Before the Altar: Pre-Marital Counseling for Co-
Dependency

Building a Marriage Foundation Free from Unhealthy Patterns



Introduction: Love or Dependency?

"l can't imagine life without you."

At first glance, this sounds like the essence of romance—the kind of devotion
every engaged couple dreams of expressing. But what if that statement isn't
about deep love, but about desperate need? What if the inability to imagine
life without your partner stems not from choice, but from fear? Not from
commitment, but from emptiness?

As you stand on the threshold of marriage, holding hands and dreaming of
your future together, you're likely envisioning a partnership built on love, trust,
and mutual support. You've probably heard that marriage requires sacrifice,
that it's about putting your spouse's needs first, that you're becoming "one
flesh." And all of this is true—beautifully, biblically true.

But there's a counterfeit version of these truths that can silently sabotage
even the most well-intentioned unions. It's called co-dependency, and it
masquerades as love while slowly eroding the very foundation it claims to
build.

Why This Book? Why Now?

You might be wondering why a book on co-dependency matters in the season
of engagement—a time usually filled with cake tastings, venue selections, and
the giddy anticipation of saying "l do." The answer is simple but profound: the
patterns you bring into marriage will either strengthen or strangle it.

Co-dependency doesn't announce itself with warning labels. It often looks
like devotion, feels like love, and sounds like commitment. It's the fiancé who
can't make a decision without consulting their partner first—not out of
respect, but out of paralyzing anxiety. It's the bride-to-be who's already
planning how to "fix" her future husband's struggles with money, anger, or
work. It's the couple who've become so enmeshed that they've lost sight of
where one person ends and the other begins.



The tragic irony is that co-dependent relationships often begin with the best
intentions: / want to help. | want to be there. | want to love sacrificially. But
somewhere along the way, helping becomes controlling, being there becomes
suffocating, and sacrificial love becomes self-abandonment.

This book exists because your marriage deserves better. Because you deserve
better. Because God's design for marriage is far more beautiful, more freeing,
and more life-giving than the tangled web of co-dependency could ever
produce.

The Difference Between Love and Co-Dependency

So how do you tell the difference? After all, doesn't the Bible call us to serve
one another? To bear one another's burdens? To lay down our lives for each
other?

Yes—and that's precisely why understanding this distinction is so crucial.
Christ-centered love is characterized by:

« Freedom and choice: You choose to serve your partner, but you don't
need them to be complete.

« Healthy boundaries: You know where you end and they begin; you can
say "no" without crippling guilt.

o Mutual growth: You encourage each other toward spiritual maturity and
personal development.

« Interdependence: You rely on each other appropriately while
maintaining your individual identities in Christ.

« Security in God: Your ultimate worth, identity, and security come from
your relationship with God, not your partner.

Co-dependent attachment, by contrast, is marked by:

« Compulsion and fear: You feel you must be there, fix things, or rescue
your partner to maintain stability.



« Blurred boundaries: You can't distinguish your emotions from theirs;
their mood dictates yours; their problems become your obsession.

« Enabling patterns: Your "help" actually prevents your partner from
growing, taking responsibility, or facing consequences.

« Enmeshment: Your identities have merged in unhealthy ways; you've
lost yourself in the relationship.

« Emotionalinstability: Your sense of worth and peace depends entirely
on how your partner is doing.

The Apostle Paul gives us a profound picture of healthy love in 1 Corinthians
13:4-7:

"Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.
It does not dishonor others, itis not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it
keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the
truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres."”

Notice what's absent from this description: control, anxiety, manipulation,
people-pleasing, self-abandonment, and the desperate need to manage
another person's life. True love, biblical love, is secure enough to be patient.
Strong enough to be kind. Free enough to protect without smothering and
trust without enabling.

When Helping Becomes Harmful

One of the most confusing aspects of co-dependency is that it often feels
righteous. You're helping your struggling partner. You're being supportive.
You're showing Christian love and sacrifice, aren't you?

Perhaps. Or perhaps you're standing between your partner and the growth
God wants to do in their life.

There's a crucial difference between supporting someone and rescuing
them, between encouraging accountability and enabling dysfunction.



« Supporting means walking alongside your partner through difficulty
while respecting their agency and responsibility.

« Rescuing means jumping in to fix their problems, shield them from
consequences, or take on responsibilities that are rightfully theirs.

« Encouraging accountability means lovingly pointing your partner
toward God's standards and healthy choices.

« Enabling dysfunction means adjusting your entire life around their
unhealthy patterns, making excuses for them, or protecting them from
facing reality.

When you rescue rather than support, when you enable rather than
encourage, you're not loving your partner—you're hindering them. You may be
driven by compassion, but the result is control. You may think you're helping,
but you're actually preventing the very growth and maturity that a strong
marriage requires.

Consider the words of Philippians 2:3-4:

"Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value
others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to
the interests of the others."”

This is the biblical model: mutual care without self-abandonment. You
consider your partner's interests, but you don't ignore your own. You value
them, but you don't lose yourself. This is interdependence—the beautiful
middle ground between selfish independence and suffocating co-
dependence.

God's Vision: Mutual Submission and Interdependence

Ephesians 5:21 offers a revolutionary framework for Christian marriage:
"Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ."



Notice that word: one another. Not one person perpetually sacrificing while
the other takes. Not one person responsible for both people's emotional well-
being. Not one person shrinking to make space for the other's dysfunction.

Mutual submission means:
« Both partners bring their whole, healthy selves to the relationship

o Both take responsibility for their own spiritual growth, emotional health,
and personal choices

« Both serve each other from a place of fullness, not emptiness

o Both maintain their individual relationship with God as the primary
source of identity and worth

« Bothrespect boundaries while remaining deeply connected

This is interdependence—the recognition that while you are stronger
together, you are each complete in Christ individually. You complement each
other without completing each other. You need each other in healthy ways
without being enslaved to neediness.

Co-dependency, by contrast, creates enmeshment—a tangled web where
two people lose their individual identities and become absorbed into a
dysfunctional unit. Enmeshment looks like oneness but produces bondage.
True biblical oneness preserves individuality while creating profound unity.

The Journey Ahead

This book is designed to help you identify co-dependent patterns before you
carry them into marriage. Each chapter will:

« Explore a specific aspect of co-dependency and healthy relationships
« Provide biblical foundations for understanding God's design
« Offer practical exercises for couples to work through together

« Give you tools to build a marriage foundation that's solid, healthy, and
Christ-centered



The goalisn't to frighten you or make you second-guess your relationship. The
goalis to equip you—to give you the awareness, language, and skills to build
something beautiful. Co-dependency thrives in darkness, in the unexamined
patterns we carry from our families of origin, in the unspoken assumptions we
make about love and marriage.

But when we bring these patterns into the light, when we name them and
address them with honesty and grace, healing becomes possible. Freedom
becomes possible. The kind of marriage God envisions for you becomes
possible.

Exercise: Couple Reflection
"How Do We Each Define Love and Support?"

Before moving forward, take time together to explore your foundational beliefs
about love, support, and partnership. This exercise will help you identify
potential co-dependent patterns and clarify healthy expectations.

Set aside 30-45 minutes in a comfortable, private space. Have paper and
pens ready. Approach this exercise with curiosity, not judgment.

Part 1: Individual Reflection (10 minutes)
Each of you should answer these questions privately, in writing:
1. Complete this sentence: "l feel most loved by my partner when they..."
2. When my partner is struggling, | show support by...
3. | feel responsible for my partner's (circle all that apply):
o Happiness
o Choices
o Problems

o Emotions



o Spiritual growth

o Success

o Healing from past wounds
4. How comfortable am | with saying "no" to my partner's requests?

o Very comfortable

o Somewhat comfortable

o Uncomfortable

o Very uncomfortable /| almost never say no
5. When we disagree, | (circle one):

o Can hold my ground respectfully

o Eventually give in to keep the peace

o Become anxious until we resolve it

o Feelresponsible to fix it immediately

6. Complete this sentence: "l would feel lost orincomplete without my
partner because..."

Part 2: Sharing (20 minutes)

Take turns sharing your answers. Listen without defending, explaining, or
correcting. Simply seek to understand how your partner views love, support,
and the relationship.

Part 3: Discussion (15 minutes)
Discuss together:
« What surprised you about your partner's answers?
« Where do you see potential co-dependent patterns emerging?

« How might your definitions of "love" and "support" need to be refined?



« Where do you see healthy interdependence already present?
Prayer:
Close by praying together:

"Lord, we invite You into this process. Give us courage to see ourselves
honestly and grace to extend to each other. Teach us what it means to love as
You love—freely, healthily, and fully. Help us build our marriage on the solid
foundation of Your truth, not on the shaky ground of our fears or neediness. We
trust You to guide us. In Jesus'name, Amen."

Moving Forward

As you work through this book, remember: awareness is not condemnation.
If you recognize co-dependent patterns in your relationship, it doesn't mean
your love isn't real or your engagement was a mistake. It simply means you
have work to do—good, worthwhile, life-changing work.

The fact that you're reading this book, that you're willing to examine these
patterns before marriage, speaks to your wisdom and commitment. Many
couples don't discover these issues until years into marriage, when the
patterns are deeply entrenched and the damage is extensive.

You have the opportunity to do something different. To build differently. To love
differently.

God's design for marriage is breathtakingly beautiful: two whole people,
secure in their identity in Christ, choosing to walk through life together in love,
mutual submission, and interdependence. Not two half-people desperately
clinging to each other to feel complete. Not a rescuer and a victim. Not a
controller and a people-pleaser.

