—the 
one you're grieving—wasn't as solid as it seemed. It was comfortable, perhaps. Familiar, 
certainly. But not necessarily healthy. 

And here's the hard truth: you can't rebuild on that same foundation. If you try to recreate 
the marriage you had before, you'll just recreate the conditions that allowed the affair to 
happen. 

You have to build something different. 

The Illusion We All Carry 

Every marriage operates on some level of illusion—shared assumptions, unspoken 
agreements, idealized images of each other that don't quite match reality. Some of these 
illusions are harmless, even helpful. But others are dangerous. 

Before the affair, you likely believed certain illusions: 

"My spouse would never do this to me." "Our marriage is strong enough that affair isn't a 
risk." "I know my spouse completely." "We're on the same page about fidelity and 
commitment." "If there were problems, we'd talk about them." 

These weren't necessarily lies you told yourself. They were assumptions you made based 
on incomplete information. But the affair shattered every one of them. 
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And you can't put those illusions back together. Nor should you. 

Richard Rohr writes: "We don't think ourselves into new ways of living, we live ourselves 
into new ways of thinking." The affair forced you into a new way of living—one where you 
can't assume, can't take for granted, can't rely on illusions. And that new way of living will 
eventually lead to a new way of thinking about marriage itself. 

This is disorienting. It's painful. But it's also an opportunity. 

Because a marriage built on truth, even uncomfortable truth, is stronger than a marriage 
built on comforting illusions. 

Accepting You Can't Go Back 

So how do you accept this? How do you let go of the marriage you thought you had and 
embrace the reality that you're building something entirely new? 

First, you acknowledge the grief. You don't rush past it. You don't spiritualize it away with 
"God is doing something new" platitudes before you've properly mourned what's lost. 

You say it out loud: "The marriage I thought I had is gone. I can't go back to it. That door is 
closed." 

This might feel like defeat. It might feel like the affair won, like the betrayal gets the final 
word. But it's not defeat—it's acceptance. And acceptance is the doorway to healing. 

Second, you recognize that going back isn't actually what you want—even if it feels like it is. 

Mark eventually realized this. "I kept saying I wanted our old marriage back," he told me. 
"But when I really thought about it, I didn't want the marriage where I was so checked out I 
didn't notice my wife was dying inside. I didn't want the marriage where we had surface 
conversations but never really connected. I didn't want the marriage where I took her for 
granted because I assumed she'd always be there. That marriage led to the affair. Why 
would I want to go back to that?" 

You're not actually grieving the loss of the real marriage—you're grieving the loss of the 
fantasy. The marriage you thought you had was better in your memory than it was in reality. 
And that's okay. Grieve it. But don't idealize it. 

Third, you remind yourself that new doesn't mean worse. In fact, new might mean better—if 
you're willing to do the work. 

The marriage you're building now can be: 

• More honest than the old one 
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• More connected than the old one 

• More resilient than the old one 

• More intentional than the old one 

• More intimate than the old one 

Not less. Not inferior. Different—and potentially better. 

This requires a mindset shift. Instead of "We lost what we had and now we're settling for 
less," you move toward "We're building something we've never had before—something 
more real, more true, more durable." 

The Gift of Starting Over With Knowledge 

Here's something I say to every couple in affair recovery, and it's almost always met with 
surprise: You're in a better position now than you were on your wedding day. 

"How can that possibly be true?" Sarah asked, incredulous. "We're broken. We've betrayed 
each other. We're starting from a place of devastation." 

"Yes," I said. "But you're also starting with something you didn't have on your wedding day: 
knowledge. You know each other in ways you didn't before—the good, the bad, and the 
ugly. You know what your marriage can survive. You know what patterns need to change. 
You know what you're actually committing to instead of what you hoped it would be." 

On your wedding day, you committed to a person you thought you knew, to a marriage you 
imagined, to a future you hoped for. It was a commitment made in idealism and optimism 
and, yes, a certain amount of illusion. 

If you choose to rebuild now, you're committing to the person you actually married—not 
who you thought they were, but who they've proven to be, warts and all. You're committing 
to the marriage that actually exists, not the fantasy you imagined. You're committing to the 
hard work of building something real instead of coasting on the momentum of romantic 
illusion. 

This is a more informed commitment. A more mature commitment. A more realistic 
commitment. 

And paradoxically, it's a stronger foundation than you had before. 

What You Know Now That You Didn't Know Then 
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You know your spouse is capable of profound selfishness and devastating choice. You've 
seen the worst of them. If you choose to stay, you're choosing them anyway—not despite 
knowing this, but with this knowledge. 

You know you're capable of surviving what you thought would destroy you. You've walked 
through fire and you're still standing. You're stronger than you thought you were. 

You know the patterns that don't work. The ways you've communicated (or failed to 
communicate), the ways you've avoided conflict, the ways you've taken each other for 
granted—all of it has been exposed. You can't pretend anymore. 

You know what actually matters. Affairs have a way of burning away the trivial and exposing 
what's essential. You know now what you're willing to fight for and what isn't worth the 
energy. 

You know the cost of broken trust. Both of you—the betrayed and the betrayer—have lived 
in the aftermath of shattered trust. You know what it costs to break it and what it costs to 
rebuild it. 

You know you can't do this alone. Whatever self-sufficient independence you had before 
has been demolished. You need help—from each other, from counselors, from community, 
from God. And admitting that is a gift, not a weakness. 

This knowledge is painful. But it's also powerful. You're building now with eyes wide open 
instead of shut tight in romantic fantasy. 

Why Informed Commitment Is Stronger 

Young couples getting married operate on hope and optimism. They look at each other 
through rose-colored glasses and make promises based on who they hope they'll be, who 
they imagine the other person is, what they dream their marriage will become. 

There's something beautiful about that innocence. But there's also something fragile about 
it. 

Because when reality doesn't match the fantasy—when your spouse turns out to be more 
flawed than you imagined, when marriage turns out to be harder than you expected, when 
life throws challenges you didn't anticipate—that fantasy-based commitment can crumble. 

But a commitment made in the aftermath of an affair? That's not based on fantasy. That's 
based on brutal reality. You've seen each other at your worst. You know the pain you're 
capable of inflicting on each other. You know how hard this is going to be. 
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And if you choose to stay, to rebuild, to commit again—you're doing it with full knowledge of 
what you're committing to. 

That's not naivety. That's not denial. That's not clinging to illusion. That's choosing with your 
eyes wide open. And that kind of commitment—the kind that says "I know exactly who you 
are and what you've done, and I'm choosing you anyway"—that's a foundation that can 
bear weight. 

2 Corinthians 5:17 says, "Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature; the old 
things passed away; behold, new things have come." Notice it doesn't say the old things are 
erased, forgotten, or pretended away. It says they passed away—they were real, they 
happened, but they're in the past now. And something new has come. 

That's what you're building: a new marriage. Not a restored version of the old one. A 
genuinely new creation. 

New Patterns, New Communication, New Intimacy 

So what does this new marriage actually look like? What are you building, and how is it 
different from what you had before? 

New Patterns 

The old marriage operated on autopilot. You had routines, habits, patterns that repeated 
themselves without conscious thought. Some of those patterns were good. Many were 
neutral. But some were destructive—and you didn't see them until the affair exposed them. 

The new marriage requires intentionality. You can't coast anymore. You can't assume. You 
can't let patterns repeat themselves just because "that's how we've always done it." 

This means: 

You schedule time to connect. In the old marriage, you might have believed you'd 
naturally make time for each other. The new marriage recognizes that connection doesn't 
just happen—it has to be protected, prioritized, scheduled. 

You check in regularly. "How are you? How are we? What do you need? What's working? 
What's not?" These aren't questions you ask once and forget. They're ongoing 
conversations that keep you connected to each other's reality. 

You identify triggers and talk about them. In the old marriage, you might have avoided 
difficult topics. The new marriage faces them head-on. "When you do X, it reminds me of 
the affair and I feel Y. Can we talk about that?" 
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You don't let resentment build. In the old marriage, small frustrations accumulated into 
large resentments. The new marriage addresses issues when they're small, before they 
metastasize into something bigger. 

You celebrate progress. The new marriage doesn't take growth for granted. When you have 
a difficult conversation well, you acknowledge it. When you handle a trigger effectively, you 
celebrate it. When you choose connection over avoidance, you notice it. 

These new patterns require energy. They require attention. They require both of you 
showing up consciously instead of drifting unconsciously. 

But that's what makes them sustainable. They're not autopilot patterns that run until they 
crash. They're intentional patterns that you adjust and refine as you grow. 

New Communication 

The old marriage probably had one of two communication problems: too much surface 
conversation with no depth, or too much conflict with no resolution. 

Either way, something wasn't working. You weren't really hearing each other. You weren't 
really being heard. 

The new marriage requires a completely different communication style: 

Radical honesty. Not brutal honesty that wounds for the sake of "being truthful." Radical 
honesty that tells the truth even when it's uncomfortable, that admits needs even when it 
feels vulnerable, that names fears even when it seems weak. 

Sarah learned to say: "I need reassurance right now. I'm not accusing you of anything, but 
I'm feeling insecure and I need to hear that you're still committed to this." That level of 
vulnerability would have felt impossible in the old marriage. 

Mark learned to say: "I resented you for years, and I never told you. I let that resentment 
build until I was so disconnected I was vulnerable to an affair. That was my responsibility, 
but I need you to know the dynamic that contributed to my choices." That level of honesty 
would have felt too risky in the old marriage. 

Active listening. Not waiting for your turn to talk. Not formulating your defense while your 
spouse is speaking. Actually listening—hearing what they're saying, feeling what they're 
feeling, entering into their experience even when it's painful. 

This means putting down your phone when they're talking. Making eye contact. Asking 
clarifying questions. Reflecting back what you heard: "What I'm hearing is... Is that right?" 
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Speaking from "I" instead of "You." Instead of "You never listen to me," it's "I feel unheard 
when we have these conversations." Instead of "You're so defensive," it's "I'm having trouble 
getting through right now and I don't know what to do." 

This removes blame from the equation and allows for honest sharing without it feeling like 
an attack. 

Naming emotions clearly. Not "I'm fine" when you're not. Not "It doesn't matter" when it 
does. Saying "I'm hurt," "I'm angry," "I'm scared," "I'm hopeful"—and meaning it. 

Pursuing understanding over being right. The old marriage might have turned every 
disagreement into a battle to win. The new marriage recognizes that understanding each 
other is more important than proving your point. 

This doesn't mean you don't disagree. It means when you disagree, you're trying to 
understand why you're seeing things differently, what each person needs, and how you can 
find a way forward together—not who's right and who's wrong. 

Having the hard conversations. About sex. About money. About in-laws. About parenting. 
About fears. About needs. About the affair. The old marriage might have avoided these 
conversations because they were uncomfortable. The new marriage has them because 
avoiding them is more dangerous than having them. 

This kind of communication doesn't come naturally. It has to be learned, practiced, refined. 
You'll mess it up regularly. You'll revert to old patterns when stressed. That's normal. 

But over time, as you practice this new way of communicating, it becomes your new 
normal. And you realize you're actually connecting in ways you never did before. 

New Intimacy 

Intimacy in the old marriage might have been primarily physical, or worse, might have 
faded into roommate status. You were married, but were you actually intimate? 

The new marriage recognizes that intimacy has multiple dimensions, and all of them need 
attention: 

Emotional intimacy: Sharing your inner world with each other. Your fears, hopes, dreams, 
wounds. Not just what you did today, but how you feel about your life, your marriage, your 
self. 

This was often the first casualty in the marriage before the affair. You stopped sharing 
emotionally because it didn't feel safe, or because you were both too busy, or because 
you'd forgotten how. 
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The new marriage reclaims this. You create space to be emotionally vulnerable with each 
other—not just in crisis, but regularly. 

Intellectual intimacy: Engaging each other's minds. Discussing ideas, sharing what you're 
learning, challenging each other's thinking. Treating your spouse as an interesting person 
whose perspective matters, not just as a co-parent or co-manager of the household. 

Spiritual intimacy: Sharing your faith journey with each other. Praying together, not just at 
meals but actually interceding for each other. Discussing what you're learning about God, 
how you're growing, where you're struggling spiritually. 

This one often feels the most awkward, especially for couples who never prioritized it 
before. But it's also one of the most powerful. When you can be spiritually vulnerable with 
each other—admitting doubts, sharing insights, praying honestly—you connect at a level 
that transcends the physical. 

Physical intimacy: Sex in the new marriage is different. It can't be mechanical or routine. It 
can't be something you do out of obligation or because it's been a while. 

For the betrayed spouse, physical intimacy after an affair is complicated. Your body might 
respond while your mind rebels. You might want connection while simultaneously feeling 
triggered. You might need to talk during sex, to be reassured, to process what you're feeling. 

That's okay. Physical intimacy in the new marriage has to be honest—about what you're 
feeling, what you need, what's difficult. It might be slower to rebuild. It might look different 
than it did before. But it can also become more meaningful than it ever was. 

Recreational intimacy: Playing together. Laughing together. Doing things you both enjoy 
just because you enjoy them, not because they're productive or necessary. 

Affairs often happen when couples stop enjoying each other. When marriage becomes all 
responsibility and no pleasure. When you're co-parents and co-managers but no longer 
companions. 

The new marriage reclaims fun. You date each other again—not to recreate the early 
romance, but to remember that you actually like each other, that being together can be 
enjoyable, that marriage isn't just hard work. 

This multidimensional intimacy takes effort. It doesn't just happen because you're married 
or because you're "working on things." You have to create space for it, protect it, pursue it. 

But when you do, you discover that you're building something deeper than what you had 
before—a marriage where you're actually known, actually seen, actually connected. 
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What You're Building On Now: Truth Instead of Illusion 

The most significant difference between the old marriage and the new one is the 
foundation. 

The old marriage was built on assumptions, illusions, and unspoken agreements. You 
assumed you knew what your spouse was thinking. You created an idealized image of who 
they were. You operated on unspoken rules about what you could and couldn't say, what 
you could and couldn't need. 

That foundation was comfortable. But it was unstable. And when pressure came—when life 
got hard, when needs went unmet, when temptation presented itself—that foundation 
cracked. 

The new marriage is built on truth. Not comfortable truth. Not convenient truth. Sometimes 
not even kind truth. But truth. 

You know who you actually married—not who you hoped they were. You know what your 
marriage actually is—not what you pretended it was. You know what you're both capable 
of—the good and the bad. 

This is a much more solid foundation. 

Building on Reality 

Jesus told the parable of the wise man who built his house on rock and the foolish man who 
built on sand (Matthew 7:24-27). When the storms came, the house on rock stood. The 
house on sand collapsed. 

The affair was the storm. And it revealed what your marriage was built on. If it was built on 
illusion—on unspoken expectations, idealized images, surface connection—it collapsed. 
Or at least, it would have collapsed if you hadn't intervened. 