Two beloved children of God, free to love because they are first loved by Him.

This is the marriage worth waiting for. Worth working for. Worth building
carefully and prayerfully.



Let's begin.

"Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of
sins."— 1 Peter 4:8
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Chapter 1: Family Roots—Understanding Where We Come From

"We don't marry just a person; we marry into a family system—and we
bring our own with us."

When Sarah and David came for pre-marital counseling, Sarah couldn't
understand why David became so anxious whenever she needed time alone.
A quiet evening with a book felt restorative to her, but to David, it felt like
rejection. Meanwhile, David was baffled by Sarah's inability to ask for help,
even when she was overwhelmed. To him, asking for support was natural; to
her, it felt like admitting failure.

Neither was being difficult. Neither was intentionally hurtful. They were simply
living out scripts written long before they met—scripts drafted in their families
of origin, rehearsed throughout childhood, and now being performed on the
stage of their relationship.

The family you grew up in was your first classroom in relationships. Whether
that classroom was healthy or dysfunctional, nurturing or neglectful, it taught
you fundamental lessons about:

« What love looks like and how it's expressed

« Whether it's safe to have needs and express them

« How to handle conflict, disappointment, and failure
« Whatyou're responsible for and what you're not

o Whether closeness means freedom or suffocation

« How to set boundaries—or why you shouldn't

These lessons weren't taught in formal lectures. They were absorbed through
observation, experience, and the daily rhythms of family life. You learned them
so early and so deeply that they feel like simple truth rather than learned
behavior. And unless you intentionally examine these patterns, you'll
automatically replicate them in your marriage—for better or worse.
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This chapter invites you to journey back to your family of origin, not to assign
blame or dwell in bitterness, but to gain understanding and freedom. As
Exodus 20:5-6 reminds us:

"..for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the
sin of the parents to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me, but
showing love to a thousand generations of those who love me and keep my
commandments.”

Yes, patterns repeat across generations—but they can also be broken. God's
redemptive power is greater than any family dysfunction. The cycle can stop
with you. But first, you must see it clearly.

The Foundation: Early Attachment and Emotional Modeling

From the moment you were born, you were learning about relationships.
Developmental psychologists call this attachment theory, and while it
sounds academic, it's actually quite intuitive. The question your infant brain
was constantly asking was: "Can | count on the people around me? Am | safe?
Will my needs be met?"

The answers you received shaped your internal working model of
relationships—your unconscious blueprint for how relationships work and
what you can expect from them.

Secure Attachment: The Healthy Foundation

When caregivers were consistently responsive, attuned, and emotionally
available, children developed secure attachment. These children learned:

e My needs matter and will generally be met
o People are trustworthy and available when | need them
« | canexplore the world because | have a safe base to return to

« |lam worthy of love and care
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o | canexpress my emotions and they'll be received

Securely attached children typically grow into adults who can form healthy
interdependent relationships. They're comfortable with closeness without
being clingy, can be alone without feeling abandoned, and maintain a
balanced sense of self within relationships.

Insecure Attachment: The Co-Dependent Roots

But when caregiving was inconsistent, neglectful, intrusive, or frightening,
children developed various forms of insecure attachment—and this is where
co-dependent patterns often begin.

Anxious Attachment develops when caregiving was inconsistent or
unpredictable. The child never knew if their parent would be warm or cold,
available or dismissive, nurturing or rejecting. This created hypervigilance
around relationships and a desperate need for reassurance. As adults,
anxiously attached individuals often:

« Need constant reassurance of their partner's love

« Fearabandonmentintensely

« Have difficulty being alone

o Monitor their partner's moods and behaviors closely
o Feelresponsible for their partner's emotional state

« Sacrifice their own needs to maintain closeness

Avoidant Attachment develops when caregivers were consistently
dismissive, unresponsive, or overwhelmed by the child's needs. The child
learned that needing others is futile or dangerous, so they became self-
sufficient—often prematurely. As adults, avoidantly attached individuals
often:

« Have difficulty trusting or depending on others

o Are uncomfortable with emotional intimacy

13



Prize independence to an extreme degree
May appear aloof or emotionally distant
Minimize their own needs and emotions

May attract anxiously attached partners, creating a pursue-withdraw
cycle

Disorganized Attachment develops in environments where caregivers were

frightening, abusive, or profoundly inconsistent—sometimes being the source

of both comfort and terror. This creates confusion about relationships at the

deepest level. Adults with disorganized attachment often:

Simultaneously crave and fear intimacy

May have explosive or unpredictable emotional responses
Struggle with trust and abandonment fears

May recreate chaotic relationship dynamics

Find it difficult to regulate emotions

Why This Matters for Co-Dependency

Co-dependency most commonly emerges from anxious attachment

patterns, though it can develop from any insecure attachment style. When you
learned early that:

Love is conditional and must be earned

Your worth depends on others' approval

You must manage others' emotions to stay safe
Expressing your needs drives people away

You're responsible for others' happiness

...you developed the very patterns that fuel co-dependency in adult

relationships.
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The beautiful truth is this: Attachment styles are not life sentences. While
they're influential, they can be changed. Through self-awareness, healing
relationships (including with God), and intentional work, you can develop
"earned secure attachment"—learning the security you didn't receive in
childhood.

The Classroom: How Unhealthy Dependency Was Normalized or
Rewarded

Perhaps the most insidious aspect of family dysfunction is that it often
doesn't feel dysfunctional when you're in it. It's just "how things are." And in
many families, co-dependent behaviors weren't just accepted—they were
actively praised and reinforced.

The "Responsible One"

Many future co-dependents were the family hero, the responsible one, the
little adult who held everything together. Did you:

« Take care of younger siblings' physical or emotional needs?

o Mediate your parents' conflicts?

o Feelresponsible foryour parent's happiness or sobriety?

« Receive praise for being "so mature" or "such a helper"?

« Feel guilty when you wanted to play or have your own needs met?

If so, you were likely being groomed for co-dependency. You learned that your
value came from taking care of others, that love must be earned through
service, and that your own needs were less important than everyone else's.

The reward system was clear: self-sacrifice = approval. Boundaries =
selfishness.
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The "Peacekeeper”

Or perhaps you were the family peacekeeper, the one who absorbed
everyone's emotions and worked frantically to keep everyone happy. Did you:

« Feelresponsible for managing family members' moods?

« Tryto prevent conflict by anticipating others' needs?

« Apologize frequently, even for things that weren't your fault?

o Feelanxious when anyone in the family was upset?

o Learntoread the emotional temperature of a room instantly?

You were developing emotional hypervigilance—the exhausting practice of
constantly monitoring and managing others' feelings. This pattern feels like
love and care, but it's actually a survival strategy that becomes a prison.

The "Invisible One"

Some future co-dependents went the opposite direction—becoming invisible
to avoid burdening an already overwhelmed or chaotic family system. Did you:

o Learn to have no needs or minimize them?

o Take pride in being "low maintenance"?

o Feel guilty for wanting attention or care?

« Handle everything independently from a young age?
« Feellike you were raising yourself?

This pattern creates adults who are terrified of being "too much," who can give
endlessly but can't receive, who attract partners with high needs because it
feels familiar to be the caretaker while remaining invisible themselves.

The Addiction or Mental Illness Factor

If you grew up with a parent who struggled with addiction, untreated mental
illness, or chronic dysfunction, co-dependency was almost inevitable. In
these families:
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« Reality was often distorted or denied ("Dad's not drunk; he's just tired")
o Children took on adult responsibilities prematurely

« The family's focus centered on the struggling parent

o Children learned to suppress their needs

o Enabling behaviors were modeled as "love" and "loyalty"

o Healthy boundaries were seen as betrayal

You learned to dance around dysfunction, to make excuses, to take
responsibility for things beyond your control. And you learned it so well that it
feels normal.

Psalm 68:6 offers hope here: "God sets the lonely in families, he leads out the
prisoners with singing."

If your family of origin left you lonely, even in the midst of people—lonely in
your needs, your emotions, your true self—God desires to setyouina
different kind of family. In Christ, you're adopted into a family system
characterized by truth, grace, healthy dependence on God, and mutual love.
Your earthly family's dysfunction doesn't have to define your future family.

The Tension: Differentiation vs. Loyalty Conflicts

One of the most critical tasks of adulthood is differentiation—the ability to
maintain your own identity, values, and emotional stability while remaining in
close relationship with others, particularly your family of origin.

Family therapist Murray Bowen described differentiation as "the ability to be in
emotional contact with others yet still autonomous in your own emotional
functioning." In simple terms: you can love your family deeply without being
controlled by their emotions, expectations, or dysfunction.

What Healthy Differentiation Looks Like

A well-differentiated person can:
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« Have opinions that differ from their family without guilt
« Make decisions based on their own values, not just family expectations

« Experience their family members' emotions without being overtaken by
them

« Say "no" to family demands that violate their boundaries
« Remain calm and clear-headed during family emotional intensity
« Love their family while recognizing their flaws honestly

« Separate what belongs to them (their responsibilities, emotions,
choices) from what belongs to others

What Poor Differentiation Looks Like
A poorly differentiated person:
o Needs family approval for major (and minor) decisions
o Feelsresponsible for family members' emotions and problems
o Experiences intense guilt when disappointing family expectations
o Can't maintain their own emotional equilibrium when family is upset
« Confuses loyalty with compliance
o Feelsthey're betraying their family by living differently
« Allows family members to violate boundaries repeatedly
The Co-Dependency Connection

Co-dependency is, fundamentally, a differentiation problem. When you're
poorly differentiated from your family of origin, you're likely to be poorly
differentiated in your marriage as well. You'll:

o Merge with your spouse instead of maintaining healthy individuality

o Feelresponsible for their emotions and choices
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« Be unable to maintain your own values when they conflict with your
partner's

o Confuse intimacy with enmeshment
The Loyalty Bind

Many people experience what's called a loyalty conflict when they begin
differentiating from their family. It feels like betrayal to:

o Setboundaries with parents

o Choose your spouse's needs over your parents' demands

o Acknowledge family dysfunction honestly

« Live according to different values than you were raised with

« Create emotional space from an enmeshed family system

Families with poor boundaries often reinforce this guilt. You might hear:

"After all I've done foryou..."

o "Family comes first"

« "You've changed" (said accusingly)

o "l guess we're notimportant to you anymore"

« "You're just going to abandon us?"

This is emotional manipulation, however well-intentioned. True loyalty doesn't
require self-abandonment. Healthy families want their adult children to be
differentiated, autonomous, and free—because they love them, not because
they need them to maintain the family's emotional equilibrium.

The Biblical Model

Genesis 2:24 gives us the biblical blueprint for differentiation and marriage:
"That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and
they become one flesh."”
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Notice the order: leave, then unite, then become one.

You cannot properly unite with your spouse if you haven't appropriately left
your family of origin—not geographically, necessarily, but emotionally and
psychologically. This doesn't mean cutting off your family or dishonoring your
parents. It means establishing a new primary family unit where you and your
spouse make decisions together, set your own boundaries, and don't require
parental approval to function.

Jesus himself demonstrated this balance. He honored His mother (even
providing for her care at His crucifixion), yet He maintained clear boundaries
with her when necessary (John 2:4). He loved His family while remaining fully
committed to His calling, even when they didn't understand Him (Mark 3:31-
35).

Red Flags: Signs That Family Patterns May Fuel Co-Dependency

As you prepare for marriage, watch for these warning signs that family-of-
origin patterns may be setting you up for co-dependent dynamics:

1. You can't imagine making major decisions without your parents'
approval

« This may be disguised as "honoring parents," but healthy honor doesn't
require enmeshment

2. You feel responsible for your parent's emotional well-being

o Doyou call daily to "check on" them? Feel guilty when they're unhappy?
Feel you must fix their problems?

3. Your family doesn't respect boundaries

o They show up unannounced, expect constant contact, make financial
demands, or require explanations for your choices

4. Your parents rely on you emotionally in ways they should rely on each
other or friends
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« Has aparent made you their confidant, therapist, or primary emotional
support?

5. You or your fiancé struggle with differentiation

« Areyou still deeply enmeshed with family? Does your fiancé prioritize
parents' wishes over your relationship?

6. Family secrets must be protected

« Isthere addiction, abuse, or dysfunction that "must never be
discussed"?

7. You replicate family dysfunction in your romantic relationships

« Areyou attracted to partners who need rescuing? Do you recreate
chaos?

8. You feel torn between loyalty to family and loyalty to your future spouse
« Ifthis tension exists before marriage, it will intensify after marriage

9. Your family's expectations feel more powerful than your own values or
God's leading

o Thisis aspiritualissue as well as arelational one
10. You or your fiancé have never examined family-of-origin patterns

« Unconscious patterns are the most powerful ones

The Path Forward: Breaking Generational Cycles

The Exodus passage is often misunderstood as God punishing children for
their parents' sins. But the context is about consequences, not
condemnation. When patterns go unaddressed, they naturally flow
downstream—affecting children and grandchildren.
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But notice the beautiful contrast: judgment extends to three or four
generations, but God's love extends to a thousand generations. Grace is
exponentially more powerful than brokenness. The pattern can stop with you.

How to Break the Cycle
1. Awareness

o You can't change what you don't acknowledge. Simply identifying
patterns is revolutionary.

2. Grief

« Allow yourself to grieve what you didn't receive. You can honor your
parents while acknowledging the cost of their limitations.

3. Forgiveness

« Not excusing, but releasing. Your parents did the best they could with
what they had. Forgiveness frees you.

4. Intentional Differentiation

« Practice making decisions based on your values, not just family
expectations

« Set boundaries lovingly but firmly

o Allow family members to have their emotions without taking
responsibility for them

5. Healing Community

« Surround yourself with healthy relationships that model secure
attachment

« Consider Christian counseling to process family-of-origin wounds

e Engage in a church community that becomes family
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6. New Patterns

« Actively choose different responses than what you witnessed growing
up

« Discuss with your fiancé what patterns you want to keep and which you
want to release

o Create intentional rhythms and values for your new family
7. Dependence on God

o Ultimately, the healing of co-dependency requires shifting your primary
dependence from people to God

o Only God can be your ultimate security, identity, and source of worth

Exercise: Family Genogram and Reflection Worksheet

A genogram is like a family tree, but it maps relationship patterns, not just
biological connections. This exercise will help you visualize and understand
the patterns you're bringing into your marriage.

Part 1: Creating Your Genogram (30 minutes individual work)
Materials needed: Large paper, colored pens/pencils, ruler
Instructions:

1. Map at least three generations (grandparents, parents, you and
siblings)

2. Use these symbols:
o Squares =males
o Circles =females
o Horizontal lines = marriages/partnerships

o Vertical lines = parent-child relationships
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o Dotted lines = divorce/separation
o Xthrough symbol = deceased
3. Add relationship lines between people:
o Solid line = close/healthy relationship
o Wavy line = conflictual/stressful relationship
o Broken line = distant/cut off relationship
o Very close (three lines) = enmeshed relationship
4. Note important information:
o Mentalillness, addiction, chronic illness
o Occupations (especially helping professions)
o Rolesinfamily (hero, scapegoat, peacekeeper, etc.)
o Significant losses or traumas
o Who was the "giver" and who was the "taker"
5. Use colors or symbols to indicate:
o Who you felt most responsible for (red circle)
o Who you felt you couldn't disappoint (blue square)
o Patterns of addiction or dysfunction (highlight)
o Your closest relationships (double or triple lines)
Part 2: Individual Reflection (20 minutes)
After creating your genogram, answer these questions privately:
About Attachment:

1. Who was your primary caregiver? Were they consistently available and
attuned to your needs?

24



2. As achild, did you feel safe expressing emotions? Which emotions were
acceptable and which were not?

3. How did your family handle sadness, anger, fear, and joy?
4. Didyou feel you had to earn love and approval, or was it freely given?

About Family Roles: 5. What role did you play in your family? (Hero,
caretaker, peacekeeper, scapegoat, invisible one, etc.) 6. Were you praised for
being independent and "not needing anyone"? Or for taking care of others? 7.
Who in your family was the "identified patient"—the one with obvious
problems everyone worried about? 8. Did you feel responsible for fixing family
problems or managing emotions?

About Boundaries: 9. Were boundaries respected in your family? Could you
close your door, have private conversations, or say no? 10. Were you allowed
to have feelings, opinions, or preferences that differed from your parents'? 11.
Did you have to hide parts of yourself to be accepted? 12. Were family secrets
protected? What couldn't be discussed?

About Patterns: 13. What patterns do you see repeating across generations?
(Addiction, mental illness, divorce, enmeshment, emotional distance, etc.)
14. What co-dependent patterns do you recognize? (Rescuing, people-
pleasing, difficulty with boundaries, taking excessive responsibility, etc.) 15.
How have these patterns shown up in your previous romantic relationships?
16. What patterns are you afraid of bringing into your marriage?

About Strengths: 17. What positive patterns or values did you learn from your
family? 18. What do you want to carry forward into your own family?

Part 3: Couple Sharing (45-60 minutes)

Set aside uninterrupted time. Sit facing each other. Bring your genograms
and reflections.

Instructions:
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. Take turns presenting your genogram to your partner (15-20 minutes

each)

. The listening partner should ask curious, non-judgmental questions

. Note where you see potential challenges in merging your two family

systems

Discussion Questions:

1.

o o ~ O

8.

What surprised you most about your partner's family patterns?

Where do you see complementary patterns? (e.g., one pursuer, one
distancer)

Where do you see similar wounds or patterns?

How might these patterns create conflict in your marriage?

What family patterns do you both want to intentionally break?

What will "leaving and cleaving" practically look like for each of you?

How can you support each other in differentiating from families of
origin?

Where do you need to set boundaries with extended family?

Part 4: Commitment and Prayer (10 minutes)

Together, complete these sentences:

"One family pattern | commit to breaking is..."

"One way Il will support you in differentiating from your family is..."

"A healthy boundary we need to establish togetheris..."

"What | most need from you as | heal from family-of-origin wounds is..."

Pray together:

"Heavenly Father, we thank You that in Christ, we are part of a new family—
one characterized by grace, truth, and healthy love. We acknowledge the
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patterns we bring from our families of origin, both good and difficult. Give us
wisdom to discern what to keep and what to release. Heal the wounds from
our past. Help us to honor our parents while establishing appropriate
boundaries. Break the generational cycles of dysfunction, and establish new
patterns of health in our marriage. We want to create a family that reflects Your
love. Give us courage for this work. In Jesus' name, Amen."

Moving Forward with Hope

If this chapter has stirred up difficult emotions—grief, anger, fear, or
confusion—know that this is part of the healing process. You cannot heal
what you do not feel.