Now you're rebuilding. And you have a choice: you can try to rebuild on the same sandy 
foundation, hoping the storms won't come again. Or you can dig deeper, find rock, and 
build on something solid. 

That rock is truth. 

Truth about who you both are. Truth about what your marriage actually needs. Truth about 
the patterns that don't work. Truth about the pain you've caused each other. Truth about 
the grace you need to extend. Truth about what you're actually committing to. 

Building on truth is harder than building on illusion. Truth is uncomfortable. It's not 
flattering. It requires you to acknowledge things you'd rather ignore. 
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But truth is load-bearing. It can hold the weight of real life. It doesn't crumble when 
pressure comes. 

The Freedom of Truth 

There's something profoundly liberating about a marriage built on truth instead of illusion. 

You don't have to pretend anymore. You don't have to maintain an image. You don't have to 
hide your weaknesses. You don't have to edit yourself constantly. 

You can just be—fully human, fully flawed, fully yourself—and be accepted anyway. Not 
because your spouse doesn't see your flaws, but because they do see them and they're 
choosing you anyway. 

Jesus said, "You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free" (John 8:32). That 
doesn't just apply to theological truth. It applies to relational truth. 

When you can be fully known and fully loved—not despite being known, but because of 
being known—that's freedom. That's the intimacy the old marriage promised but couldn't 
deliver because it was built on illusion instead of truth. 

Sarah described it this way: "I used to think I had to be the perfect wife—never needy, never 
angry, never struggling. And I thought Mark had to be the perfect husband—always strong, 
always stable, always available. The affair destroyed those illusions. We're not perfect. 
We're broken. But we're finally honest about it. And somehow, being broken together feels 
more intimate than pretending to be perfect ever did." 

That's the gift of a marriage built on truth. It's not comfortable. But it's real. And real is 
always better than fake, even when it's harder. 

The Unexpected Growth Through Suffering 

If someone had told you a year ago that an affair could lead to growth, you probably would 
have laughed. Or cried. Or both. 

How could something so devastating, so destructive, so evil possibly lead to anything 
good? 

And yet, here's what I've seen over and over in my years of walking with couples through 
affair recovery: some of them emerge from this fire stronger, more connected, more alive 
than they were before. Not because the affair was good—it wasn't. Not because they're 
glad it happened—they're not. But because they used the devastation as an opportunity to 
rebuild something better than what they had before. 
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This is the mystery of redemption. God doesn't cause the suffering. But He can use it—if we 
let Him. 

Romans 5:3-5 says, "We also exult in our tribulations, knowing that tribulation brings about 
perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; and proven character, hope; and hope 
does not disappoint, because the love of God has been poured out within our hearts 
through the Holy Spirit who was given to us." 

Notice the sequence: tribulation → perseverance → character → hope. 

You don't skip to hope. You walk through the fire first. But on the other side of that fire—if 
you keep walking, if you don't quit—there's proven character and hope that doesn't 
disappoint. 

What Growth Through Suffering Looks Like 

You discover reserves of strength you didn't know you had. You thought betrayal would 
destroy you. It didn't. You're still here. You're still fighting. You're more resilient than you 
knew. 

You develop empathy for others in pain. Before the affair, you might have judged couples 
who divorced. Or wondered why they couldn't just get over it. Now you know. You have 
compassion for suffering because you've walked through it. 

You become more authentic. Suffering strips away pretense. You don't have energy to 
maintain an image anymore. What you see is what you get—and there's freedom in that. 

You clarify your priorities. What matters and what doesn't becomes very clear very 
quickly. You stop sweating the small stuff because you know what real pain looks like. 

You develop a deeper faith. Not a faith that believes God will make everything easy, but a 
faith that trusts Him even when things are hard. A faith that's been tested and proven. 

You learn to fight for what matters. Not every battle is worth fighting. But this one is—so 
you learn how to fight well. How to persist. How to not give up even when it's difficult. 

You build real intimacy. The kind that can only come through shared suffering. You've 
been in the trenches together. You've seen each other at rock bottom. You've chosen each 
other anyway. That creates a bond that easy marriages never develop. 

None of this happens automatically. Suffering doesn't guarantee growth—it just creates the 
opportunity for it. You have to choose to grow through the pain instead of just surviving it. 

Richard Rohr on Transformation 
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Richard Rohr writes extensively about transformation, and his insights are particularly 
relevant to affair recovery. He says: 

"If we do not transform our pain, we will most assuredly transmit it... We all have a hard 
time admitting that we are transformed much more by pain than by success or any kind of 
achievement... The ego defines itself by comparisons and accomplishments, never by 
inner experiences... The spiritual world calls us to inward transformation, while the ego 
prefers rearrangement of the exterior... Pain teaches us in a way that success and willpower 
never can." 

This is the heart of what's happening in affair recovery. You can either transmit your pain—
projecting it onto your spouse, your kids, future relationships—or you can transform it, 
allowing it to reshape you into someone stronger, wiser, more compassionate. 

You can focus on exterior rearrangement—trying to fix the circumstances, control your 
spouse, eliminate all triggers—or you can allow interior transformation, letting the suffering 
reshape your heart, your character, your capacity for grace. 

You can learn what only pain can teach—that you're not in control, that you're more flawed 
than you thought, that grace is the only thing that saves any of us, that real intimacy 
requires real vulnerability, that God meets us in the darkness even when He doesn't remove 
it. 

This is the unexpected gift buried in the devastation: the opportunity to become more fully 
human, more fully alive, more fully yourself than you were before. 

Not because the affair was good. But because redemption is real. 

The Both/And of Suffering 

Here's what's important: acknowledging that growth can come through suffering doesn't 
mean you have to be grateful for the suffering itself. 

You don't have to say, "I'm glad this happened." You don't have to pretend it wasn't 
devastating. You don't have to minimize the pain or rush to the "silver lining." 

You can hold both truths simultaneously: 

This was terrible AND I'm growing through it. I wish it never happened AND I'm stronger 
because of it. The affair was wrong AND God is redeeming it. I'm still wounded AND I'm 
healing. I hate what was lost AND I'm grateful for what's being built. 

This is the both/and that suffering requires. Not minimizing the pain, not denying the 
growth. Holding both with open hands and letting God work in the tension. 
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The Long View 

Building a new marriage takes time. More time than you think it should. More time than you 
want it to. 

In our instant-gratification culture, we expect quick fixes. We want the five-step formula 
that will have us back to normal in six weeks. We want the breakthrough moment where 
everything suddenly clicks into place and we're healed. 

That's not how this works. 

Affair recovery is measured in years, not months. Rebuilding trust takes time. Reshaping 
patterns takes time. Learning new communication takes time. Building real intimacy takes 
time. 

And that's okay. Because what you're building isn't just a repair job—it's a completely new 
structure. And structures worth building take time. 

Isaiah 43:19 says, "Behold, I will do something new, now it will spring forth; will you not be 
aware of it? I will even make a roadway in the wilderness, rivers in the desert." 

Notice the promise: God will do something new. Not restore something old. Do something 
new. 

But also notice the imagery: a roadway in the wilderness, rivers in the desert. These don't 
appear overnight. Roadways are built stone by stone, mile by mile. Rivers carve their 
channels slowly, persistently, over time. 

That's what you're doing. Building a roadway through wilderness. Carving a river through 
desert. One day at a time, one choice at a time, one conversation at a time. 

Some days you'll see progress. Some days you'll feel like you're moving backwards. Most 
days you'll feel like you're standing still, doing the same hard work with no visible results. 

But if you keep building—if you stay committed to truth instead of illusion, to connection 
instead of avoidance, to growth instead of stagnation—you'll look back years from now and 
realize you've built something remarkable. 

Not the marriage you lost. Something better. Something real. Something built on rock 
instead of sand. 

A new creation. 

Conclusion: The Marriage That Could Only Exist on the Other Side of Betrayal 
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The marriage you're building now could not have existed before the affair. It requires the 
knowledge, the humility, the intentionality that only devastation can produce. 

This is a marriage where you: 

• Know exactly what you're choosing and choose it anyway 

• Build on truth instead of illusion 

• Communicate with radical honesty instead of comfortable avoidance 

• Connect at deeper levels than ever before 

• Carry both the scars and the strength that suffering produces 

• Recognize that you're building something new, not restoring something old 

Is this marriage perfect? No. Will you still struggle? Yes. Will there be setbacks and hard 
days and moments when you wonder if it's worth it? Absolutely. 

But it's real. And real is what you need. 

The marriage you thought you lost was built on sand—comfortable but unstable. The 
marriage you're building now is being built on rock—uncomfortable but durable. 

And here's the beautiful paradox: the very thing that destroyed your old marriage—the 
affair—has given you the opportunity to build a better one. Not because the affair was 
good, but because you've chosen not to waste the devastation. You've chosen to let it 
refine you instead of define you. 

2 Corinthians 5:17 promises that in Christ, "the old things passed away; behold, new things 
have come." Those new things aren't just positional—your status before God. They're also 
practical—the actual transformation of how you live, how you love, how you relate. 

The old marriage passed away. It's gone. You can grieve it, but you can't resurrect it. 

But new things have come—or are coming, if you'll keep building. 

A new marriage. A new intimacy. A new foundation. A new story. 

Not the story you wanted to write. But perhaps—if you'll trust the Author who specializes in 
redemption—a better story than you ever imagined possible. 

The marriage you're building won't look like the old one. 

Thank God for that. 
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Questions for Reflection 

1. What aspects of your old marriage are you still trying to get back to? Why? 

2. What illusions about your marriage has the affair exposed? Can you name them 
specifically? 

3. What do you know now that you didn't know on your wedding day? How does this 
knowledge change your understanding of what you're committing to? 

4. Which dimension of intimacy (emotional, intellectual, spiritual, physical, 
recreational) needs the most attention in your rebuilding? 

5. What new patterns are you creating that are different from the old autopilot 
patterns? 

6. How has your communication style changed? What still needs to change? 

7. What growth—if any—have you experienced through this suffering? How do you 
hold that alongside the pain? 

8. Are you building on truth or still trying to maintain illusions? What would complete 
honesty require from you? 

9. What does "new creation" mean for your specific marriage? 

10. Can you embrace the long view—accepting that this will take years, not months, to 
rebuild? 

 

Prayer 

Father, 

I didn't want a new marriage. I wanted my old one back—or at least, I wanted what I thought 
my old marriage was. But that's gone. And I'm grieving that loss. 

Help me to embrace what You're building instead of clinging to what's been lost. Help me to 
see the opportunity in the devastation, the possibility in the pain. 

Teach me to build on truth instead of illusion. Give me courage for radical honesty. Give me 
patience for the long view. Give me wisdom to recognize what needs to change and what 
needs to stay. 

Transform my pain instead of letting me transmit it. Let this suffering refine me instead of 
defining me. Let it deepen me instead of destroying me. 
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Help me to hold both truths simultaneously: this was terrible, and You're redeeming it. I 
didn't choose this pain, but I'm choosing how to respond to it. I'm wounded, and I'm 
healing. I'm grieving what was lost, and I'm hopeful about what's being built. 

Give me eyes to see the new things You're doing—the roadway in the wilderness, the rivers 
in the desert. Help me to trust that what You're building is better than what I lost, even when 
I can't see it yet. 

And ultimately, Father, help me to believe that new creation is possible—not just 
positionally, but practically. That marriages can be rebuilt. That trust can be restored. That 
intimacy can be deeper on the other side of betrayal than it was before. 

I don't have strength for this on my own. But with You, even this devastation can become 
the foundation for something beautiful. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

Richard Rohr Quote: 

"If we do not transform our pain, we will most assuredly transmit it—usually to those 
closest to us: our family, our neighbors, our co-workers, and, invariably, the most 
vulnerable, our children... We all have a hard time admitting that we are transformed much 
more by pain than by success or any kind of achievement. Pain seems to force us to let go 
of so much, and the ego hates letting go... The spiritual world calls us to inward 
transformation, while the ego prefers rearrangement of the exterior... Pain teaches us in a 
way that success and willpower never can. It is the great teacher, the great revealer. It 
reveals to us what is real and what is not real, what is lasting and what is passing, what is 
essential and what is peripheral. Most of us would never go there unless we were forced to. 
That is why I believe that pain is God's great tool for transformation. It's also why most 
people who have changed in any significant way talk about some 'wound' that forced them 
to let go... The only two things that precede transformation are a sincere acknowledgment 
of our brokenness (contrition) and a reliance on a Higher Source to bring us through this 
process of healing (faith). But first we must admit our brokenness." 

— Richard Rohr, Things Hidden: Scripture as Spirituality 
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Chapter 18: Milestones, Setbacks, and the Non-Linear Path 

"Not that I have already obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I 
may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. Brethren, I do not 
regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and 
reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward 
call of God in Christ Jesus." (Philippians 3:12-14, NASB) 

 

Sarah called me on a Tuesday afternoon, and I could hear the confusion in her voice. 

"I don't understand what's happening," she said. "Last week was amazing. We had three 
really good days in a row. We talked, we laughed, we actually felt connected. I thought, 
'We're finally turning a corner. We're finally healing.' But then this morning, Mark used a 
phrase he used to use with her, and I completely fell apart. I spent two hours crying in the 
bathroom. It's like all the progress we made just evaporated. What's wrong with me?" 

"Nothing is wrong with you," I said. "You're just discovering what everyone in affair recovery 
eventually learns: healing isn't linear. It doesn't move in a straight line from broken to 
healed. It moves in waves, in spirals, in two steps forward and one step back. Sometimes 
three steps back." 

"But it felt like we were getting somewhere," she said, and I could hear the exhaustion in her 
voice. "I'm so tired of this up and down. When does it get better?" 

"It is getting better," I said. "You had three good days. That's progress. Real, measurable 
progress. The fact that you then had a bad day doesn't erase the good days. It just means 
you're still healing. And healing takes time." 

This is the reality that every couple in affair recovery must eventually face: the path from 
devastation to restoration isn't a straight highway. It's a winding mountain road with 
switchbacks and detours, scenic overlooks and sudden drop-offs, moments of 
breathtaking beauty and moments of terrifying danger. 

And the sooner you accept this reality—the sooner you stop expecting linear progress and 
embrace the messy, non-linear nature of healing—the easier the journey becomes. 

Not because the journey changes, but because your expectations do. 

The Myth of Linear Healing 

We've been conditioned to expect progress to move in straight lines. We lose weight 
steadily each week. We pay off debt incrementally each month. We advance through 
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school one grade at a time. Even our culture's language reinforces this: we "move forward," 
we "make progress," we "get ahead." 

But trauma doesn't heal that way. And betrayal is trauma. 