Give yourself permission to:
« Grieve what you didn't receive in your family of origin
« Acknowledge patterns without shame

« Seek help if family-of-origin wounds are deep (counseling is a gift, not a
weakness)

« Be patient with yourself and each other—this is lifelong work
o Trust God's redemption—He specializes in making all things new

Remember: understanding your family patterns is not about blame; it's about
freedom. When you see clearly where you've come from, you can choose
intentionally where you're going.

The marriage you're building doesn't have to repeat the patterns of the past.
With God's help, awareness, and intentional work, you can create something
new—something healthy, life-giving, and glorifying to God.

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to recognize co-dependency specifically
in your current relationship and begin building healthier patterns together.
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"Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has
gone, the new is here!"— 2 Corinthians 5:17
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Chapter 2: Recognizing the Co-Dependent Cycle

"We accept the love we think we deserve."

Meet Alex and Jordan. Alex is thoughtful, attentive, and constantly asking, "Are
you okay? Is everything alright? Did | do something wrong?" Jordan
appreciates the attention but sometimes feels smothered. When Jordan
needs space, Alex spirals into anxiety, certain the relationship is ending. To
calm Alex, Jordan offers reassurance—even when it means canceling
personal plans or suppressing frustration. Alex feels temporarily relieved,
Jordan feels temporarily empowered, and the cycle continues.

Now meet Chris and Taylor. Chris is strong, capable, and always has the
answer. Taylor is struggling financially, emotionally exhausted from a
demanding job, and grateful to have someone so put-together. Chris begins
"helping"—paying Taylor's bills, offering constant advice, subtly managing
Taylor's schedule and decisions. Taylor feels simultaneously grateful and
infantilized. Chris feels simultaneously needed and resentful. Neither can
quite name what's wrong, but both feel trapped in their roles.

These couples are engaged, excited about marriage, and completely unaware
they're already tangled in co-dependent patterns. The behaviors don't feel
dysfunctional—they feel like love, care, and commitment. But beneath the
surface, something unhealthy is taking root.

Co-dependency before marriage often masquerades as romantic devotion.
It's praised by others: "Look how attentive they are!" "They can't stand to be
apart!" "They're so devoted!" But what looks like deep love may actually be

deep need—and there's a critical difference.

This chapter will help you identify the specific patterns, behaviors, and
warning signs of co-dependency in your relationship right now, before you say
"l do." Because the patterns you establish during engagement become the
foundation of your marriage—for better or worse.
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The question isn't whether your relationship has some co-dependent
tendencies (most do, to varying degrees). The question is: Do you recognize
them, and are you willing to address them?

The Co-Dependent Dance: How the Cycle Works

Co-dependency isn't just individual behavior—it's a relational system, a
dance with specific steps that both partners learn and repeat. Understanding
this dance is the first step to changing it.

The Classic Co-Dependent Cycle

Step 1: Anxiety/Discomfort One partner experiences distress—anxiety,
sadness, fear, a problem, a need, or simply a bad mood.

Step 2: Hypervigilance The co-dependent partner immediately senses this
distress (they're always monitoring) and feels responsible for fixing it.

Step 3: Rescue/Control The co-dependent partner intervenes—offering
advice, solving the problem, managing emotions, or sacrificing their own
needs to accommodate.

Step 4: Temporary Relief Both partners feel temporarily better. The
distressed partner feels cared for; the co-dependent partner feels needed and
valuable.

Step 5: Underlying Issues Unaddressed The real problem—whether it's poor
boundaries, unmet needs, unprocessed emotions, or avoided responsibility—
remains unchanged.

Step 6: Escalation The pattern intensifies. The "helped" partner becomes
increasingly dependent; the "helper" becomes increasingly controlling,
resentful, or exhausted.

Step 7: Repeat The cycle begins again, often triggered by smaller and smaller
things, until both partners are trapped in their roles.

Why This Pattern Feels "Right"
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Co-dependent cycles persist because they're mutually reinforcing. Each
partner gets something from the dance:

The giver/rescuer gets:
o Asense of purpose and identity ("I'm needed")
o Feeling morally superior ("I'm the strong/giving one")
« Avoidance of their own needs and vulnerabilities
o Control over the relationship and their partner's choices
« Validation of their worth through service
The taker/rescued gets:
« Relief from responsibility
« Someone to manage difficult emotions or tasks
« Validation that they need help (confirming their sense of inadequacy)
o Permission to avoid growth or change
« Someone to blame when things go wrong

Both partners unconsciously agree to maintain this imbalance because it
meets needs—just not healthy ones.

The Warning Signs: Recognizing Co-Dependency Before Marriage

Co-dependency shows up in specific, recognizable patterns. As you read
through these signs, resist the urge to immediately defend your relationship.
Instead, approach this with curiosity: Could this be present? Even a little?

1. Rescuing: The Savior Complex
What It Looks Like:

You consistently step in to save your partner from consequences, discomfort,
or responsibility. You might:
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Pay their bills or consistently cover expenses they should be managing
Make excuses for their behavior to others

Complete tasks they committed to when they drop the ball

Shield them from natural consequences of their choices

Feel you must solve their problems or they'll fall apart

Take over responsibilities they should be handling themselves
"Protect" them from difficult truths or feedback

Jump in to fix things before they've even asked for help

Why It's Problematic:

Rescuing prevents growth. When you consistently save your partner from

consequences, you're actually communicating: "l don't believe you're

capable." You're also taking responsibility that isn't yours, creating an

imbalanced dynamic where you're the parent and they're the child.

What It Sounds Like:

"If Idon'tdo it, it won't get done"

"They've been through so much; | just want to help"
"l can't just stand by and watch them struggle"
"They need me"

“I'm just being supportive"

Red Flag Statements from Your Partner:

"l don't know what I'd do without you"
"You're so much better at this than | am"
"Canyou just handle it?"

"l knew you'd fix it"
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2. People-Pleasing: The Chameleon Effect
What It Looks Like:

You consistently abandon your own preferences, needs, or values to keep
your partner happy or avoid conflict. You might:

» Struggle to express your true opinion if it differs from theirs
o Sayyes whenyoumean no
o Suppress your emotions to keep the peace

« Change your appearance, interests, or beliefs to match their
preferences

o Feelanxious when your partner seems disappointed
» Apologize excessively, even for things that aren't your fault
« Can't make decisions without gauging their reaction first
o Feelresponsible for their happiness
Why It's Problematic:

People-pleasing erases your authentic self. Your partner falls in love with a
version of you that isn't real, and you build resentment by constantly
sacrificing your truth. Eventually, you won't know who you are outside of what
your partner wants.

What It Sounds Like:
o "Whatever youwantis fine"
o "l don't care; you decide" (when you actually do care)
o "I'm sorry" (constantly, for everything)
o "ljustdon't want to upset them"

o "Their happiness is my happiness"
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Galatians 1:10 speaks directly to this pattern: "Am I now trying to win the
approval of human beings, or of God? Oram | trying to please people? If | were
still trying to please people, | would not be a servant of Christ."

People-pleasing is ultimately an issue of misplaced fear. We fear man's
disapproval more than we desire God's approval. We serve our partner's
emotional comfort more than we serve truth and health.

3. Control: The Manager Approach
What It Looks Like:

You feel anxious when your partner makes choices without your input, and
you subtly (or not so subtly) manage their decisions, behavior, or emotions.
You might:

o Offerunsolicited advice constantly
o Feelyou know what's best for them better than they do
« Get anxious when they don't follow your suggestions
« Tryto manage their schedule, relationships, or finances
« Use guilt or manipulation to influence their choices
o Feelthreatened when they make independent decisions
o Monitor their activities, messages, or whereabouts excessively
« Frame control as "concern" or "caring"
Why It's Problematic:

Control masquerades as love but is actually fear-driven. You're trying to
manage outcomes because you don't trust God, your partner, or the process.
Control creates resentment and prevents your partner from developing into a
mature, autonomous adult.

What It Sounds Like:

"l just think you should..." (constantly)

34



"If you really loved me, you'd..."
"I'm just trying to help"
"You'll regret it if you don't listen to me"

"l know you better than you know yourself"

Red Flag Behaviors:

Checking their phone or social media

Getting upset when they spend time with friends without you
Making financial decisions for both of you without discussion
Expecting detailed accounts of their time away from you

Sulking or withdrawing when they don't take your advice

4. Avoidance: The Peace-At-All-Costs Pattern

What It Looks Like:

You avoid conflict, difficult conversations, or expressing negative emotions,

believing that keeping the peace is the same as maintaining love. You might:

Stuff down resentment or disappointment

Change the subject when difficult topics arise
Minimize your own hurt feelings

Pretend everything is fine when it's not

Feel terrified of disagreement

Believe that conflict means the relationship is failing
Walk on eggshells around certain topics

Smooth over every rough moment immediately

Why It's Problematic:
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Avoidance creates a false peace—calm on the surface, toxicity underneath.

Unexpressed needs and unresolved conflicts don't disappear; they

accumulate and eventually explode or erode intimacy. You can't have true

intimacy without honest communication, even when it's uncomfortable.

What It Sounds Like:

"It's not a big deal"

"l don't want to fight"
"Let's just forget about it"
“I'm fine" (when you're not)

"It's better not to bring it up”

Proverbs 29:25 warns against this pattern: "Fear of man will prove to be a

snare, but whoever trusts in the LORD is kept safe.”

When we fear our partner's reaction more than we value truth and health,

we're ensnared. True safety comes from trusting God with outcomes, not from

avoiding every difficult moment.

5. Emotional Fusion: The "We Are One Person" Phenomenon

What It Looks Like:

You've merged so completely that you've lost track of where one person ends
and the other begins. You might:

Use "we" almost exclusively, even when discussing individual
preferences

Have difficulty spending time apart without anxiety
Feelyour partner's emotions as intensely as your own
Can't distinguish between your needs and their needs
Make all decisions jointly, even minor personal ones

Feelincomplete or anxious when not together
36



« Have abandoned individual hobbies, friends, or interests

« Think of yourselves as one unit rather than two individuals in
relationship

Why It's Problematic:

Emotional fusion creates codependency at its most intense. You're not two
whole people choosing to unite; you're two half-people desperately clinging
together. When one person's mood determines both people's moods, when
one person's problem becomes both people's obsession, you've lost healthy
boundaries.

What It Sounds Like:
"We think..." (for everything, even personal opinions)

o "l can't be happy if they're not happy"

« "We do everything together"

o "l don't know what | want anymore"

o "We're justreally close" (used to explain unhealthy enmeshment)
6. The Giver/Taker Imbalance
What It Looks Like:

One person consistently gives (time, money, emotional energy, service,
attention) while the other consistently receives. The roles are fixed and
imbalanced. Signs include:

« One person always initiating plans, communication, or problem-solving
« One person making most or all of the sacrifices
« One person's needs consistently taking priority

o One person supporting the other financially, emotionally, or practically
without reciprocity

« The"giver" feeling increasingly exhausted and resentful
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« The "taker" feeling entitled to receiving or unaware of the imbalance
Why It's Problematic:

Healthy relationships require mutuality—both partners giving and receiving,
serving and being served, supporting and being supported. When roles
become fixed, one person is over-functioning (and building resentment) while
the other is under-functioning (and failing to mature).

What It Sounds Like:
From the giver:
o "l always have to..."
o "They never..."
 '"Ifldon'tdoit, itwon't get done"
o "I'mexhausted"
From the taker:
"They don't mind"

"They're better at that anyway"

"I'd be lost without them"

"They like taking care of me"

Emotional Boundaries vs. Emotional Merging

One of the most confusing aspects of co-dependency is understanding the
difference between healthy emotional connection and unhealthy emotional
merging. After all, doesn't the Bible talk about becoming "one flesh"? Doesn't
love mean caring deeply about your partner's feelings?

Yes—but there's a crucial distinction.

Healthy Emotional Boundaries
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With healthy boundaries, you can:
« Feel empathy without losing yourself

"l see you're hurting, and | care. How can | support you?" (vs. "Your
pain is my pain; | can't function until you're better")

» Take responsibility for your own emotions

"I'm feeling anxious right now. | need to process this." (vs. "You
made me feel anxious")

o Allow your partner to have their own emotional experience

o "l seeyou're frustrated. I'm here if you need me." (vs. "l must fix
your frustration immediately")

« Maintain your own mood regardless of your partner's

"You're having a rough day. I'm here for you, and I'm still going to
enjoy my afternoon." (vs. "Your bad mood ruins my day")

« Express needs and preferences clearly

"I need some alone time tonight." (vs. saying yes when you mean
no, then feeling resentful)

 Respect your partner's autonomy

"l trust you to handle this decision." (vs. "Let me tell you what you
should do")

Unhealthy Emotional Merging
With merged emotions, you:
o Absorb your partner's feelings as your own

o Their anxiety becomes your anxiety, their anger your anger, their
sadness your sadness

« Feelresponsible for their emotional state
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"If they're unhappy, I've failed" or "l must fix their feelings"
« Can't maintain emotional equilibrium when they're upset
o Their bad mood completely derails your day
« Make decisions based on managing their emotions
"I can't do X because it might upset them"
« Lose awareness of your own separate feelings
o "ldon't know how | feel; how do they feel?"

- Believe intimacy requires complete emotional transparency and
synchronization

"We should feel the same way about everything"
The Biblical Balance

Scripture calls us to "Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who
mourn" (Romans 12:15). This is empathy—feeling with someone, not for
someone. It's maintaining your own center while being emotionally present
with another.

Jesus demonstrated this perfectly. He wept with Mary and Martha at Lazarus's
death (John 11:35)—showing genuine empathy. But He didn't absorb their
grief in a way that paralyzed Him or prevented Him from acting according to
the Father's will. He felt with them while maintaining His own emotional and
spiritual center.

This is the model: present, compassionate, connected—but not merged.

Before Marriage: Unique Co-Dependent Red Flags

Certain co-dependent patterns are especially concerning during the
engagement season. Watch for these warning signs:

1. Wedding Planning Dynamics
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One partner making all the decisions while the other disengages

One partner unable to express preferences without checking with the
other first

Inability to compromise on wedding details
One set of parents (or one partner) dominating all decisions

Avoiding conversations about the wedding because they always end in
conflict

2. Pre-Marital Counseling Resistance

One or both partners unwilling to address concerns raised by
counselors

Minimizing or denying obvious problems
Defending patterns rather than being curious about them

Rushing through counseling to get it over with

3. Isolation from Community

Abandoning friendships to spend all time together
Feeling threatened when your partner spends time with others

Your community expressing concerns about the relationship that you
dismiss

Cutting off people who raise red flags about your relationship

4. Financial Enmeshment Already Present

Combining finances completely before marriage
One partner financially dependent on the other
Hiding financial information from each other

No discussion about financial values, goals, or expectations
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5. Sexual Boundaries Issues
o Pressure to violate sexual boundaries
» Using sex to avoid difficult conversations
« Sexbecomingthe primary way to connect or resolve conflict
o Guilt or shame being used to manipulate sexual decisions
6. The "We'll Work on It After the Wedding" Mentality
e Dismissing current problems as "not that serious"
« Believing marriage will magically fix issues
« Postponing difficult conversations until after the wedding
» Refusingto delay the wedding despite significant unresolved concerns

Critical Truth: If you can't address co-dependency patterns during
engagement, when you're motivated and hopeful, you will struggle
exponentially more after marriage, when stakes are higher and patterns are
entrenched.

Assessment: Co-Dependency Pre-Marital Inventory

This inventory is designed to help you assess the presence and intensity of co-
dependent patterns in your relationship. Take this assessment individually
first, then discuss your results together.

Instructions:
o Answer honestly; this is for your benefit, not to impress anyone
« Rate each statement on a scale of 0-4:
o 0=Never/Not at all true
o 1=Rarely/Slightly true

o 2=Sometimes/Moderately true
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o 3=0ften/Considerably true
o 4 =Almost always/Extremely true

Section A: Responsibility and Rescuing

1. __ Ifeelresponsible for my partner's emotions and mood.

2. __ loften stepin to solve my partner's problems before they ask for
help.

3. __ I make excuses for my partner's behavior to others.

4. __ Ifeel guilty when my partner is struggling and I'm not helping.

5. __ Ifrequently sacrifice my own needs to take care of my partner's
needs.

6. ___Ifeel more comfortable giving than receiving in our relationship.

7. ___lworry that my partner can't handle life without my help.

8. __ Ifeelanxious when my partner faces natural consequences of their
choices.

Section A Score: _
Section B: People-Pleasing and Self-Abandonment
9. __ Ilhave difficulty saying "no" to my partner, even when | want to.

10. ___loften hide my true feelings to avoid conflict or
disappointment.

11. __lchange my opinions based on what | think my partner wants
to hear.

12. __ lfeelanxious when my partner seems upset with me.

13. __ lapologize frequently, even for things that aren't my fault.

14. __ Istruggle to make decisions without considering my partner's

reaction first.
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15. __I've abandoned hobbies, interests, or friendships to spend
more time with my partner.

16. __ lfeell need my partner's approval to feel good about myself.
Section B Score:
Section C: Control and Manipulation

17. __lgetanxious when my partner makes decisions without
consulting me.

18. __ lfrequently offer unsolicited advice to my partner.
19. __ Il feell know what's best for my partner better than they do.
20. __ luseguilt, silent treatment, or other tactics to influence my

partner's choices.

21. ___I'monitor my partner's activities, messages, or social media.

22. ___lgetupset when my partner doesn't follow my suggestions or
advice.

23. __ | feelthreatened when my partner spends time with others
without me.

24. ___ltry to subtly manage my partner's schedule, finances, or

relationships.
Section C Score:

Section D: Avoidance and Conflict

25. __ lavoid bringing up issues that bother me to keep the peace.

26. __ I feelterrified of conflict or disagreement with my partner.

27. __I'minimize my hurt feelings or pretend everything is fine when
it's not.

28. __ lwalk on eggshells around certain topics or situations.
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29. ___lchange the subject when difficult conversations arise.

30. ___I believe that conflict means our relationship is failing.
31. __ | stuff down resentment rather than expressing it.
32. __I'smooth over every disagreement immediately rather than

allowing tension.
Section D Score: _
Section E: Emotional Fusion and Identity

33. ___I'have difficulty spending time apart from my partner without
feeling anxious.

34. __lcan'tdistinguish between my emotions and my partner's
emotions.

35. __ luse"we" almost exclusively, even for individual preferences.

36. ___Ifeelincomplete or lost when I'm not with my partner.

37. ___I've lost touch with who | am outside of this relationship.

38. ___ My mood is entirely dependent on my partner's mood.

39. __I'make all decisions jointly, even minor personal ones.

40. __ Istruggle to remember my own individual goals or desires.

Section E Score:

Section F: Imbalance and Reciprocity

41. ___ |l consistently give more (time, energy, money, support) than |
receive.

42. __loften feel exhausted or resentful in the relationship.