Trauma healing looks more like this: You have a terrible week where everything triggers you 
and you can't imagine ever feeling whole again. Then you have a surprisingly okay day 
where you actually forget about the affair for a few hours. Then you have a devastating 
setback that drops you right back into the pit. Then you have two good days followed by one 
terrible day followed by three mediocre days. Then suddenly you realize it's been a week 
since you thought about the affair, and just as you're celebrating that milestone, something 
triggers you and you're right back in the pain. 

This isn't a sign that you're failing. This is what healing actually looks like. 

The problem is that nobody tells us this. Counselors talk about "stages of grief" as if you 
move through them sequentially—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance—and 
then you're done. But real grief doesn't work that way. You don't check off denial and never 
feel it again. You cycle through all the stages, sometimes in a single day, sometimes 
multiple times across years. 

Affair recovery is the same. You don't move from discovery to healing in a neat progression. 
You spiral through pain and hope, triggers and progress, setbacks and breakthroughs, 
sometimes feeling like you're healing and sometimes feeling like you're drowning. 

And all of it is normal. 

Why Healing Isn't Linear 

There are several reasons why affair recovery follows this non-linear pattern: 

Trauma lives in the body, not just the mind. You can intellectually understand that you're 
healing, that your spouse is repentant, that the affair is over. But your body holds the 
trauma. A smell, a song, a phrase, a location can trigger a full-body trauma response that 
bypasses your rational mind entirely. You're back in discovery day, feeling everything you 
felt then, even though logically you know you're not there anymore. 

New information keeps emerging. Even when the unfaithful spouse has given full 
disclosure, memories resurface. Details come to light. Questions occur to you that you 
didn't think to ask before. Each new piece of information can feel like a fresh betrayal, 
resetting your progress and reopening the wound. 

Grief comes in waves. Bereavement researchers have abandoned the idea of "stages of 
grief" in favor of understanding grief as waves that come and go unpredictably. You can be 
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doing fine, and then a wave hits and you're underwater again. That's not regression—that's 
how grief works. And you're grieving the loss of the marriage you thought you had, the 
spouse you thought you knew, the future you thought was secure. 

Healing requires rest periods. You can't process trauma 24/7. Your psyche needs breaks. 
So you'll have periods where you're actively working on recovery—feeling things, talking 
about them, processing them—followed by periods where you need to coast, to rest, to just 
live normally for a while. This can feel like you're avoiding the work or backsliding, but it's 
actually necessary for sustainable healing. 

Trust rebuilds slowly and unevenly. Some days your spouse earns trust through 
consistent behavior. Other days they do something that reminds you why you couldn't trust 
them in the first place. Trust doesn't rebuild on a steady upward trajectory—it's more like 
filling a bucket with a hole in it. You keep pouring in, but sometimes more leaks out than 
you're adding. 

Life doesn't stop for recovery. You're not healing in a vacuum. You're healing while also 
parenting kids, managing careers, dealing with extended family, handling finances, 
navigating health issues. Any of these stressors can make the affair recovery harder. A bad 
day at work can make you less resilient to triggers at home. A sick child can drain the 
emotional resources you need for difficult conversations. 

Understanding these factors doesn't make the non-linear path easier, but it does make it 
less confusing. You're not doing anything wrong when healing doesn't happen in a straight 
line. You're just experiencing what everyone experiences. 

Good Days and Terrible Days (Sometimes on the Same Day) 

Mark and Sarah came to a session about six months post-discovery, and Mark looked 
bewildered. 

"I don't know what to do," he said. "This morning we had a great conversation at breakfast. 
Sarah was laughing, we were planning a date night, everything felt normal. I thought, 'This is 
good. We're going to be okay.' But then this afternoon, I mentioned the name of a 
restaurant, and she just shut down. Wouldn't talk to me. Locked herself in the bedroom. 
When she finally came out, she looked at me like I was a monster. I didn't know what I did 
wrong." 

Sarah jumped in: "The restaurant. That's where you took her on your first date with her. You 
told me that in disclosure. And you just casually suggested we go there like it doesn't 
matter, like that place isn't contaminated by what you did." 

Mark's face fell. "I didn't even make the connection. I wasn't thinking—" 
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"Exactly," Sarah said. "You weren't thinking. And that's what terrifies me. If you can forget 
something like that, what else are you forgetting? What else doesn't matter to you that 
matters to me?" 

This is what I call "the same-day whiplash." You're genuinely connecting, genuinely healing, 
genuinely making progress—and then something happens that drops you right back into 
the trauma. Sometimes that something is obvious (like Mark's restaurant suggestion). 
Sometimes it's invisible to everyone but the betrayed spouse. 

And here's what makes it so difficult: both experiences are real. 

The good morning was real. The laughter, the connection, the hope—that was genuine. It 
wasn't fake just because the afternoon was terrible. 

The terrible afternoon was also real. The trigger, the pain, the fear—that was genuine too. It 
wasn't an overreaction just because the morning was good. 

Both exist simultaneously. And you have to learn to hold both. 

Why the Same Day Can Contain Both 

You're living in two timelines. Part of you exists in the present, where your spouse is 
repentant and working on recovery. Part of you still exists in the trauma of discovery, where 
everything you believed was shattered. A trigger can yank you from the present timeline 
back into the trauma timeline in an instant. 

Your nervous system is hypervigilant. After betrayal, your brain goes into threat-detection 
mode. Even when things feel safe, your nervous system is scanning for danger. The slightest 
hint of threat—a tone of voice, a forgotten detail, an inconsistency—can activate a full 
trauma response. 

Hope and fear coexist. You want to hope. You want to believe healing is possible, that your 
spouse is changing, that your marriage can survive. But you're also terrified of being naïve 
again, of trusting too soon, of missing red flags. So hope and fear battle constantly, and 
whichever one is winning in the moment determines your emotional state. 

Small things carry huge symbolic weight. Mark suggesting that restaurant wasn't just 
about lunch. To Sarah, it represented whether he truly understood the depth of what he'd 
done, whether he was thinking about her feelings, whether places and moments that were 
sacred to her still mattered. One small comment became a referendum on his entire 
recovery process. 

How to Navigate Same-Day Whiplash 
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For the betrayed spouse: 

Name what's happening. When you feel yourself sliding from good to terrible, say it out 
loud: "I was okay an hour ago, and now I'm not. This is a trigger. My nervous system is 
reacting to something. This doesn't mean we haven't made progress—it just means I'm still 
healing." 

This helps you maintain perspective. The terrible moment doesn't erase the good 
morning—it's just another wave in the ongoing healing process. 

Don't apologize for the shift. You don't need to say "I'm sorry I'm ruining the day" or "I know I 
was fine earlier, I don't know what's wrong with me." Nothing is wrong with you. You're 
experiencing a trauma response, and that's not a moral failure. 

If possible, explain the trigger. Not in the heat of the moment—wait until you've regulated 
somewhat—but eventually, help your spouse understand what happened. "The restaurant 
triggered me because it's where you took her. I need you to understand that certain places 
are off-limits, not because I'm being petty, but because they're landmines for me." 

For the unfaithful spouse: 

Don't take it personally. When your spouse shifts from connected to distant, from warm to 
cold, from hopeful to devastated—this isn't primarily about you. It's about their trauma. 
Your job isn't to defend yourself or fix it—your job is to be present with them in it. 

Don't get defensive. The instinct when your spouse suddenly seems angry at you is to 
defend yourself: "I didn't mean it that way," "You're overreacting," "I can't win with you." 
Resist that instinct. Instead: "I see that something I said/did hurt you. Can you help me 
understand what just happened?" 

Don't dismiss the good morning. Just because the afternoon is terrible doesn't mean the 
morning was meaningless. "I'm sorry you're hurting right now. I want you to know that this 
morning meant a lot to me. I know we're still healing, and there will be hard moments. I'm 
not going anywhere." 

Validate both realities. "I know this morning felt good and right now feels terrible. Both are 
real. We're making progress, and you're still healing. Those two things can be true at the 
same time." 

For both of you: 

Remember that feelings aren't facts. Just because you feel hopeless in this moment 
doesn't mean the situation is hopeless. Just because you feel terrified doesn't mean you're 



356 
 

actually in danger right now. Feelings are information about your internal state, not always 
accurate assessments of external reality. 

This isn't permission to dismiss feelings—feelings are valid and important. But it is 
permission to not be ruled by them. You can feel devastated and still choose to keep 
building. You can feel hopeless and still choose to hope anyway. 

Triggers That Come Out of Nowhere 

Tom had been doing relatively well—or so he thought. It had been eight months since 
discovering Jenny's affair, and while recovery was hard, they were making progress. He was 
sleeping better. Eating better. Even laughing occasionally. 

Then he was in the grocery store, walking down the cereal aisle, when a song came over the 
store's sound system. And suddenly he was on the floor, hyperventilating, unable to 
breathe, convinced he was having a heart attack. 

The paramedics arrived. His heart was fine. It was a panic attack—triggered by a song he 
hadn't heard in months, a song that happened to be playing in the car the day he 
discovered the affair. 

"I don't even like that song," he told me later, still shaken. "I didn't consciously associate it 
with anything. But my body remembered. And it reacted before my brain could even catch 
up." 

This is the nature of trauma triggers. They don't always make logical sense. They don't 
announce themselves. They don't wait for convenient moments. They just happen. 

Understanding Triggers 

A trigger is anything that activates the memory of trauma, sending you back into the 
emotional and physiological state you experienced during the traumatic event. It's your 
nervous system's way of saying, "Danger! This situation feels like that situation! Protect 
yourself!" 

The problem is that your nervous system isn't very discerning. It doesn't distinguish 
between actual danger and things that merely resemble danger. So a song, a smell, a 
phrase, a location, a time of day—anything associated with the trauma—can trigger a full-
body response. 

Common affair recovery triggers include: 
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Temporal triggers: The time of day when you discovered the affair. The day of the week. 
The month. Anniversaries of significant dates—discovery day, the day the affair started, the 
day it ended. 

Sensory triggers: Songs that remind you of that time. Smells (perfume, cologne, places). 
Sights (locations, restaurants, hotels). Even tastes can trigger memories. 

Relational triggers: Your spouse being on their phone. Coming home late. Being vague 
about their day. Working with or talking about someone of the gender of the affair partner. 
Any behavior that resembles how they acted during the affair. 

Emotional triggers: Your spouse seeming distant. Appearing happy when you're hurting. 
Showing frustration with your recovery process. Any emotional state that reminds you of 
how they were during the affair. 

Environmental triggers: Driving past the affair partner's house. Seeing their car in town. 
Running into mutual friends who knew about the affair. Going to places where the affair 
happened. 

Media triggers: Movies or shows about affairs. News stories about infidelity. Social media 
posts about relationships. Even posts about trust and honesty can trigger if they feel 
directed at you. 

Internal triggers: Your own feelings of inadequacy. Thoughts like "Am I enough?" Body 
image issues. Sexual insecurity. These can trigger memories of how you felt when you 
discovered the affair. 

The exhausting reality is that triggers are everywhere, and you can't avoid them all. You 
can't control what song plays in the grocery store, what friend mentions what topic, what 
billboard you pass on the highway. 

What to Do When You're Triggered 

When you feel yourself being triggered—heart racing, stomach dropping, mind spiraling, 
emotions flooding—here's what helps: 

Name it. Say out loud, to yourself or to your spouse: "I'm being triggered right now." This 
simple act of naming engages the thinking part of your brain and helps create distance 
from the emotional response. 

Ground yourself. Use the 5-4-3-2-1 technique: Name 5 things you can see, 4 things you 
can touch, 3 things you can hear, 2 things you can smell, 1 thing you can taste. This pulls 
you out of the trauma memory and back into the present moment. 
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Breathe. Slow, deep breaths activate your parasympathetic nervous system and 
counteract the fight-or-flight response. In for four counts, hold for four, out for six. Repeat 
until your heart rate slows. 

Move. Walk, stretch, shake your arms, stomp your feet. Physical movement helps 
discharge the adrenaline your body released in response to the perceived threat. 

Reality-check. Ask yourself: "Am I in danger right now, in this moment?" Usually the 
answer is no. You're not in danger—you're having a memory of danger. That distinction 
matters. 

Reach out. If you can, tell your spouse what's happening. "I'm triggered and I need 
[space/reassurance/a hug/to talk about it/to be distracted]." Give them something specific 
they can do to help. 

Self-compassion. Don't berate yourself for being triggered. You're not weak, you're not 
crazy, you're not overreacting. You're a human being with a nervous system that's trying to 
protect you from pain. 

What to Do When Your Spouse Is Triggered 

If you're the unfaithful spouse and you witness your betrayed spouse being triggered, here's 
what helps: 

Stay calm. Your spouse's dysregulation doesn't require your dysregulation. They need you 
to be steady right now. Breathe. Stay grounded in your own body. 

Don't take it personally. Even if the trigger involves something you did innocently (like 
Mark's restaurant suggestion), this isn't fundamentally about you. It's about their trauma. 
Don't get defensive. 

Validate without fixing. "I see that you're really struggling right now. I'm here." You don't 
need to make it go away—you can't. You just need to be present. 

Ask what they need. "What do you need from me right now?" Sometimes they need space. 
Sometimes they need reassurance. Sometimes they need to talk through it. Sometimes 
they need distraction. Let them tell you. 

Apologize if appropriate. If you innocently triggered them but the trigger relates to 
something you did during the affair, a simple "I'm sorry. I didn't make that connection, but I 
understand why that hurt you" goes a long way. 
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Don't rush it. Triggers don't have a time limit. Your spouse might need 10 minutes to 
regulate, or they might need several hours. Don't pressure them to "get over it" or "calm 
down." That only makes it worse. 

Learn the patterns. Over time, you'll start to recognize what tends to trigger your spouse. 
That doesn't mean you can prevent all triggers, but you can be more thoughtful. You can 
avoid obvious landmines. You can prepare for difficult dates. 

Celebrating Small Victories 

In the midst of all this difficulty—the non-linear healing, the triggers, the setbacks—it's 
easy to miss the progress that's actually happening. You're so focused on how far you still 
have to go that you don't notice how far you've already come. 

This is why celebrating small victories is crucial. Not because you're pretending everything 
is fine. But because progress deserves acknowledgment, even when it's incremental. 

What does a "small victory" look like in affair recovery? 

You had a difficult conversation without it escalating into a fight. Six months ago, this 
conversation would have ended with one of you storming out or shutting down. Today, you 
stayed engaged, heard each other, and found a way forward together. That's progress. 

You were triggered, but you recovered faster. It used to take you two days to bounce back 
from a trigger. Now it takes two hours. That's progress. 

Your spouse told you something hard, and you didn't get defensive. They expressed a 
need or a hurt or a fear, and instead of defending yourself, you listened. You validated. You 
sat with their pain. That's progress. 

You went a whole day without thinking about the affair. Then you felt guilty for not 
thinking about it, like you were forgetting or minimizing what happened. But that day of 
reprieve? That's your brain healing. That's progress. 