43. __ My partnerrarely initiates plans, communication, or problem-
solving.

44. __ My needs consistently take a backseat to my partner's needs.
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45. ___Ifeel taken for granted in the relationship.

46. __ My partner seems entitled to my help, support, or resources.
47. ___lfeelmore like a parent than a partnerin the relationship.
48. __ I'm doing most of the work to make this relationship succeed.

Section F Score:

Section G: Anxiety and Fear-Based Relating

49. ____Ifear my partner will leave me if | don't meet their needs.
50. __I'm constantly worried about the state of our relationship.
o1. __ Ineedfrequent reassurance that my partner loves me.
52. ___Ifeelanxious when my partner is angry, distant, or upset.
58. ___lchange my behavior based on my partner's mood.

54. ___ | fearbeing alone more than being in an unhealthy

relationship.

55. __ ltolerate disrespect or mistreatment because I'm afraid of
losing them.
56. __Ifeell couldn't survive or be happy without my partner.

Section G Score:
Section H: Boundary Violations

o57. __ My partner makes demands on my time, energy, or resources
without consideration.

58. ___Ifeel guilty when | prioritize my own needs.

59. __ My partner reacts poorly when | set boundaries.

60. __I'have difficulty knowing what is my responsibility vs. my
partner's.
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61. __ My partner shares their problems with me but doesn't want
solutions—just agreement.

62. __ | feel obligated to fix every problem my partner faces.

63. __ My partner becomes upset when | need time alone or space.

64. __ I feell have to earn the right to express my needs or
preferences.

Section H Score:

TOTAL SCORE: (out of 256)

Interpreting Your Results
By Section:
Each section represents a specific co-dependent pattern:
« Section A: Rescuing and Over-Responsibility
o Section B: People-Pleasing and Self-Abandonment
o Section C: Control and Manipulation
« Section D: Avoidance and Conflict-Phobia
« Section E: Emotional Fusion and Lost Identity
« Section F: Imbalance and Giver/Taker Dynamic
« Section G: Anxiety and Fear-Based Relating
o Section H: Boundary Violations
Section Scores:
o 0-8: Minimal concern in this area
e 9-16: Mild co-dependent tendencies; worth monitoring
o 17-24: Moderate co-dependency; needs attention
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» 25-32: Significant co-dependency; requires intervention
Total Score:

o 0-64: Healthy relationship with minimal co-dependent patterns.
Continue monitoring and practicing healthy behaviors.

o 65-128: Mild to moderate co-dependent tendencies present. These
patterns are manageable with awareness, intentional work, and
possibly counseling. Don't ignore them.

o 129-192: Significant co-dependency present. These patterns will
damage your marriage if unaddressed. Strongly consider delaying the
wedding until you've worked through these issues with a qualified
counselor. Thisisn't a judgment—it's wisdom.

o 193-256: Severe co-dependency. Your relationship is characterized by
unhealthy patterns that will cause serious harm if brought into marriage.
You need professional help before proceeding. This may feel extreme,
but addressing these patterns now is far less painful than divorcing later
or spending decades in misery.

What to Do with Your Results
Step 1: Share Honestly

Set aside time to share your results with each other. Approach this
conversation with:

o Curiosity, not defensiveness: "What can we learn?" not "You're wrong"
o Humility: "l see these patterns in myself" not "You're the problem"
o Hope: "We can change this" not "We're doomed"

Step 2: Identify Patterns Together

Discuss:

48



Where do our scores differ significantly? Why might that be?
Which sections scored highest for each of us?

How do our patterns interact? (e.g., one person's rescuing feeds the
other's dependence)

What specific behaviors need to change?

Step 3: Seek Help

Based on your scores:

High scores in any section: Bring this inventory to your pre-marital
counselor

Total score over 128: Seek counseling specifically focused on co-
dependency

Total score over 192: Consider individual therapy as well as couples
counseling

Step 4: Create Accountability

Co-dependency thrives in secrecy. Break the cycle by:

Sharing your results with your pre-marital counselor or mentor couple
Asking trusted friends or family to hold you accountable

Checking in with each other regularly about patterns you're working to
change

Step 5: Be Willing to Delay

If your scores reveal significant co-dependency, the most loving thing you can

do—for yourself, your partner, and your future marriage—is to delay the

wedding until you've made substantial progress.

Thisisn't failure. It's wisdom. It's courage. It's choosing long-term health over

short-term discomfort.
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Proverbs 19:2 says, "Desire without knowledge is not good—how much more
will hasty feet miss the way!"

Your desire for marriage is good. But rushing into it without addressing co-
dependency will cause you to miss God's best for your relationship.

Breaking the Cycle: First Steps

Recognizing co-dependency is the first step. Here are immediate actions you
can take:

1. Name It

Start using accurate language. Instead of "I'm just being helpful,” say "I'm
rescuing." Instead of "We're just really close," say "We might be enmeshed."

2. Create Space

Intentionally spend time apart. Develop individual hobbies, maintain
friendships, have separate devotional times with God. Healthy intimacy
requires healthy individuality.

3. Practice Boundaries
Start small:
o Say"no"toone request this week
o Express one honest feeling you'd normally hide
o Letyour partner handle a problem without your intervention
« Make one decision independently
4. Stop the Rescue

The next time your partner has a problem, ask: "How can | support you?"
instead of immediately fixing it. Let them think, struggle, and grow.

5. Sit with Discomfort
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Co-dependency is partly driven by intolerance for discomfort—your own or
your partner's. Practice allowing discomfort without immediately rushing to fix
it.

6. Reconnect with God

Co-dependency often indicates that your primary dependence has shifted
from God to your partner. Recommit to time with God, allowing Him to be your
security, worth, and identity.

Scripture Application: Fear of Man vs. Fear of God

The co-dependent patterns we've explored are fundamentally about
misplaced fear.

Galatians 1:10: "Am | now trying to win the approval of human beings, or of
God? Oram I trying to please people? If | were still trying to please people, |
would not be a servant of Christ.”

When we desperately need our partner's approval, when we sacrifice our truth
to keep them happy, when we allow their emotions to dictate ours, we're
serving the idol of human approval rather than serving God.

Proverbs 29:25: "Fear of man will prove to be a snare, but whoever trusts in
the LORD is kept safe.”

Co-dependency is the "fear of man" made relational. We fear:
o Theirrejection more than we desire God's approval
« Theiranger more than we desire truth
o Theirdisappointment more than we desire healthy boundaries
« Being alone more than we desire God's presence

This fear is a snare—a trap that promises safety but delivers bondage.
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True safety comes from trusting God, not from managing our partner's every
emotion. True love flows from being rooted in God's love, not from desperate
need for human validation.

Discussion Questions:
1. In what specific ways do | "fear" my partner's reactions or emotions?

2. How does my need for their approval override my commitment to truth
and health?

3. What would change in our relationship if | trusted God more than |
feared my partner's response?

4. How can we both shift our primary dependence from each other to
God?

Moving Forward with Courage

If this chapter has revealed uncomfortable truths about your relationship,
please hear this: Recognition is the gift of new possibility.

You cannot change what you don't acknowledge. By honestly assessing your
co-dependent patterns, you've taken the single most important step toward
health.

Yes, the work ahead may be difficult. It may require uncomfortable
conversations, behavioral changes, counseling, or even delaying your
wedding. But the alternative—carrying these patterns into marriage—is far
more painful.

Remember:
« Co-dependency is learned behavior, which means it can be unlearned
« You are not your patterns; you can choose differently

« God's grace is sufficient for this transformation
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« The marriage you build after addressing these patterns will be infinitely
stronger

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to establish and maintain healthy
boundaries—the practical foundation for moving from co-dependency to
healthy interdependence.

Your future marriage is worth this work. You are worth this work.

"So if the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed." — John 8:36
Closing Prayer:

Father, thank You for the light of truth, even when it reveals things we'd rather
not see. Give us courage to face our co-dependent patterns honestly. Give us
humility to admit where we've been wrong. Give us wisdom to know what
needs to change. Transform our "fear of man" into reverent trust in You. Help
us to find our security, worth, and identity in You alone, so that we can love
each other freely, healthily, and fully. We trust Your redemptive power. In
Jesus'name, Amen.
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Chapter 3: The Myth of Completion—What Marriage Can't Fix

"You complete me."

When Tom Cruise uttered those words to Renée Zellweger in Jerry Maguire,
millions of hearts melted. It became one of the mosticonic lines in romantic
cinema, quoted at weddings, inscribed in cards, and internalized as the very
definition of true love.

It's also one of the most dangerous lies about relationships ever perpetuated.

Meet Emma and Nathan. Emma grew up feeling invisible in her family—
overlooked, undervalued, perpetually seeking approval she never quite
received. Nathan became her answer. His attention made her feel seen. His
affection made her feel valuable. His presence filled the gnawing emptiness
she'd carried for years. She thought, Finally, I'm complete. He's what I've been
missing my whole life.

Nathan, meanwhile, carried his own wounds. A father who constantly
criticized, friends who betrayed him, a string of failed relationships that left
him questioning his worth. Emma's adoration felt like healing. Her need for
him made him feel valuable, capable, strong. He thought, She needs me. |
matter. I'm finally enough.

They rushed toward marriage convinced they'd found the missing piece. But
six months after the wedding, Emma was in crisis. Nathan's attention, which
once felt like oxygen, now felt insufficient. No amount of reassurance satisfied
her insecurity. She still felt empty, and now she was angry—He promised to
complete me. Why do I still feel broken?

Nathan, exhausted from trying to fill Emma's bottomless need for validation,
had withdrawn. The weight of being her entire source of worth was crushing.
He felt like a failure, and worse, he resented the woman he'd promised to love.
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Neither understood the fundamental truth they needed before marriage: You
cannot give away what you don't possess. And you cannot find in marriage
what only God can provide.

The Cultural Narrative: Romance as Salvation

We are drowning in a cultural narrative that presents romantic love as
redemptive, transformative, and completing. Consider the messages we
absorb from countless songs, movies, and books:

« "lwas half before | met you"
« "You're the missing piece"

o "l can'tlive without you"

e "You make me whole"

e "I'm nothing without you"

These aren't recognized as warning signs—they're celebrated as evidence of
deep love. Social media amplifies this narrative: couples posting about how
their partner "saved" them, "fixed" them, "completed" them. And we, scrolling
through these declarations, internalize the message: That's what | need. That's
what love is supposed to do.

But this narrative has ancient roots. Since the Fall, humanity has been seeking
to fill the God-shaped void with something—anything—other than God. In our
modern age, romantic love has become perhaps the primary substitute savior
we turn to.

Why This Myth Is So Appealing
The "you complete me" narrative is seductive because it contains partial truth:

1. We ARE created for relationship. Genesis 2:18 tells us, "It is not good
for the man to be alone." Companionship is a genuine need.
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Marriage DOES provide comfort, support, and intimacy that meets
real human needs for connection and partnership.

. Love DOES have transformative power. Being known and loved deeply

can facilitate healing and growth.

We DO feel profoundly impacted by romantic love. The
neurochemistry of falling in love creates genuine euphoria and
attachment.

But here's where the myth goes catastrophically wrong: it confuses

enhancement with completion, transformation with salvation, and

appropriate need with total dependence.

The Danger of the Completion Myth

1. It Makes an Idol of Your Spouse

When you look to your partner to complete you, you've made them your
functional savior. You're asking them to do what only God can do:

Provide ultimate security
Establish your worth and identity
Fillyour deepest longings

Heal your deepest wounds

Give your life meaning and purpose

This is idolatry—ascribing to a created thing the attributes and role that
belong only to the Creator. And like all idolatry, it will eventually crush you and
the idol.

Colossians 2:9-10 addresses this directly: "Forin Christ all the fullness of the
Deity lives in bodily form, and in Christ you have been brought to fullness. He
is the head over every power and authority."
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Notice: in Christ you have been brought to fullness. Not in marriage. Notin a
romantic relationship. In Christ.

2. It Sets Your Spouse Up for Inevitable Failure

No human being can bear the weight of being another person's completion.
When you ask your spouse to be your savior, you're demanding they:

o Always be emotionally available

« Neverdisappoint you

o Perfectly understand and meet your needs
« Carryresponsibility for your happiness

« Fill voids they didn't create and cannot heal

This is an impossible standard that guarantees failure, disappointment, and
resentment. Your spouse will fail you—not because they're deficient, but
because they're human. They were never designed to be your everything.

3. It Prevents You from Doing Your Own Healing Work

If you believe marriage will fix your emotional wounds, you won't do the
difficult work of actually addressing them. You'll:

Avoid therapy because "l just need to find the right person”
e lIgnore unresolved trauma because "love will heal me"

« Bypass character development because "my partner will balance my
weaknesses"

« Neglect spiritual growth because "my spouse will be my spiritual
leader"

The wounds you don't heal before marriage don't disappear—they manifestin
your marriage. The insecurity, the trauma responses, the unhealthy patterns,
the unprocessed pain—all of it comes with you and becomes your spouse's
burden to navigate.
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4. It Creates Crushing Pressure on the Relationship

When marriage becomes your source of completion, the relationship itself
becomes your highest value—more important than truth, health, or even God.
This creates:

« Inability to address problems honestly (because the relationship must
be protected at all costs)

o Tolerance of abuse or dysfunction (because you "can't survive" without
them)

o Loss of identity outside the relationship
o Anxiety whenever the relationship hits normal rough patches
o Desperation that manifests as control, clinginess, or people-pleasing

The relationship cannot breathe under this pressure. What should be a joyful
partnership becomes a life-support system—and life-support systems aren't
romantic.

5. It Misunderstands the Nature of Biblical Marriage

The biblical vision for marriage is unity, not fusion. It's two whole people
becoming one flesh, not two broken halves trying to make a whole. Genesis
2:24 says, "That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his
wife, and they become one flesh."

Notice the progression: leave (differentiate from family of origin), unite (join
together), become one (ongoing process of unity). This requires two distinct,
whole individuals choosing to unite their lives. You can't unite what doesn't
exist independently.

Marriage is designed to reflect God's love, not replace it. It's meant to be a
foretaste of Christ's relationship with the church—a beautiful picture, but still
a picture, not the reality itself.
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What Marriage CAN Do (And What It Can't)

Understanding what marriage can and cannot accomplish is essential for
building realistic, healthy expectations.

What Marriage CAN Do:
Provide companionship and partnership

« Alife sharedisricherthan a life alone

"Two are better than one" (Ecclesiastes 4:9-12)

Offer mutual support and encouragement

« Bearing one another's burdens in practical, daily ways

o Speaking truth and grace into each other's lives
Create a context for spiritual growth

e lIronsharpeningiron (Proverbs 27:17)

« Sanctification through the challenges of daily life together
Meet legitimate needs for intimacy, affection, and sexual expression

« Physical and emotional intimacy that reflects God's design
Multiply your capacity for ministry and impact

o Togetheryou can accomplish more for God's kingdom
Provide stability and security in appropriate ways

« Emotional support, financial partnership, practical help
Enhance your life and multiply your joy

« Shared experiences, laughter, memories, love
Create a safe place to be known and loved

« Vulnerability, authenticity, acceptance
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What Marriage CANNOT Do:
Heal your childhood wounds
« Your spouse cannot re-parent you or give you the childhood you needed
Provide your primary identity or worth
o These must come from your identity in Christ
Make you feel consistently happy or fulfilled

o Feelings fluctuate; expecting constant happiness guarantees
disappointment

Complete your sense of self

« You must be a whole person before you can contribute to a healthy
marriage

Fix your insecurities

o Insecurityis aninternalissue that requires internal work
Become your sole source of emotional support

« Healthy people need community, not just a spouse
Save you from yourself

o Your character issues, addictions, or unhealthy patterns require your
own intentional work

Replace your need for God
o Only God can meet your deepest spiritual and emotional needs
Compensate for lack of personal growth

o Marriage amplifies who you are; it doesn't transform you into someone
new

Guarantee you'll never feel lonely
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« You can feel lonely even in marriage if you're not whole in yourself

The distinction is critical: marriage can enhance a life that's already rooted in
Christ, but it cannot replace what's missing. It's the difference between a side
dish that complements a meal and a main course expected to be the entire
meal.

Wholeness in Christ: What It Means Practically

When Scripture says we are "complete in Christ," it's not abstract theology—
it's meant to be experienced reality. But what does this wholeness actually
look like in daily life?

Being Complete in Christ Means:
1. Your Identity Is Secure
« You know who you are based on whose you are
o Yourworth isn't dependent on anyone's approval or rejection

e You can hear criticism without being destroyed and praise without being
intoxicated

2. Your Needs Have a Primary Source

o Your deepest needs for love, acceptance, and security are met in your
relationship with God

e You can receive from your spouse without demanding they be your
everything

« Youdon't come to the relationship desperately empty, but gratefully
open

3. You Can Be Alone Without Being Lonely
« Solitude is restful, not terrifying

« You have arich inner life with God
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« Your emotional stability doesn't depend on another person's presence
4. You're Doing Your Own Emotional and Spiritual Work

« You're addressing wounds in therapy or spiritual direction

« You're growing in character through spiritual disciplines

« You're not expecting marriage to do the work that's yours to do
5. You Have a Life Outside Your Relationship

o Friendships, interests, calling, purpose beyond your romantic
relationship

« You're awhole person who brings richness to the relationship, not
someone who only exists through the relationship

6. You Can Give Freely Rather Than Desperately
o Your love flows from fullness, not neediness

« You serve your partner because you want to, not because you need
them to need you

o You can be generous because you're secure
7. Your Hope Rests in God
Psalm 62:5-8 captures this beautifully:

"Yes, my soul, find rest in God; my hope comes from him. Truly he is my rock
and my salvation; he is my fortress, | will not be shaken. My salvation and my
honor depend on God; he is my mighty rock, my refuge. Trustin him at all
times, you people; pour out your hearts to him, for God is our refuge."

Read that passage again, slowly. Notice the intensity: my rock, my salvation,
my fortress, my refuge. These are the things we're tempted to make our
spouse. But they belong to God alone.
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When your soul finds its rest in God, when your hope comes from Him, when

He is your refuge—then you're ready to enter marriage from a place of

wholeness rather than desperation.

What Wholeness Is NOT:

Wholeness doesn't mean:

Having no needs or never needing anyone
Being completely healed from all wounds
Never feeling lonely, sad, orinsecure
Having perfect emotional health

Being so independent you don't value relationship

Wholeness means your primary source is God, your identity is secure in

Christ, and you're actively doing your work—not that you've arrived at

perfection.

Dependency on God vs. Dependency on a Spouse

This distinction is the heart of the matter. Both involve dependence, but

they're radically different.