You asked for what you need instead of expecting your spouse to read your mind. You 
said, "I need reassurance right now," or "I need space right now," or "I need to talk about 
what I'm feeling." That vulnerability, that directness—that's progress. 

You chose to trust in a small way. Not blind trust. Not naïve trust. But measured, 
appropriate trust based on consistent behavior. You let yourself be a little vulnerable again. 
That's progress. 

You realized you're less angry than you were. Not healed. Not over it. But less consumed 
by rage than you were three months ago. That's progress. 
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You laughed together. Not forced laughter, not pretending, but genuine laughter. For just a 
moment, you forgot about the affair and enjoyed each other. That's progress. 

You chose to keep building even when you didn't feel like it. You showed up for 
counseling when you wanted to quit. You had the hard conversation when you wanted to 
avoid it. You did the work even when you were exhausted. That's progress. 

These aren't monumental breakthroughs. They won't make for dramatic testimony at 
church. But they're real, they're meaningful, and they deserve to be celebrated. 

How to Celebrate Small Victories 

Name them out loud. Don't let them pass unnoticed. "I want to acknowledge that we just 
had a really difficult conversation, and we didn't shut down or attack each other. That's 
different from how we used to handle conflict. We're learning." 

Keep a victory journal. Write down small wins as they happen. On the hard days when you 
feel like you're making no progress, go back and read. You'll be surprised by how much has 
actually shifted. 

Tell your counselor. Bring victories into your sessions. It's easy to fill counseling time with 
problems, but naming progress helps you recognize patterns and builds hope. 

Thank each other. "Thank you for being patient with me when I was triggered yesterday." 
"Thank you for being honest with me even though it was hard." Gratitude acknowledges 
effort and reinforces positive patterns. 

Notice without minimizing. You can celebrate progress while still acknowledging how far 
you have to go. "We're making progress. We still have work to do, and we're making 
progress. Both things are true." 

Why Celebration Matters 

Celebrating small victories does several important things: 

It counteracts the negativity bias. Your brain naturally notices what's wrong more than 
what's right. Celebration forces you to notice what's working, what's improving, what's 
good. 

It builds hope. Hope isn't just wishful thinking—it's the belief that your actions make a 
difference. When you celebrate small victories, you're providing evidence that your efforts 
are working, which fuels more effort. 
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It reinforces positive patterns. What gets acknowledged gets repeated. When you 
celebrate a difficult conversation that went well, you're more likely to approach the next 
difficult conversation with confidence. 

It provides evidence of healing. On the days when you feel like you're making no progress, 
you can look back at what you've celebrated and see concrete proof that things are 
changing. 

It reminds you that you're not just surviving—you're growing. Affair recovery isn't just 
about getting back to baseline. It's about becoming stronger, wiser, more connected than 
you were before. Celebrating victories acknowledges that growth. 

Relapse Into Old Patterns (What to Do) 

The non-linear nature of healing means that relapse is inevitable. You'll fall back into old 
patterns—poor communication, emotional withdrawal, defensiveness, blame-shifting—
that you thought you'd moved past. 

This is discouraging. It feels like proof that you haven't really changed, that all the work has 
been for nothing, that you're doomed to repeat the same mistakes forever. 

But relapse isn't failure. It's feedback. 

Common Relapses 

The unfaithful spouse: Becoming defensive when asked about their day. Reverting to 
secrecy with technology. Prioritizing work or hobbies over the marriage. Minimizing the 
impact of the affair. Getting frustrated with the "slowness" of recovery. Withdrawing 
emotionally when things get difficult. 

The betrayed spouse: Punishing instead of protecting. Using the affair as ammunition in 
every argument. Refusing to acknowledge progress. Hypervigilance that crosses into 
controlling behavior. Withdrawing intimacy as punishment. Bringing up the affair constantly 
without moving toward resolution. 

Both: Avoiding difficult conversations. Letting resentments build instead of addressing 
them. Neglecting the intentional connection that recovery requires. Reverting to old 
communication patterns. Assuming instead of asking. Operating on autopilot instead of 
intentionality. 

When you catch yourself in one of these patterns, what do you do? 

The Relapse Response 
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First: Notice without shame. "I'm doing the thing again. I'm being defensive / I'm punishing 
/ I'm withdrawing." Don't add a layer of self-condemnation. Just notice. 

Second: Name it out loud. If you can do this in the moment, great. If not, come back to it 
as soon as possible. "I want to name something that happened yesterday. When you asked 
me about my day, I got defensive. That's an old pattern I'm falling back into. I'm sorry." 

Third: Identify the trigger. What activated this old pattern? Were you stressed? Triggered? 
Tired? Afraid? Overwhelmed? Old patterns usually reactivate under pressure. 
Understanding what triggered the relapse helps you prepare for next time. 

Fourth: Make a repair. Apologize if appropriate. Have the conversation you should have 
had in the first place. Redo the interaction differently. This isn't about perfection—it's about 
course-correction. 

Fifth: Adjust your system. If you're relapsing into the same pattern repeatedly, you need a 
better system. More accountability. More support. More self-awareness. Different 
strategies. 

Sixth: Give yourself credit for noticing. The fact that you recognized the relapse means 
you're more self-aware than you used to be. Six months ago, you wouldn't have even 
noticed you were doing it. Now you do. That's progress. 

Why Relapse Happens 

You're tired. Recovery takes enormous energy. When you're depleted—physically, 
emotionally, mentally—you don't have the resources to maintain new patterns. You revert 
to what's automatic, even if it's destructive. 

You're triggered. When your nervous system is activated, your prefrontal cortex (the 
thinking brain) goes offline. You're operating from your limbic system (the emotional brain), 
which only has access to old, automatic responses. 

The new pattern isn't fully integrated yet. Behavior change takes time. You know 
intellectually what you should do, but under pressure, you default to what's been hardwired 
through years of repetition. 

You're facing a new challenge. New patterns work great until you encounter a situation 
they weren't designed for. Then you're back to figuring it out, and in the figuring-it-out 
phase, you often revert to old patterns. 

You're discouraged. Sometimes relapse happens because you're losing hope. If it feels 
like nothing is working anyway, why put in the effort? So you stop trying as hard, and old 
patterns return. 
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Understanding why relapse happens helps you respond to it with compassion instead of 
condemnation. You're not failing—you're just human. 

The First Anniversary of D-Day 

The first anniversary of discovery day is one of the most difficult milestones in affair 
recovery. Even if you're doing well, even if you've made significant progress, this date looms 
with a weight that's hard to describe. 

For the betrayed spouse, it's a reminder of the worst day of your life. Every detail comes 
flooding back—where you were when you found out, what you felt, what you said, how your 
world shattered. You remember the naive person you were before that moment, and you 
grieve them all over again. 

For the unfaithful spouse, it's a reminder of the devastation you caused. You see your 
spouse hurting again, and you feel helpless to fix it. You want to say "But we've come so 
far!" and yet you know that this day deserves its grief. 

How to Navigate the First Anniversary 

Acknowledge it. Don't pretend the date doesn't matter. Don't try to push through it like any 
other day. This is a significant date, and it deserves recognition. 

Plan for it. Don't let it sneak up on you. Talk in advance about how you want to handle it. Do 
you want to process together? Do you need space? Do you want to do something 
meaningful or do you just want to survive it? 

Allow grief. The betrayed spouse needs permission to feel everything they felt that first 
day—even if it seems like regression. It's not regression. It's remembering. And 
remembering is part of healing. 

Mark progress. While honoring the pain of that day, also acknowledge how far you've 
come. "A year ago, I didn't know if I could survive this. Today, I know I can. That doesn't 
mean it doesn't hurt—it just means I'm stronger than I thought." 

Look forward. After acknowledging the past, consciously look toward the future. "Last year 
was the worst day. This year will be different. Next year will be different still. We're moving 
forward." 

Be gentle with each other. Both of you will be more emotionally raw this day. Extend extra 
grace. Don't pick this day for difficult conversations or accountability discussions. Just be 
present with each other. 
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Create a new memory. Some couples find it helpful to do something meaningful on the 
anniversary—plant a tree, write letters to each other, renew vows privately, go somewhere 
significant. This doesn't erase the old memory, but it adds layers to it. 

Sarah and Mark chose to spend their first D-Day anniversary at the church where they got 
married. They sat in the sanctuary alone and recommitted to each other—not pretending 
the affair didn't happen, but choosing each other despite it. Sarah said it was one of the 
hardest and most meaningful days of her recovery. 

When You Realize You Smiled Together 

And then, somewhere in the midst of the triggers and setbacks, the difficult anniversaries 
and the hard conversations, something unexpected happens. 

You're sitting together, and one of you says something funny, and the other laughs. Really 
laughs. Not forced laughter, not polite laughter, but genuine, spontaneous laughter. 

And for a moment—maybe just a moment—you forget about the affair. You're just two 
people enjoying each other's company. You're connected, present, alive. 

And then you realize what just happened, and you feel guilty. Should you be laughing? Is it 
okay to feel joy when there's still so much pain? Does laughter mean you're minimizing 
what happened? 

No. It means you're healing. 

These moments—the unexpected smile, the spontaneous laughter, the fleeting sense of 
normality—are gold. They're evidence that healing isn't just about reducing pain. It's about 
reclaiming joy. 

Why These Moments Matter 

They're a preview of what's possible. For just a moment, you glimpsed what your healed 
marriage might look like. It's not erasing the past. It's transcending it. Building something 
that can hold both the scar and the smile. 

They're evidence of resilience. You didn't think you could laugh again. You didn't think joy 
was possible. But here it is, breaking through when you weren't even looking for it. That's 
your soul healing, your heart softening, your capacity for joy returning. 

They're permission to keep hoping. When you wonder if all this work is worth it, these 
moments answer: Yes. Yes, it is. Because connection is still possible. Joy is still available. 
Love can still flourish, even in scorched earth. 



365 
 

They're not betraying the pain. Smiling doesn't mean you're over it. Laughing doesn't 
mean you've forgotten. Joy and grief can coexist. In fact, they must coexist for real healing 
to happen. 

Allowing Yourself Joy 

This might be the hardest part: giving yourself permission to experience joy without guilt. 

The betrayed spouse feels guilty for enjoying the unfaithful spouse's company. "Shouldn't I 
be more guarded? Shouldn't I protect myself better? What if joy makes me vulnerable to 
being hurt again?" 

The unfaithful spouse feels guilty for experiencing joy when their spouse is still hurting. 
"How can I be happy when I caused so much pain? Don't I deserve to suffer?" 

Both of you might feel like joy is a betrayal—of the pain, of the process, of the seriousness 
of what happened. 

But joy isn't betrayal. Joy is healing breaking through. 

Paul understood this tension. In Philippians 3:12-14, he acknowledges he hasn't "arrived"—
he's not perfect, he hasn't obtained everything, he's still pressing on. But he's also moving 
forward. He's reaching toward what's ahead. He's choosing to not be defined by what's 
behind. 

That's what these moments of unexpected joy are: glimpses of what's ahead. Evidence that 
you're not just surviving—you're actually healing. Not just enduring—you're rebuilding. 

So when you find yourself smiling at your spouse, when laughter bubbles up unexpectedly, 
when for just a moment you forget about the affair and simply enjoy being together—don't 
dismiss it. Don't minimize it. Don't feel guilty about it. 

Receive it as the gift it is: proof that beauty can grow in broken places. 

The Spiral, Not the Circle 

Here's a helpful way to think about the non-linear path: you're not going in circles, you're 
going in spirals. 

A circle keeps you at the same elevation. You pass the same points over and over at the 
same level. That's frustrating. That's being stuck. 

But a spiral passes similar points at increasing elevations. Yes, you encounter the same 
struggles again—the same triggers, the same fears, the same difficult conversations. But 
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you're encountering them from a slightly higher perspective. With slightly more wisdom. 
With slightly more tools. With slightly more healing. 

So when you find yourself struggling with something you thought you'd moved past, don't 
despair. You're not back where you started. You're passing through familiar territory at a 
higher altitude. And each time you pass through, you're stronger. 

This is what Paul means when he says he's "pressing on" (Philippians 3:12-14). He's not 
saying he's there yet. He's saying he's committed to the direction, committed to the 
journey, committed to moving forward even when the path isn't straight. 

That's what you're doing too. You're pressing on. Some days you press more successfully 
than others. Some days feel like two steps forward. Some days feel like three steps back. 
But as long as you're committed to the direction—toward healing, toward truth, toward 
growth, toward each other—you're making progress. 

Even when it doesn't feel like it. 

Conclusion: Trusting the Process 

The non-linear path is frustrating because we want clear metrics. We want to measure 
progress objectively. We want to know exactly where we are in the process and exactly how 
much farther we have to go. 

But healing doesn't work that way. You can't track it like miles on a road trip. You can't chart 
it like weight loss on a graph. 

You can only trust the process. 

Trust that good days are real progress, even when they're followed by terrible days. Trust 
that triggers will come, but they'll also pass. Trust that small victories matter, even when 
they feel insignificant. Trust that relapse is normal, not failure. Trust that difficult 
anniversaries honor the pain without defining the future. Trust that unexpected joy is a gift, 
not a betrayal. 

Paul says, "I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on" (Philippians 3:13-14). 

He's not pretending the past doesn't exist. He's not erasing his history. He's just not letting 
it define his direction. 

That's what you're learning to do on this non-linear path. You're learning to honor where 
you've been without being trapped there. You're learning to acknowledge the pain without 
being controlled by it. You're learning to grieve what was lost while building what's ahead. 



367 
 

And you're learning that healing isn't a destination you arrive at in a straight line. It's a 
journey you take one imperfect, messy, non-linear step at a time. 

Some days those steps feel strong and sure. Some days they feel shaky and uncertain. 
Some days you stumble. Some days you fall. 

But every step—every single one, even the backward ones—is part of the journey toward 
wholeness. 

So keep walking. Keep pressing on. Keep choosing healing, even when the path isn't 
straight, even when progress isn't linear, even when you feel like you're going in circles. 

You're not going in circles. You're spiraling upward. And with each revolution, you're closer 
to the prize of the upward call than you were before. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. What does "non-linear healing" look like in your specific situation? Can you identify 
the patterns? 

2. Have you experienced "same-day whiplash"—good moments and terrible moments 
in the same day? How did you navigate it? 

3. What are your most common triggers? Have you identified any patterns in what 
activates them? 

4. What small victories have you experienced that deserve celebration? Have you 
acknowledged them? 

5. What old patterns have you found yourself relapsing into? What triggers those 
relapses? 

6. How do you anticipate responding to the first anniversary of D-Day? What 
preparation would be helpful? 

7. Have you had any moments of unexpected joy or laughter? Did you feel guilty about 
them? Why or why not? 

8. Can you see evidence of the "spiral" pattern—encountering similar struggles but 
from a higher perspective? 

9. What helps you most when you're triggered or having a terrible day? 
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10. How can you extend more grace to yourself (and your spouse) for the messiness of 
this process? 

 

Prayer 

Father, 

This is so much harder than I thought it would be. I want healing to be linear, measurable, 
predictable. I want to chart our progress and know exactly where we are. But that's not how 
this works. 

Help me to trust the process even when I can't see the progress. Help me to believe that 
good days are real even when they're followed by terrible days. Help me to see that triggers 
don't erase growth—they're just evidence that I'm still healing. 

Give me eyes to see the small victories. The incremental progress. The tiny shifts that I'm 
missing because I'm so focused on how far we still have to go. Help me to celebrate what's 
working instead of only noticing what's broken. 

When I relapse into old patterns, give me grace. Remind me that relapse is feedback, not 
failure. That I'm human, that I'm learning, that change takes time. 

On the difficult anniversaries—the dates that remind me of devastation—sit with me in the 
grief. Don't rush me through it. But also help me to see how far we've come. Help me to 
mark progress while honoring pain. 

And when unexpected joy breaks through—when we laugh together, when we smile without 
thinking, when for just a moment I forget about the affair—help me to receive that gift 
without guilt. Remind me that joy and grief can coexist, that healing includes reclaiming 
what was lost. 

Most of all, Father, help me to keep pressing on. Not because I've arrived, not because I'm 
perfect, not because the path is straight—but because You're worth pressing toward. 
Because wholeness is possible. Because redemption is real. 

Give me strength for the non-linear path. And help me to trust that every step—even the 
backward ones—is taking me somewhere worth going. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 
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Chapter 19: When Trust Begins to Return 

"Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your 
ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight." (Proverbs 3:5-6, NASB) 

 

Sarah called me one afternoon with a note of wonder in her voice. 

"Something happened this morning that I need to tell you about," she said. "Mark's phone 
was sitting on the counter while he was in the shower. And I walked past it. Twice. And I 
didn't pick it up." 

She paused, and I could hear the emotion building. "Jeff, for nine months, I've checked that 
phone every chance I got. Every time he left it unattended, I grabbed it. I told myself I was 
verifying his trustworthiness, but really, I was looking for proof he was still lying to me. But 
this morning... I just walked past it. I thought about picking it up, but then I realized—I don't 
need to. Not today." 

Her voice broke. "Is this what trust feels like? Because it doesn't feel like I thought it would. 
It doesn't feel certain or secure. It feels... risky. Like I'm choosing to be vulnerable again. 
And that terrifies me." 

"Yes," I said. "That's exactly what trust feels like. Not certainty—risk. Not security—
vulnerability. The trust you had before the affair was unconscious, automatic, naive. What 
you're experiencing now is conscious trust. Informed trust. And yes, it's terrifying. Because 
you know exactly what you're risking this time." 

"So this is good?" she asked. "Even though it feels scary?" 

"This is very good," I said. "Because you're not trusting blindly anymore. You're choosing to 
trust based on evidence, based on changed behavior, based on months of consistency. 
That's a much stronger foundation than the trust you had before." 

What Renewed Trust Actually Feels Like 

If you're waiting for trust to return to what it was before—that innocent, unquestioning, 
unconscious trust—you'll be waiting forever. Because that trust is gone. It was built on 
naivety and assumption, and the affair demolished it. 

What returns, if you do the work, is something different entirely. Something better, actually, 
though it doesn't feel better at first. 

Renewed trust after betrayal feels like: 
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Conscious choice, not automatic assumption. Before, you didn't think about whether to 
trust your spouse—you just did. Now, trust is a decision you make consciously, repeatedly, 
based on observable evidence. This feels exhausting at first. But it's also more sustainable 
than blind trust ever was. 

Vulnerability with awareness. You're choosing to be vulnerable again, but this time you 
know the cost. You're opening your heart with full knowledge that it can be hurt again. That 
takes courage in a way the old trust never did. 

Incremental, not immediate. Trust doesn't return all at once in a single breakthrough 
moment. It returns in small increments—trusting in this situation, with this topic, on this 
day. Slowly, those small trusts accumulate into something larger. 

Tentative, not certain. Even when trust is growing, it doesn't feel solid. It feels fragile, like 
you're walking on ice that might crack. That fragility is normal. It takes time for trust to feel 
stable again. 

Conditional, not unconditional. Your trust now has conditions: continued honesty, 
continued transparency, continued changed behavior. If those conditions aren't met, trust 
appropriately withdraws. This isn't punishing—it's wisdom. 

Courage, not comfort. The old trust felt comfortable because you didn't know you were 
being vulnerable. The new trust requires courage because you do know. Every act of trust 
feels like a risk—because it is. 

Sarah described it perfectly: "It feels like I'm jumping off a cliff, hoping Mark will catch me. 
Before the affair, I didn't even realize I was jumping—I just assumed he'd be there. Now I 
see the cliff, I see the drop, and I'm choosing to jump anyway. That's terrifying." 

Yes. And that terror is part of what makes the new trust stronger than the old. 

It's Different Than Before (And Should Be) 

Many betrayed spouses feel like something is wrong because their renewed trust doesn't 
feel like their old trust. They want that easy, comfortable, automatic trust back. And when it 
doesn't return, they worry: "Have I not forgiven enough? Am I being too guarded? Will I ever 
trust again?" 

But the goal isn't to return to the old trust. The goal is to build something new—something 
more durable, more reality-based, more honest. 

The Old Trust vs. The New Trust 
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The old trust was unconscious. You didn't think about it. You just assumed your spouse 
was faithful, honest, committed. You operated on autopilot, never questioning whether 
they were where they said they were, doing what they said they were doing. 

The new trust is conscious. You're aware you're choosing to trust. You're monitoring 
evidence, watching patterns, making assessments. This feels hypervigilant at first, but over 
time it becomes simply attentive. 

The old trust was naive. Not because you were stupid, but because you didn't have 
information that would have made you cautious. You trusted because you had no reason 
not to. 

The new trust is informed. You know what your spouse is capable of. You've seen their 
worst. You're choosing to trust them anyway—not despite this knowledge, but with this 
knowledge. 

The old trust was unconditional. You probably didn't even realize you were extending 
unconditional trust. You just believed your spouse would never betray you, no matter what. 

The new trust is conditional. It's based on continued trustworthy behavior. If that behavior 
changes, trust appropriately adjusts. This isn't being unforgiving—it's being wise. 

The old trust was all-or-nothing. You either trusted or you didn't. There was no middle 
ground, no gradations. 

The new trust is gradated. You might trust your spouse in some areas while still verifying in 
others. You might trust them today while reserving the right to reassess tomorrow. Trust 
becomes a spectrum, not a binary. 

The old trust felt secure. Because you didn't know you were vulnerable, you didn't feel 
afraid. 

The new trust feels risky. Because you know exactly what you're risking, every act of trust 
feels courageous. 

Why Different Is Better 

"But the old trust felt so much better," Sarah protested. "It felt safe and comfortable. This 
new trust feels hard and exhausting." 

Yes. But the old trust was based on illusion. The new trust is based on reality. 

The old trust felt safe because you didn't know you were in danger. It's like walking across a 
rope bridge shrouded in fog—you can't see the drop below, so you're not afraid. But you're 
still vulnerable. The fog just hides the vulnerability. 
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The new trust is like walking across that same rope bridge in full daylight. You can see 
exactly how high you are, exactly how far you could fall. That's terrifying. But you can also 
see that the bridge is actually there, that it's holding your weight, that it's constructed to 
bear the load. 

The new trust is reality-based. It acknowledges risk while choosing it anyway. It's not 
pretending danger doesn't exist—it's courageously facing danger and moving forward 
regardless. 

This is a deeper, stronger, more durable trust than the naive trust you had before. It's just 
much harder to maintain. 

Proverbs 3:5 says, "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on your own 
understanding." Notice it doesn't say "trust blindly" or "trust without evidence." It says don't 
lean on your own understanding—meaning, don't trust your assumptions. Don't trust your 
illusions. Trust based on truth, on God's character, on demonstrated reality. 

That's what you're learning to do with your spouse: trust based on truth, not assumption. 
Based on demonstrated change, not hoped-for change. Based on patterns of behavior, not 
promises about future behavior. 

It's harder. But it's real. And real is always better than comfortable illusion. 

Earning Trust vs. Giving Trust 

One of the most important distinctions in affair recovery is this: trust is both earned and 
given. 

The unfaithful spouse must earn trust through consistent, trustworthy behavior over time. 
No shortcuts, no demanding it, no complaining about how long it's taking. 

But the betrayed spouse must also give trust—incrementally, cautiously, but genuinely. 
Otherwise, no amount of earning will ever be enough. 

This creates a dance: one person building trustworthiness through action, the other person 
extending trust based on that trustworthiness. Neither can do it alone. 

How the Unfaithful Spouse Earns Trust 

Radical transparency. Not just honesty when asked, but proactive disclosure. Offering 
information before it's requested. "Here's where I am, who I'm with, what I'm doing." This 
feels excessive at first, but it's necessary. You're rebuilding from zero—actually, from 
negative territory. Transparency is the currency of trust-building. 



373 
 

Consistency over time. One day of trustworthy behavior proves nothing. One week proves 
little. One month starts to establish a pattern. Three months, six months, a year—these are 
the timelines trust-building requires. You're demonstrating that your change isn't temporary 
performance but lasting transformation. 

Immediate honesty when you fail. Because you will fail—not necessarily by having 
another affair, but by making smaller mistakes. When you do, you come clean immediately. 
"I wasn't where I said I'd be." "I spoke to someone I shouldn't have." Immediate honesty 
about small failures builds more trust than hiding them until discovered. 

Patience with the process. You don't get to decide when your spouse should trust you 
again. You don't get to complain that it's taking too long. You destroyed something 
precious, and rebuilding takes time. Your job is to keep building trustworthiness regardless 
of how slowly trust returns. 

Owning your choices. No blame-shifting, no minimizing, no "but you..." Your affair was 
your choice, your responsibility. Taking full ownership—repeatedly, consistently, without 
defense—demonstrates character change that earns trust. 

Accountability structures. You don't resist verification—you embrace it. Open phone 
policy. Location sharing. Accountability partners. Regular check-ins. These aren't 
punishment; they're the scaffolding that supports trust-building. 

Changed behavior in the areas that enabled the affair. If work trips were part of the affair, 
you change how you handle work trips. If alcohol was involved, you address your drinking. If 
emotional intimacy with others was the gateway, you establish boundaries. You don't just 
stop the affair—you change the conditions that allowed it. 

Mark described his trust-earning process: "For the first six months, I felt like I was living 
under a microscope. Every move scrutinized, every explanation questioned. It was 
exhausting. But I realized—this is what I signed up for when I had the affair. I created this 
situation. The only way out is through. So I kept showing up, kept being transparent, kept 
doing the right thing even when it felt like it wasn't enough. And slowly—so slowly—I started 
to see Sarah relax a little. Not trusting completely, but trusting incrementally. That was 
worth every exhausting day." 

How the Betrayed Spouse Gives Trust 

But earning isn't enough. If the betrayed spouse never actually gives trust—never takes the 
risk of vulnerability again—then no amount of trustworthy behavior will rebuild the 
marriage. 
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This is the hardest part for the betrayed spouse: choosing to be vulnerable again when you 
know exactly how much it can hurt. 

Risk in small increments. You don't have to trust completely right away. Start small. "I'm 
going to not check your phone today." "I'm going to believe you when you say where you're 
going." "I'm going to share this fear with you even though it makes me vulnerable." Small 
risks that you can handle emotionally. 

Acknowledge trustworthy behavior. When your spouse demonstrates trustworthiness, 
notice it. Name it. "Thank you for being transparent about your day." "I appreciate that you 
offered information without me asking." This reinforces the behavior and creates positive 
momentum. 

Distinguish between verification and punishment. Verification says, "I need to see 
evidence that you're being trustworthy." Punishment says, "I'm going to make you prove 
yourself forever because you don't deserve my trust." One is wisdom; one is vengeance. 
Know which one you're doing. 

Give credit for consistency. If your spouse has been trustworthy for three months, that 
matters. You don't have to trust completely yet, but you can acknowledge the pattern. 
"You've been consistent for three months now. I see that. It's helping." 

Take the leap when appropriate. At some point—and only you know when that point is—
you have to actually trust. Not because you're certain. Not because all risk is eliminated. 
But because the evidence supports it and the relationship requires it. This is terrifying. Do it 
anyway. 

Communicate your fears. If you're struggling to extend trust even when the evidence 
suggests you should, tell your spouse why. "I want to trust you, but I'm afraid. Can we talk 
about that?" This vulnerability actually strengthens the relationship. 

Forgive yourself for being cautious. You're not being too guarded, too slow, too careful. 
You're being appropriately cautious given what happened. Don't let anyone—including 
yourself—shame you for taking the time you need. 

Sarah's journey toward giving trust was gradual: "At first, I couldn't imagine ever trusting 
Mark again. The idea felt like setting myself up to be destroyed. But as months passed and 
he was consistent—truly consistent, not just performing—I started to realize I had a choice. 
I could protect myself forever and never risk being hurt again. Or I could risk trusting, 
knowing I might get hurt, but also knowing that's the only path to real intimacy. The first 
time I chose to trust in a small way—not checking his phone for a whole day—I felt sick to 
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my stomach. But I also felt brave. Like I was reclaiming something the affair had stolen: my 
ability to be vulnerable. That felt like winning." 

The Dance of Trust-Building 

When both spouses do their part—one earning, one giving—trust gradually rebuilds. Not 
perfectly, not quickly, but genuinely. 

The unfaithful spouse demonstrates trustworthiness through consistent, transparent, 
accountable behavior. The betrayed spouse extends trust in small increments, taking 
calculated risks based on observed evidence. Together, they create a feedback loop: 
trustworthy behavior → small trust given → trustworthy behavior continues → slightly more 
trust given → and so on. 

This dance takes time. Months at minimum, often years. But it works—if both partners stay 
committed to their part. 

The First Time You Don't Check the Phone 

There are certain milestone moments in affair recovery—moments when you realize 
something has shifted, when you notice that what once felt impossible now feels possible. 

For many betrayed spouses, one of those milestone moments is the first time they don't 
check the phone. 

For months, checking your spouse's phone has been part of your routine. Not because you 
don't trust them necessarily, but because you're still verifying. You're still looking for 
evidence that the change is real. You're still protecting yourself from being blindsided 
again. 

And then one day, the phone is sitting there. Accessible. Available. And you... just don't pick 
it up. 

Maybe you're busy. Maybe you're tired. Maybe you just don't feel the same urgency you 
used to feel. Maybe—and this is the significant part—you realize you don't need to check it 
right now. Not because you're certain nothing is there. But because you're okay with not 
knowing for today. 

That's trust beginning to return. 

Why This Moment Matters 

It signals a shift from hypervigilance to appropriate vigilance. You're no longer in 
constant threat-detection mode. Your nervous system has downregulated slightly. You're 
moving from "I have to know everything all the time" to "I can tolerate some uncertainty." 
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It demonstrates that trust is being built through behavior, not verification. You're not 
trusting because you checked and found nothing. You're trusting because you've watched 
consistent behavior over time and that pattern is creating confidence. 

It marks movement from external control to internal peace. Initially, checking the phone 
gave you a sense of control—if there's something to find, at least you'll find it. But now, 
you're finding peace not through controlling your spouse's every move but through 
observing consistent trustworthiness. 

It's evidence of your own healing. The compulsion to check constantly was driven by 
trauma. The ability to not check is evidence that the trauma response is lessening. You're 
not being triggered as intensely or as frequently. 

What It Doesn't Mean 

It's important to be clear: not checking the phone once doesn't mean: 

You trust completely. You're not there yet. This is one small step, not a giant leap. 
Tomorrow you might need to check again. That's okay. 

You should never verify again. There's a difference between compulsively checking 
constantly and appropriately verifying occasionally. You're allowed to verify. You're just not 
driven by anxiety to do it every single time. 

The affair is behind you. Nope. You're still in active recovery. You're just less anxious about 
it in this moment than you've been before. 

You're naive again. The old trust was naive because you didn't know you needed to verify. 
The new trust is informed because you've verified and found trustworthy behavior. Not 
checking isn't naivety—it's confidence based on evidence. 

Other Milestone Moments 

The phone is just one example. There are other milestone moments that signal trust 
returning: 

The first time they're late and you don't panic. They text that they're running behind, and 
you believe them without anxiety flooding your body. 

The first time you go to bed before they do. You're not waiting up to ensure they actually 
come to bed, not staying on your phone, not staying awake in case something is 
happening. You're just... sleeping. 
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The first time they mention someone attractive and you don't spiral. They comment 
that a coworker looks nice today, and instead of immediately catastrophizing, you just 
agree and move on. 

The first time you plan a future event without qualification. "When we go on vacation 
next summer..." instead of "If we're still together next summer..." 

The first time you share something deeply vulnerable. You tell them a fear or insecurity 
you haven't shared before, making yourself emotionally naked in a way you haven't since 
discovery. 

The first time you initiate physical intimacy. For months, they've been the one initiating 
because you couldn't. Now you're reaching for them first. This is trust expressing itself 
physically. 

The first time you defend them to someone else. A friend says something critical about 
your spouse, and instead of agreeing or staying silent, you actually defend them. "They've 
really changed. I see the work they're doing." 

Each of these moments is evidence that trust is returning. Not perfectly, not completely, 
but genuinely. 

Vulnerability as Strength, Not Weakness 

Brené Brown has revolutionized our understanding of vulnerability. In her research, she's 
discovered something that challenges everything our culture teaches us: vulnerability is 
not weakness. It's actually the birthplace of connection, courage, and trust. 

She writes: "Vulnerability is not winning or losing; it's having the courage to show up and be 
seen when we have no control over the outcome. Vulnerability is not weakness; it's our 
greatest measure of courage." 

After an affair, choosing vulnerability feels insane. You've been devastated by 
vulnerability—you were vulnerable in your marriage, and your spouse exploited that 
vulnerability through betrayal. Why would you ever choose to be vulnerable again? 

Because it's the only path to real intimacy. 

Redefining Vulnerability 

In our culture, vulnerability is often equated with weakness. "Don't let them see you sweat." 
"Never let them see you cry." "Don't show weakness or they'll exploit it." 
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This mindset sees vulnerability as a liability—something to avoid, minimize, hide. And after 
betrayal, this mindset intensifies. "I was vulnerable once and look what happened. Never 
again." 

But vulnerability isn't weakness. Vulnerability is emotional exposure. It's choosing to be 
seen—really seen—when you can't control the outcome. It's saying: 

"I'm hurt." "I'm afraid." "I need you." "I love you." "I'm hoping again, even though hoping 
might lead to more pain." 

These statements are risky. They give someone else the power to hurt you. But they're also 
the only way to create real connection. 

Vulnerability After Betrayal 

Here's the paradox: the affair happened because something was missing in the marriage. 
Often, that something was genuine vulnerability—the ability to be truly seen and truly 
known. 

Maybe you were both performing your marriage roles without actually connecting deeply. 
Maybe you avoided difficult conversations. Maybe you didn't share your real needs 
because you were afraid of conflict or rejection. Maybe you stayed on the surface because 
going deep felt too risky. 

The affair exposed this lack of true intimacy. And now, in recovery, you have the opportunity 
to build something different—but only if you're willing to be vulnerable in ways you weren't 
before. 

This is terrifying after betrayal. You're being asked to be more vulnerable at the exact 
moment when vulnerability feels most dangerous. 

But it's also the only path forward. 

For the betrayed spouse: Vulnerability means admitting you're hurt even when you want to 
appear strong. It means saying "I'm afraid you'll hurt me again" instead of building walls. It 
means choosing to share your feelings even when that gives your spouse power to wound 
you. 

For the unfaithful spouse: Vulnerability means admitting the depth of your brokenness 
that led to the affair. It means confessing your ongoing struggles instead of pretending 
you've got it all together. It means saying "I'm afraid I'll fail you again" instead of projecting 
false confidence. 
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For both: Vulnerability means bringing your full self into the marriage—your fears, your 
needs, your weaknesses, your hopes—and trusting that being known won't lead to 
rejection. 

Vulnerability in Practice 

What does vulnerability actually look like in affair recovery? 

Naming your fears out loud. "I'm afraid this good phase won't last." "I'm afraid you're still 
lying to me." "I'm afraid I'll never be enough." These admissions feel like handing someone a 
weapon. But they're actually invitations to intimacy. 

Asking for what you need. "I need reassurance right now." "I need space to process." "I 
need you to be more transparent." "I need physical affection." Stating needs clearly—
without demanding, without hinting, without expecting your spouse to read your mind—is 
vulnerability. 

Admitting when you're struggling. "I'm having a hard day and I don't know why." "That 
comment triggered me even though I know you didn't mean it that way." "I'm feeling 
overwhelmed and I need help." You're not pretending to be fine when you're not. 

Sharing your hopes. This might be the scariest vulnerability of all. "I'm starting to hope 
again." "I think we might actually make it." "I can imagine a future where we're okay." Hope 
after betrayal feels like setting yourself up for devastation. But sharing that hope is an act of 
courage. 

Initiating difficult conversations. Instead of avoiding uncomfortable topics, you bring 
them up. "Can we talk about what happened?" "I need to tell you how I'm feeling." "There's 
something I'm struggling with." This is vulnerable because you're risking conflict, rejection, 
or misunderstanding. 

Expressing positive feelings. This can feel more vulnerable than expressing pain. "I 
enjoyed being with you today." "I appreciate how hard you're working on recovery." "I'm 
proud of how far we've come." Positive expressions create vulnerability because they reveal 
that you're invested, that you care, that you could be hurt by losing what you're building. 

Why Vulnerability Rebuilds Trust 

Here's the surprising truth: vulnerability actually creates trust. 

When you're vulnerable, you're demonstrating that you trust the other person enough to be 
real with them. That demonstration of trust often evokes trustworthiness in response. Your 
vulnerability invites their care. Your honesty invites their honesty. Your courage invites their 
courage. 



380 
 

Sarah described it: "The first time I told Mark I was afraid of trusting him again instead of 
just silently refusing to trust, something shifted. My vulnerability created space for him to 
be vulnerable back. He admitted he was afraid too—afraid he'd fail me again, afraid he 
didn't deserve another chance, afraid he'd never earn my trust back. And somehow, us 
being afraid together felt more connecting than pretending we were both fine." 

This is what Brown means when she says vulnerability is the birthplace of connection. Real 
connection doesn't happen when both people are performing strength. It happens when 
both people risk being seen in their weakness, their fear, their humanity. 

The Alternative to Vulnerability 

The alternative to vulnerability is walls. Self-protection. Emotional distance. "I'll never let 
anyone hurt me like that again." 

And yes, walls protect you from pain. But they also protect you from connection, from 
intimacy, from love. You can build walls so high that nothing can hurt you—but then nothing 
can reach you either. 

Psalm 37:3-4 says, "Trust in the LORD and do good; dwell in the land and cultivate 
faithfulness. Delight yourself in the LORD; and He will give you the desires of your heart." 

Notice the progression: trust → cultivate faithfulness → delight → desires of your heart. 

Trust leads to faithfulness leads to delight leads to fulfillment. But you have to start with 
trust—the risky, vulnerable choice to trust God and to trust others despite having been 
hurt. 

If you refuse vulnerability, you might protect yourself from future pain. But you'll also 
prevent future healing. Because healing requires opening up what's been closed down. 
Connection requires vulnerability. Trust requires risk. 

Learning to Trust God in a New Way 

The affair didn't just damage your trust in your spouse. For many people, it damaged their 
trust in God. 

"Where were You?" Sarah asked me, tears streaming down her face. "I prayed for my 
marriage every day. I asked You to protect us. I trusted You. And You let this happen. How 
am I supposed to trust You now?" 

This is one of the most painful aspects of affair recovery: the theological crisis. You trusted 
God to protect you. He didn't. You believed He cared about your marriage. Yet He allowed it 
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to be devastated. You thought faithfulness would be rewarded. Instead, you're suffering for 
someone else's unfaithfulness. 

How do you trust God in the aftermath of unanswered prayer? 

When God Doesn't Intervene 

The hard truth is this: God doesn't always prevent suffering. He didn't prevent your 
spouse's affair. He didn't stop the betrayal. He didn't intervene the way you prayed He 
would. 

This feels like betrayal—not just from your spouse, but from God. You held up your end of 
the deal. You were faithful. You prayed. You tried. And God... didn't stop it. 

There are no easy answers here. No platitudes that make this okay. The mystery of why God 
allows what He could prevent is beyond our comprehension. 

But here's what I can tell you: God's lack of intervention doesn't mean He's absent. His 
failure to prevent doesn't mean He won't redeem. 

God didn't cause the affair. Your spouse chose that. Free will is real, and sometimes 
people use their free will to hurt others. God honors human choice even when we make 
devastating choices. 

God didn't abandon you in the devastation. Just because He didn't prevent the affair 
doesn't mean He wasn't there in the discovery, in the pain, in the dark nights, in the slow 
rebuilding. Emmanuel—God with us—doesn't mean God preventing us from suffering. It 
means God suffering with us. 

God is in the business of redemption, not prevention. God rarely stops bad things from 
happening. But He's shown Himself, throughout Scripture and history, to be masterful at 
bringing beauty from ashes, joy from mourning, restoration from devastation. Not because 
the bad thing was good, but because He's that powerful. 

What Trust in God Looks Like Now 

Trust in God after an affair doesn't look like naive confidence that everything will work out 
the way you want. That trust was broken. 

The new trust looks different: 

Trust that He's present, not that He'll prevent pain. "Even though I walk through the 
valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me" (Psalm 23:4). The promise 
isn't that we won't walk through valleys. The promise is that He walks through them with us. 
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Trust that He can redeem, not that He'll restore exactly what was. He might not give you 
back the marriage you lost. But He can give you something new—possibly something 
better. Your job is to keep building. His job is to redeem what you're building. 

Trust in His character, not in your desired outcomes. God is good, even when outcomes 
aren't what you wanted. God is faithful, even when people aren't. God is redemptive, even 
when situations seem irredeemable. Your trust isn't in whether He'll fix things the way you 
want—it's in who He is regardless of outcomes. 

Trust that He grieves with you. God isn't indifferent to your pain. Jesus wept at Lazarus's 
tomb even though He was about to raise him from the dead. God grieves your grief. He's not 
distant and unconcerned—He's present and compassionate. 

Trust that He can use even this. Romans 8:28 doesn't promise that everything is good. It 
promises that God works all things together for good. That's different. The affair isn't good. 
But God can weave even this devastation into a larger redemptive story. 

Trusting God When You Can't Trust Your Spouse 

Here's an unexpected gift: sometimes, when you can't trust your spouse yet, you learn to 
trust God in deeper ways than you ever did before. 

Tom described it: "Before the affair, my trust in God was kind of abstract. I believed in Him, 
but I didn't need Him urgently. I had Jenny, I had my job, I had my life. But after the affair, 
when I couldn't trust Jenny and I couldn't trust my own judgment and everything felt 
unstable—God became concrete. Real. Essential. I learned what it meant to actually lean 
on Him because I literally had nothing else to lean on." 

This is what Proverbs 3:5-6 means: "Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on 
your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths 
straight." 

Your understanding was wrong. You didn't see the affair coming. You misread your spouse, 
your marriage, your security. Your understanding failed you. 

But God didn't fail you. He wasn't surprised. He wasn't absent. And He's still faithful, even 
when people aren't. 

Learning to trust God after an affair means: 

Bringing Him your honest questions. Don't pretend you're not angry. Don't spiritualize 
your confusion. Bring it all to Him. "Where were You?" "Why didn't You stop this?" "How am 
I supposed to trust You now?" God can handle your honesty. 
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Choosing to trust His character even when circumstances don't make sense. "I don't 
understand what You're doing. I don't understand why You allowed this. But I know You are 
good. I know You are faithful. I'm choosing to trust that, even when I can't see it." 

Releasing the need to understand. You might never understand why God didn't prevent 
the affair. But you can choose to trust Him anyway. That's what faith is: confidence in what 
we do not see (Hebrews 11:1). 

Watching for His redemption. Look for the places where God is working in the mess. The 
unexpected strength you've discovered. The ways you're growing. The help that's appeared 
when you needed it. These aren't accidents—they're evidence that He's present and active. 

Accepting His timeline instead of demanding yours. You want healing now. You want 
restoration now. You want everything fixed now. But God's timeline is different from yours, 
and His way of healing might not look like what you expected. Trust the process, even when 
you can't see the destination. 

Conclusion: Trust as a Journey, Not a Destination 

Sarah's journey illustrates something essential: trust doesn't return all at once. It returns in 
moments, in increments, in choices made over and over. 

The first time she didn't check Mark's phone was a moment. But it wasn't the end of her 
trust journey—it was one milestone among many. 

Trust after betrayal isn't a destination you arrive at where you never have to think about it 
again. It's a journey you walk, sometimes confidently, sometimes tentatively, sometimes 
questioning whether you're on the right path. 

Some days you'll trust easily. Some days you'll struggle to trust at all. Some days you'll take 
two steps forward. Some days you'll take three steps back. And all of that is normal. 

The goal isn't perfect trust. The goal is growing trust—trust that's a little stronger this month 
than last month, a little more stable this year than last year, a little more courageous today 
than yesterday. 

Paul says in Philippians 3:12-14: "Not that I have already obtained it or have already 
become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of 
by Christ Jesus... I press on toward the goal." 

He's not there yet. He hasn't arrived. But he's pressing on. He's moving forward. He's 
committed to the direction even when the destination is still distant. 
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That's what you're doing with trust. You're pressing on. Some days the pressing feels like 
progress. Some days it feels like struggle. But you're moving in the direction of trust, even 
when you haven't fully laid hold of it yet. 

And that—the choosing, the pressing, the moving forward even when it's hard—that's what 
trust looks like after betrayal. 

Not certainty. Not comfort. Not the naive confidence you had before. 

But courage. Vulnerability. Risk taken with eyes wide open. 

And that, in the end, is a much stronger foundation than blind trust ever was. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. How would you describe what trust feels like for you now? How is it different from 
before the affair? 

2. Can you identify any milestone moments when trust has begun to return? What 
were they? 

3. For the unfaithful spouse: How are you actively earning trust? What could you do 
more consistently? 

4. For the betrayed spouse: Are you giving trust incrementally as it's earned, or are you 
holding back even when evidence suggests you could risk trusting? 

5. Where are you on the spectrum between hypervigilance and appropriate trust? How 
do you know? 

6. What does vulnerability look like for you specifically? Where are you most afraid to 
be vulnerable? 

7. How has the affair affected your trust in God? What questions do you need to bring 
to Him? 

8. What would it look like to trust God's character even when you don't understand His 
actions (or lack of intervention)? 

9. Are you confusing "trusting God" with "trusting that God will give me the outcome I 
want"? How are those different? 

10. What's one small risk of trust or vulnerability you could take this week? 
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Prayer 

Father, 

This is so hard. Trust felt so easy before—I didn't even think about it. Now every act of trust 
feels like jumping off a cliff. I hate that. I want the old trust back. But I'm learning that the old 
trust was built on illusion, and what You're building in me now is built on truth. 

Help me to trust in small increments. I don't have to trust completely today—just trust in 
this moment, in this situation, with this choice. Give me courage for those small risks. 

For the unfaithful spouse: Help me to earn trust through consistency, transparency, and 
patience. Help me not to demand trust I haven't earned or complain that it's taking too long. 
This is my responsibility, my work to do. Give me endurance for the long process of 
rebuilding what I destroyed. 

For the betrayed spouse: Help me to give trust when it's appropriate, even when it's 
terrifying. Help me to not let fear of future pain prevent me from experiencing present 
connection. Give me wisdom to know when to protect myself and when to risk vulnerability. 

Teach me what it means to trust You after trusting You didn't prevent this devastation. I'm 
angry. I'm confused. I feel betrayed—not just by my spouse, but by You. Help me to bring 
You that honesty without fear that You'll reject me for it. 

Remind me that You're in the redemption business, not the prevention business. You didn't 
stop the affair. But You can redeem it. You don't promise to spare me from valleys—You 
promise to walk through them with me. 

Help me to see vulnerability not as weakness but as courage. Help me to risk being fully 
known, fully seen, even though being known led to being hurt before. Remind me that walls 
protect me from pain but also from connection—and that connection is worth the risk. 

Most of all, Father, help me to keep pressing on. I haven't arrived yet. I'm not fully healed 
yet. I don't trust completely yet. But I'm moving in that direction. Give me strength for the 
journey, hope for the destination, and grace for the messy middle. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

Brené Brown Quote: 

"Vulnerability is not winning or losing; it's having the courage to show up and be seen when 
we have no control over the outcome. Vulnerability is not weakness; it's our greatest 
measure of courage... Vulnerability is the birthplace of love, belonging, joy, courage, 
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empathy, and creativity. It is the source of hope, empathy, accountability, and authenticity. 
If we want greater clarity in our purpose or deeper and more meaningful spiritual lives, 
vulnerability is the path... Staying vulnerable is a risk we have to take if we want to 
experience connection... Because true belonging only happens when we present our 
authentic, imperfect selves to the world, our sense of belonging can never be greater than 
our level of self-acceptance... Courage starts with showing up and letting ourselves be 
seen." 

— Brené Brown, Daring Greatly: How the Courage to Be Vulnerable Transforms the Way We 
Live, Love, Parent, and Lead 
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Chapter 20: Your Testimony - Redeeming the Wreckage 

"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of 
all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction so that we will be able to comfort those 
who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God." 
(2 Corinthians 1:3-4, NASB) 

 

I was sitting in a coffee shop when I noticed her across the room. She looked familiar, but I 
couldn't place her at first. Then she caught my eye, and recognition flooded her face. She 
walked over, tentative but determined. 

"You don't remember me," she said. "But you spoke at our church about six months ago. 
About affair recovery." 

Then I remembered. I'd shared parts of my own story at a marriage conference—the 
ministry burnout, the emotional disconnection from my wife, the patterns that could have 
led to disaster if God hadn't intervened. I'd talked about the grace that met me in my 
brokenness and the healing journey that followed. 

"I need to tell you something," she continued, tears forming. "That night, I went home and 
told my husband I'd been having an emotional affair with a coworker. I'd convinced myself 
it wasn't really cheating because it hadn't gotten physical. But when you talked about 
emotional affairs, about the warning signs, about how you can rationalize anything when 
you're in the fog—something broke open in me. I realized I was in danger. And because you 
were honest about your own struggles, I felt like maybe I could be honest too." 

She paused, wiping her eyes. "We're in counseling now. It's hard. But we're both fighting for 
our marriage in ways we never did before. And I don't think I would have come clean if you 
hadn't been willing to share your story. So thank you. Your wound became our warning. And 
maybe our healing." 

This is what Paul means in 2 Corinthians 1:3-4. God comforts us in our affliction—not just 
to make us feel better, but so that we can comfort others with the same comfort we 
received. Our wounds, when surrendered to God's redemptive purposes, become sources 
of healing for others. 

But this is delicate territory. How do you share your story without exploiting it? How do you 
help others without oversharing? How do you know when you're ready to turn your wound 
into ministry? 

Let's explore what it means to redeem the wreckage. 
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When Your Wound Becomes Your Ministry 

Henri Nouwen wrote extensively about what he called "the wounded healer"—the idea that 
our deepest wounds, when properly tended, become the very places through which we 
minister to others. 

He writes: "Nobody escapes being wounded. We all are wounded people, whether 
physically, emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The main question is not 'How can we hide 
our wounds?' so we don't have to be embarrassed, but 'How can we put our woundedness 
in the service of others?' When our wounds cease to be a source of shame, and become a 
source of healing, we have become wounded healers." 

This is the paradox of redemption: the very thing that nearly destroyed you can become the 
thing through which God brings healing to others. 

But this doesn't happen automatically. A wound doesn't become a ministry just because 
you have a wound. There's a process—a transformation that must occur first. 

From Wound to Scar 

Fresh wounds can't heal others—they're still bleeding. You can't pour out healing for others 
when you're hemorrhaging yourself. But scars? Scars tell a story. Scars are evidence of 
healing. Scars can touch other people's wounds in ways that perfection never could. 

The difference between a wound and a scar: 

A wound is still raw. You can't touch it without pain. You can't think about it without being 
overwhelmed. You can't talk about it without falling apart. It's still actively hurting you. 

A scar has closed. You can touch it without bleeding. You can talk about it without being 
retraumatized. You can remember without being consumed. The pain has been processed, 
metabolized, integrated into your story without defining your entire story. 

A wound needs protection. You have to guard it, cover it, keep people away from it. It 
requires all your energy just to manage the pain. 

A scar can be shared. You can show it to others without damaging yourself. You can use it 
to say, "I know what this pain feels like. And I survived. So can you." 

A wound isolates you. You can't focus on anyone else's pain because your own is so 
overwhelming. You're necessarily self-focused because you're just trying to survive. 

A scar connects you. Your healing becomes a bridge to others who are still wounded. Your 
survival becomes evidence that survival is possible. Your scar says, "I've been where you 
are. And there's a path forward." 
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This is why timing matters. You can't turn your wound into ministry while you're still 
bleeding. You have to heal enough that sharing doesn't reopen the wound. 

The Question of Timing 

"When am I ready to help others?" This is one of the most common questions I get from 
couples in recovery. 

Six months after discovery, they're starting to find their footing. They're learning new 
patterns. They're experiencing small victories. And they want to use their experience to 
help other couples. They see friends struggling in their marriages and want to say, "We've 
been there. Let us help." 

Sometimes this impulse is healthy—a desire to redeem the pain by preventing others from 
experiencing it. Sometimes it's premature—a way to feel like the suffering had meaning 
before you've fully processed it yourself. 

Here's how to know if you're ready: 

Can you tell your story without falling apart? Not without emotion—that's not the goal. 
But can you tell it without being retraumatized, without spiraling, without losing yourself in 
the telling? 

Can you hear someone else's story without making it about yours? When someone 
shares their affair experience, can you stay present to their pain, or do you immediately 
redirect to your own? True ministry requires the ability to set your story aside and focus on 
theirs. 

Are you sharing to help them or to heal yourself? There's a difference between "Here's 
what I learned that might help you" and "Let me tell you my story because I need someone 
to process with." One is ministry. One is therapy. 

Do you have appropriate boundaries? Can you engage with someone else's pain without 
taking it on as your own? Can you help without becoming enmeshed? Can you walk away 
when you need to protect your own healing? 

Are you stable in your own recovery? If your marriage is still volatile, if you're still triggered 
constantly, if you're still in crisis mode—you're not ready to help others. Secure your own 
oxygen mask first. 

Has your spouse consented to having your story shared? This is crucial. Your affair is 
also their affair. Their story, their pain, their privacy. You don't get to decide unilaterally to 
make it public. This decision must be made together, with full consent from both parties. 
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Levels of Sharing 

Ministry doesn't have to mean standing on a stage telling your whole story to hundreds of 
people. There are different levels of sharing, and you get to choose what's appropriate for 
your situation: 

One-on-one conversations. A friend confides they're struggling in their marriage. You 
share—carefully, briefly—that you've been there, and you offer to walk with them. This is 
often the safest starting point. 

Small group contexts. A church small group or recovery group where trust has been 
established. You share parts of your story with people who've earned the right to hear it and 
who will handle it with care. 

Broader ministry. Teaching a class, leading a recovery group, speaking at events. This 
requires more healing, more boundaries, and more discernment. It also requires your 
spouse's full consent and participation in deciding what's shared. 

Written testimony. Blogs, books, articles. These reach the widest audience but also 
require the most careful consideration because once it's written, you can't take it back. 

You don't have to move through all these levels. You might be called to help individuals but 
never speak publicly. That's okay. Ministry is about faithfulness to your calling, not visibility 
of your platform. 

Helping Others Without Oversharing 

There's a fine line between testimony and TMI (too much information). You can help others 
without giving them every graphic detail of your story. 

Sarah struggled with this: "People ask me what happened, and I don't know how much to 
tell them. Do I tell them it was a physical affair? Do I tell them how long it lasted? Do I tell 
them where it happened, with whom? Some details feel too personal, but I don't want to 
seem like I'm hiding something." 

Here's the principle: Share your scar, not your wound. Share your lessons, not just your 
story. 

What to Share 

The broad strokes. "We experienced betrayal in our marriage. It was devastating. We 
almost didn't survive it. But we're on the other side now, still healing but much stronger 
than we were." 
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The emotional reality. "I didn't think I could survive the pain. There were days I couldn't get 
out of bed. Days I couldn't imagine ever feeling whole again." 

The lessons learned. "We learned that you can't take a marriage for granted. We learned 
that small disconnections become large chasms if you're not careful. We learned that 
transparency is non-negotiable. We learned that healing is possible but it takes work." 

The hope. "If you're in the middle of devastation right now, I want you to know—you can 
survive this. It won't look the way you think it will. But healing is real. Redemption is 
possible." 

The grace. "We couldn't do this on our own. God met us in ways we never expected. 
Community supported us when we couldn't stand. Counseling gave us tools we didn't 
have. Grace was the foundation when everything else crumbled." 

What Not to Share 

Graphic details. Nobody needs to hear the sexual details of the affair. They don't need the 
blow-by-blow of discovery day. They don't need the explicit content of your most 
devastating fights. These details don't help anyone—they just satisfy curiosity or trauma-
bond you to your audience. 

Information that would identify the affair partner. Protect their privacy even if they didn't 
protect yours. You're not sharing your story to destroy someone else's reputation. 

Details your spouse isn't comfortable sharing. Even if you're okay with something being 
public, if your spouse isn't, it stays private. Their consent is non-negotiable. 

Raw, unprocessed emotion. Save that for your therapist, your close friends, your journal. 
Public sharing should come from a place of relative stability, not from the bleeding edge of 
your pain. 

Information that exploits your children. If you have kids, be extremely careful about what 
you share that affects them. They didn't choose this, and they deserve privacy. Their story is 
theirs to tell, not yours to broadcast. 

Anything that violates confidentiality. If you learned something in counseling, in a 
recovery group, in private conversation—it stays there unless you have explicit permission 
to share it. 

The Rule of Relevance 

Before you share a detail, ask yourself: "Is this relevant to helping this person, or is this just 
part of my story?" 



392 
 

If someone is struggling with whether to stay or go after discovering an affair, they don't 
need to know the explicit details of your affair. They need to know how you made that 
decision, what factors you considered, what helped you discern God's leading. 

If someone is wrestling with forgiveness, they don't need to know every betrayal you had to 
forgive. They need to know what forgiveness looked like for you, how you processed it, what 
made it possible. 

Share what helps. Leave out what doesn't. 

The Difference Between Healed and Healing 

One of the most liberating realizations in ministry is this: You don't have to be fully healed 
to help others. You just have to be further along the path than they are. 

The lie we believe is that we have to have it all figured out, have to be completely whole, 
have to have arrived at perfect healing before we can offer anything to anyone else. 

But that's not how Paul describes it. In 2 Corinthians 1:4, he says we comfort others "with 
the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God." Present tense. Not "were 
comforted" (past, complete). But "are comforted" (present, ongoing). 

We're being comforted even as we comfort others. We're being healed even as we help 
others heal. We're receiving grace even as we extend it. 

Still Healing, Already Helping 

Mark and Sarah started mentoring another couple about a year into their own recovery. 
They weren't perfect. They were still having hard days. They were still working through 
triggers and trust issues. But they were further along than this other couple who had just 
discovered an affair a month prior. 

"At first I felt like a fraud," Mark told me. "How could I help them when we're still struggling? 
But then I realized—they don't need us to be perfect. They need us to be honest. They need 
to see a couple that's still healing but is actually healing. That gives them hope in a way that 
seeing a 'perfectly healed' couple ten years out wouldn't." 

Sarah agreed: "When we tell them 'We had a terrible day yesterday,' they're relieved. 
Because it normalizes what they're experiencing. It shows them that healing isn't linear, 
that setbacks are normal, that they're not failing just because it's hard." 

This is the power of being "in the middle." You remember what it was like to be where they 
are. The pain is still recent enough that you have empathy, not just sympathy. You know the 
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path forward because you're walking it yourself, not because you walked it twenty years ago 
and vaguely remember what it was like. 

What You Can Offer While Still Healing 

You can offer presence. Just being with someone in their pain, not trying to fix it, not 
rushing them through it—that's ministry. And you can do that even while you're still healing 
yourself. 

You can offer hope. "I know it feels impossible right now. I felt that way too. But I'm a year 
out, and I can tell you—it gets easier. Not easy, but easier." 

You can offer practical help. "Here's what helped us in the early days. Here's a counselor 
we recommend. Here's a book that was transformative. Here's what we did when triggers 
were overwhelming." 

You can offer normalization. "What you're experiencing is normal. The intrusive 
thoughts—normal. The hypervigilance—normal. The rage followed by grief followed by 
hope followed by despair—all normal." 

You can offer truth-telling. "This is going to be harder than you think. It's going to take 
longer than you want. But it's possible. We're living proof that it's possible." 

You can offer companionship. "You're not alone in this. We're walking this path too. Let's 
walk it together." 

You don't have to be an expert. You just have to be a fellow traveler who's willing to turn 
around and extend a hand to someone a few steps behind you. 

Protecting Your Own Healing 

But here's the critical caveat: helping others can't come at the expense of your own 
healing. You have to maintain boundaries. 

Know your limits. If hearing someone else's affair story triggers you so intensely that you 
can't function for days afterward, you're not ready to help others yet. That's not failure—
that's self-awareness. 

Don't become a savior. You're not responsible for fixing other people's marriages. You can 
offer help, support, guidance—but their healing is their work, not yours. Don't take on more 
than you can carry. 

Maintain your own support system. You still need counseling, accountability, community. 
Helping others doesn't mean you no longer need help yourself. 
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Check in with your spouse. Regularly ask: "Is our involvement with helping others healthy 
for us? Is it draining our marriage or enriching it?" If it's costing you too much, pull back. 

Recognize when you need a break. Sometimes you need seasons where you focus solely 
on your own healing and not on helping others. That's not selfish—that's sustainable. 

Your Story Is Not a Cautionary Tale 

One of the dangers of sharing your affair story is that it can become a cautionary tale—a 
warning to others about what not to do, about how affairs happen, about the 
consequences of sin. 

And yes, there are warnings embedded in every affair story. Patterns that led to 
vulnerability. Choices that led to devastation. Consequences that rippled outward. 

But if that's all your story is—a warning—you're missing the redemptive heart of the gospel. 

Your story is not primarily about what went wrong. It's about what God is making right. 

From Moral Lesson to Redemption Story 

In church culture, affair stories often get packaged as moral lessons: "This is what happens 
when you don't guard your heart." "This is why accountability matters." "This is the cost of 
sin." 

All true. But incomplete. 

If your story ends with "So don't do what we did," you've told a cautionary tale. If your story 
ends with "God is redeeming even this," you've told a gospel story. 

The difference: 

Cautionary tale focus: "Here's how we messed up so you don't make the same mistakes." 

Redemption story focus: "Here's how God is healing what we broke and building 
something we never could have built without Him." 

Cautionary tale tone: Warning, fear, regret. 

Redemption story tone: Hope, grace, transformation. 

Cautionary tale purpose: Prevention—keeping others from experiencing what you 
experienced. 

Redemption story purpose: Encouragement—showing others that healing is possible 
even after devastation. 
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Both elements exist in any affair story. You don't ignore the mistakes or minimize the 
consequences. But you don't stop there. You move toward the redemption that's emerging 
on the other side. 

The Problem with "This Could Happen to You" 

When affair stories are told primarily as warnings, they often carry the implicit message: 
"This could happen to you if you're not careful." 

This creates fear-based marriage maintenance. People start monitoring their spouses, 
obsessing over potential threats, living in hypervigilance—not because they're building 
intimacy, but because they're terrified of betrayal. 

That's not a foundation for a thriving marriage. That's a foundation for anxiety. 

The better message: "God can redeem even the worst betrayal. Healing is possible. Grace 
is real. If you find yourself in this devastation, you're not beyond hope." 

This creates hope-based marriage building. People invest in their marriages not because 
they're afraid of what might happen if they don't, but because they believe in the power of 
redemption, the possibility of transformation, the reality of grace. 

Fear motivates in the short term. Hope sustains in the long term. 

Your Story Points to His Story 

Ultimately, your affair story—when properly told—isn't about you at all. It's about God. 

It's about a God who doesn't abandon us in our worst moments. A God who brings beauty 
from ashes. A God who specializes in redemption. A God who takes what we've broken and 
builds something we never could have imagined. 

This is why Romans 8:28 is so crucial: "And we know that God causes all things to work 
together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose." 

Notice it doesn't say all things are good. The affair wasn't good. The betrayal wasn't good. 
The devastation wasn't good. 

But God is working all things together—even the terrible things, even the devastating things, 
even the things we wish never happened—for good. 

That "good" isn't necessarily a restored marriage (though it might be). The "good" is His 
redemptive purpose being accomplished in and through you—transformation that couldn't 
have happened any other way, character that could only be forged in fire, ministry that 
could only come from firsthand experience with devastation and healing. 
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When you tell your story as His story, you're not minimizing the pain. You're not saying "It 
was worth it." You're saying "God is faithful even when people aren't. God is redemptive 
even when situations seem irredeemable. God is present even when He doesn't prevent." 

That's the story the world needs to hear. 

Beauty from Ashes Is Real 

Isaiah 61:3 promises that God will "give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness 
instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a spirit of fainting." 

This isn't metaphorical. This is actual, tangible transformation. Beauty really does emerge 
from ashes. Joy really does replace mourning. Strength really does grow where faintness 
once was. 

But we often don't see it while we're still in the ashes. 

What Beauty from Ashes Looks Like 

A marriage that's more intimate than it was before. Not despite the affair, but because 
the affair forced you to tear down walls, address patterns, build honestly. You're more 
connected now than you were in the "perfect" marriage that wasn't actually healthy. 

Character that's been forged in fire. You're more compassionate, more resilient, more 
realistic, more humble than you were before. The person you're becoming through this trial 
is stronger than the person you were before it. 

Ministry that couldn't have existed otherwise. You can now reach people you couldn't 
reach before. You can speak into pain with authority because you've walked through it 
yourself. Your wound has become your credential. 

Faith that's been tested and proven. You don't believe in God because it's comfortable 
anymore. You believe because you've experienced His faithfulness in the darkest valley. 
That's a faith that won't be easily shaken. 

Empathy for others in pain. You no longer judge people's struggles or wonder why they 
can't just get over it. You know what real devastation feels like. That empathy changes how 
you relate to everyone. 

Gratitude for what you almost lost. You don't take your marriage for granted anymore. You 
don't assume your spouse will always be there. You cherish what you have because you 
know how close you came to losing it. 
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Freedom from perfectionism. You've experienced complete failure and survived. You've 
been broken and you're being rebuilt. You're no longer performing for approval—you're 
living in grace. 

This is the beauty. None of it erases the ashes. But it emerges from them. And somehow, 
miraculously, the beauty becomes more precious because of how much it cost. 

Beauty Doesn't Justify the Ashes 

Here's what's crucial to understand: the beauty that emerges doesn't mean the ashes were 
good. It doesn't mean the affair was "worth it" for the growth it produced. It doesn't mean 
you should be grateful for the betrayal because of how it changed you. 

That's not how redemption works. 

Redemption doesn't justify the sin—it overcomes it. Redemption doesn't make the 
devastation good—it brings good out of the devastation. Redemption doesn't require you to 
be thankful for the pain—it invites you to be thankful for the healing. 

Joseph could say to his brothers, "You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good" (Genesis 
50:20). He's not saying their evil was good. He's saying God's purposes transcended their 
evil intentions. He's not grateful they sold him into slavery. He's grateful God redeemed 
even that evil for a larger purpose. 

That's the tension you hold: the affair was wrong, and God is redeeming it. The pain was 
devastating, and healing is emerging. The damage was real, and beauty is growing. 

Both are true. You don't have to choose between them. 

When You Can't See the Beauty Yet 

Sarah struggled with this about eight months into recovery. "Everyone keeps telling me God 
will bring beauty from these ashes. But I don't see it yet. I'm still in the ashes. I'm still 
hurting. When does the beauty part start?" 

"It already has," I told her. "You just can't see it yet because you're too close to it. But I can 
see it. You're more honest now than you've ever been. You're fighting for your marriage 
instead of coasting. You're developing emotional intelligence you didn't have before. You're 
learning to communicate in ways you never did. That's beauty emerging—it just doesn't feel 
beautiful yet." 

Sometimes the beauty is visible only in retrospect. You can't see the phoenix rising while 
you're still in the fire. But later—months or years later—you look back and realize: 
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transformation was happening even when I couldn't feel it. Beauty was growing even when I 
couldn't see it. Redemption was at work even when I couldn't recognize it. 

If you can't see the beauty yet, that's okay. Keep doing the work. Keep choosing healing. 
Keep trusting God's redemptive purposes even when you can't trace them. 

The beauty is coming. Or more accurately, it's already growing—you just can't see it yet. 

Conclusion: Your Wound Is Not the End of Your Story 

Henri Nouwen writes: "Nobody escapes being wounded. We all are wounded people, 
whether physically, emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The main question is not 'How can 
we hide our wounds?' so we don't have to be embarrassed, but 'How can we put our 
woundedness in the service of others?'" 

Your affair is a wound. But it doesn't have to be your defining wound. It can become a 
scar—evidence of healing, proof of God's faithfulness, a bridge to others who are wounded. 

Not everyone will be called to public ministry. Not everyone will share their story broadly. 
And that's okay. Redemption doesn't require a platform. It just requires willingness to let 
God use what He's redeemed. 

Maybe your ministry is one couple. One friend. One person God brings into your life who 
needs to know healing is possible. That's enough. That's beautiful. That's redemption at 
work. 

Or maybe your ministry is broader—teaching, speaking, writing, leading. If so, do it with 
care. Do it with boundaries. Do it with your spouse's full consent. Do it from a place of 
healing, not from a place of bleeding. 

But whether your audience is one or one thousand, the message is the same: 

God can redeem even this. Healing is possible. Beauty can emerge from ashes. Your 
wound can become your ministry. Your story is not over. 

Paul says in 2 Corinthians 1:6-7: "But if we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; 
or if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which is effective in the patient enduring of the 
same sufferings which we also suffer; and our hope for you is firmly grounded, knowing that 
as you are sharers of our sufferings, so also you are sharers of our comfort." 

Your suffering isn't wasted. Your comfort isn't just for you. You share in both—the suffering 
and the comfort—so that others might find hope. 
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That's what it means to redeem the wreckage. Not to pretend the wreckage never 
happened. Not to minimize the devastation. But to let God take what was meant to destroy 
you and use it to bring healing to others. 

Your wound can become your ministry. Your ashes can become beauty. Your testimony can 
become someone else's hope. 

Not because you're special, but because God is faithful. Not because the affair was good, 
but because God is redemptive. Not because you have it all figured out, but because you're 
willing to share what you're learning. 

That's enough. 

More than enough. 

That's the power of testimony—not perfect people sharing perfect stories, but broken 
people sharing how God is making them whole. 

And in a world full of brokenness, that's exactly the testimony the world needs to hear. 

 

Questions for Reflection 

1. Are you at a place where your wound has become a scar, or is it still bleeding? How 
do you know? 

2. Who in your life might benefit from hearing (parts of) your story? What's holding you 
back from sharing? 

3. What level of sharing feels appropriate for where you are in your healing? One-on-
one? Small group? Broader ministry? 

4. What lessons from your affair recovery do you think would be most helpful for others 
to hear? 

5. How would you tell your story as a redemption story rather than just a cautionary 
tale? 

6. What beauty is emerging from the ashes of your devastation? Can you name 
specific ways God is redeeming this? 

7. For the unfaithful spouse: Have you and your spouse discussed what you're both 
comfortable sharing publicly? What boundaries need to be in place? 



400 
 

8. For the betrayed spouse: Are you at a place where you can give permission for parts 
of your story to be shared? What needs to stay private? 

9. What would it look like to put your woundedness in the service of others without 
damaging your own healing? 

10. How does viewing your suffering through the lens of Romans 8:28 change how you 
understand your story? 

 

Prayer 

Father, 

I never wanted this story. I never wanted this wound. But it's mine—ours—and I'm asking 
You to redeem it. 

I don't know if You're calling me to share my story broadly or just with one person who 
needs to hear it. But I'm willing. Use what You're healing in me to bring healing to others. 

Help me to know when I'm ready to help others—when my wound has healed enough that 
sharing won't reopen it. Give me discernment to know when to speak and when to stay 
silent. 

Protect me from making my story about me instead of about You. Keep me from 
oversharing, from exploiting my pain or my spouse's pain, from crossing boundaries that 
should stay in place. 

Help me to see the beauty You're bringing from these ashes, even when I can't feel it yet. 
Help me to trust that You're working all things together for good, even this, even now. 

Give me courage to be vulnerable when vulnerability would help someone else. Give me 
wisdom to know what to share and what to keep private. Give me humility to remember I'm 
still healing even as I help others heal. 

Thank You for not wasting our suffering. Thank You for being the God who brings beauty 
from ashes, joy from mourning, strength from weakness. Thank You for turning our wounds 
into scars that can touch other people's wounds. 

Help me to see my story as part of Your larger redemptive story—not the end, but a chapter 
in the ongoing narrative of Your faithfulness. 
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Use this devastation for Your glory. Redeem this wreckage for Your purposes. Let our 
testimony be that You are faithful even when people aren't, that You redeem even what 
seems irredeemable, that You're present even when You don't prevent. 

May our story—however You choose to use it—point others to You. 

In Jesus' name, Amen. 

 

Henri Nouwen Quote (Revisited): 

"Nobody escapes being wounded. We all are wounded people, whether physically, 
emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The main question is not 'How can we hide our 
wounds?' so we don't have to be embarrassed, but 'How can we put our woundedness in 
the service of others?' When our wounds cease to be a source of shame, and become a 
source of healing, we have become wounded healers... The great illusion of leadership is to 
think that man can be led out of the desert by someone who has never been there. Our lives 
are filled with examples which tell us that leadership asks for understanding and that 
understanding requires sharing. So long as we are not able to convert our wounds into a 
source of healing, we cannot free ourselves from the need to attack others or simply to 
survive in the struggle for life. But once we are able to receive our wounds and put them at 
the service of others, we become healers. Ministry is entering into communion with those 
who suffer, not removing ourselves from suffering but moving toward it so that God's 
healing can break through in all of us." 

— Henri Nouwen, The Wounded Healer: Ministry in Contemporary Society 

 

 

 