Unhealthy Dependence on Spouse:

Desperate: "l can't survive without you"

Consuming: Your world revolves entirely around them

Controlling: You must manage their choices, emotions, or responses
Fearful: Terrified of rejection, abandonment, or disapproval
Demanding: They must meet needs they were never designed to meet
Crushing: The weight of your need exhausts them

Idolatrous: They've become your functional god
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This dependence says: "You are my everything. My happiness, worth, and

security depend on you. | fall apart without you."

Healthy Dependence on God:

Secure: "| trust You completely"

Freeing: Your world is ordered around Him, which creates freedom in all
other relationships

Submissive: You yield to His wisdom and guidance

Confident: Secure in His unchanging love

Appropriate: He invites this dependence and is capable of bearing it
Life-Giving: The more you depend on Him, the more whole you become

Worshipful: He is God, and you rightly worship Him alone

This dependence says: "You are my Lord, my rock, my salvation. | am secure

in You. From that security, | can love others freely."

Healthy Interdependence in Marriage:

When both spouses are primarily dependent on God, they can practice

healthy interdependence:

Mutual: Both give and receive

Appropriate: Reasonable needs are met; unreasonable demands aren't
made

Freeing: Each person maintains their identity while also deeply
connecting

Sustainable: Neither partner is exhausted by the other's neediness

Complementary: Strengths and weaknesses balance each other

This interdependence says: "l am complete in Christ. From that wholeness, |
choose to share my life with you. We enhance each other's lives; we don't

complete each other."
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Common False Beliefs Marriage Will Fix

Let's get specific. Here are wounds and needs that people commonly—and
mistakenly—expect marriage to heal:

"Marriage will heal my loneliness"

The reality: Loneliness is often an internal condition, not an external
circumstance. The loneliest people are sometimes married. If you're lonely as
a single person because you haven't cultivated intimacy with God and
community, you'll be lonely in marriage too—just more confused about why.

The work: Learn to be alone with God. Develop deep friendships. Understand
that loneliness often signals disconnection from yourself and God, not just
lack of a romantic partner.

"Marriage will prove I'm lovable"

The reality: If you don't believe you're lovable, your spouse's love won't
convince you. You'll constantly question it, test it, demand proof of it, and
eventually exhaust them with your neediness.

The work: Receive God's love. Do the therapeutic work to understand why you
doubt your lovability. Build self-worth that's rooted in your identity in Christ.

"Marriage will give my life meaning and purpose"

The reality: Marriage is part of a meaningful life, but it cannot be the source of
your meaning. When your spouse becomes your purpose, you'll smother them
with expectations and panic whenever the relationship struggles.

The work: Discover your God-given calling. Develop passions and purpose
outside of romantic relationship. Build a life that marriage enhances rather
than defines.

"Marriage will make me feel safe"
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The reality: A good marriage does provide a measure of security, but no
human can offer ultimate safety. Life is uncertain. People die, disappoint,
change. If your security rests entirely in your spouse, you'll live in constant
anxiety.

The work: Find your security in God's unchanging character. Process trauma
that makes you feel fundamentally unsafe. Develop internal stability that isn't
dependent on external circumstances.

"Marriage will fix my poor self-image"

The reality: Your spouse's affirmation might boost your mood temporarily, but
it won't fundamentally change how you see yourself. Only internal
transformation—through God's truth and often therapeutic work—can do
that.

The work: Renew your mind with Scripture about who God says you are.
Address the roots of poor self-image. Learn to see yourself through God's
eyes.

"Marriage will heal my abandonment wounds"

The reality: Abandonment wounds create hypersensitivity in relationships.
Every late text, every need for space, every conflict will trigger fear of
abandonment. Your spouse will feel perpetually on trial, unable to ever fully
reassure you.

The work: Process abandonment trauma with a therapist. Develop secure
attachment with God. Learn that your spouse's need for space isn't rejection.

"Marriage will make me whole"

The reality: Marriage will reveal exactly how incomplete you are. Your
selfishness, immaturity, wounds, and character flaws all surface in the
crucible of daily life together. Marriage is sanctifying, but it's not completing.

The work: Come to marriage already pursuing wholeness in Christ. Be honest
about your brokenness. Commit to ongoing growth.
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Red Flags: Are You Expecting Marriage to Fix You?

Answer these questions honestly:

1.

10.

If you

Do you feel desperate to get married, like you can't fully live until you
do?

. Do you believe your partner has "saved" you in some way?

Are you avoiding addressing personal issues because you think
marriage will solve them?

Do you feelincomplete, worthless, or purposeless when you're not in a
relationship?

Does your mood entirely depend on your relationship status or your
partner's behavior?

. Are you hoping marriage will heal wounds from your childhood or past

relationships?

. Do you think about your future spouse more than you think about God?

Do you believe you won't feel lonely anymore once you're married?

. Are you rushing into marriage partly to escape discomfort in your

current life situation?

Do you expect your spouse to meet needs that you're not bringing
to God?

answered "yes" to several of these questions, you're expecting marriage

to do what only God can do. This doesn't mean you shouldn't get married—it

means you have critical work to do first.

The Path to Wholeness: Practical Steps
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So how do you pursue wholeness in Christ before marriage? Here are
concrete steps:

1. Develop Your Relationship with God

This isn't optional or supplemental—it's foundational.
« Daily time with God: Not out of duty, but to actually know Him
o Prayer as conversation: Pour out your heart; listen for His voice

« Scripture that shapes identity: Meditate on passages about who you
are in Christ

« Worship that reorients perspective: Regularly lift your eyes above
circumstances

« Fasting or solitude: Practices that break soul-ties with anything other
than God

Ask yourself: Is God my primary source of comfort, identity, guidance, and joy?
Oris my partner?

2. Do Your Emotional Healing Work

« Therapy/Counseling: Especially if you have significant wounds,
trauma, or family-of-origin issues

o Support groups: For addiction, codependency, or specific struggles

« Spiritual direction: Someone who can guide your spiritual and
emotional integration

« Journaling: Processing emotions, identifying patterns, tracking growth

« Grief work: Allowing yourself to mourn losses you've minimized
This work is not self-indulgent—it's essential preparation for healthy marriage.
3. Cultivate Community Beyond Your Partner

o Deep friendships: People who know you and speak truth to you
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Church involvement: A spiritual family that isn't just your romantic
relationship

Mentors: Older, wiser people who can guide you

Accountability: People who can call out your blind spots

You need more than your fiancé/fiancée. If they're your only close relationship,

you're setting up for co-dependency.

4. Develop Individual Identity and Purpose

Discover your calling: What has God uniquely created and called you
to do?

Pursue interests and passions: Hobbies, learning, creativity that aren't
shared with your partner

Serve others: Ministry, volunteering, generosity that flows from your
gifts

Career/vocation: Work that reflects your design and contributes to your
purpose

You should have a life that marriage joins, not a life that marriage creates.

5. Practice Solitude

Learn to be alone with yourself and God without anxiety. Can you:

Spend an evening alone without feeling panicked?
Be quiet with your thoughts without constant distraction?
Enjoy your own company?

Hear God's voice in silence?

If solitude terrifies you, that's a sign you're looking to relationship to fill a God-

shaped void.

6. Address Specific Wounds or Issues

69



Don't just acknowledge problems—actively work on them:

Addiction: Get sober before marriage, with professional help and
accountability

Mental health: Pursue diagnosis, medication if needed, therapy
Trauma: EMDR, trauma-focused therapy, support groups

Character issues: Pride, anger, dishonesty—name them and work on
them

Financial chaos: Get counseling, create a plan, address spending/debt
issues

Your spouse deserves someone who's doing their work, not someone

expecting marriage to magically fix them.

7. Learn to Self-Soothe

Develop healthy ways to manage difficult emotions without depending
entirely on your partner:

Prayer and Scripture when anxious
Physical exercise when stressed

Creative outlets when processing emotions
Breathing techniques when overwhelmed

Healthy self-talk when insecure

Your partner should be one source of comfort, not the only source.

Discussion Questions for Couples

Set aside uninterrupted time to discuss these questions together. Approach

with honesty, not defensiveness.

About Expectations:
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1. What do you hope marriage will do for you emotionally?

o Listen for: healing wounds, fixing loneliness, providing worth,
giving meaning

2. Complete this sentence: "l can't wait to get married because then
I'Wfinally..."

o What does this reveal about your expectations?

3. What needs are you currently bringing to me that you should be
bringing to God?

o Be specific and honest

4. How would you describe your emotional state before we met? What
has changed?

o Isthe relationship medicating pain or enhancing an already
healthy life?

About Wholeness:
5. On a scale of 1-10, how "complete in Christ" do you feel right now?
o What would increase that number?

6. What wounds or issues are you avoiding dealing with, hoping
marriage will solve them?

7. How comfortable are you being alone? Do you need constant
connection with me to feel okay?

8. Who are you outside of our relationship? What defines you beyond
being my fiancé/fiancée?

About God:

9. Is God your primary source of security, identity, and worth—or am 1?

o Beruthlessly honest

71



10. How would our relationship change if we both looked to God
first for what we currently look to each other for?

11. Read Psalm 62:5-8 aloud. Can you honestly pray this about
God? What would need to shift?

12. Where have | become an idolin your life? Where have you
become one in mine?

About Growth:

13. What specific emotional or spiritual work do you need to do
before we get married?

14. What would delaying the wedding to do this work cost us?
What would not doing it cost us?

15. How can we support each other in finding wholeness in Christ
rather than completion in each other?

16. What does healthy dependence on God and healthy
interdependence in marriage look like practically for us?

Exercise: From Completion to Enhancement
Part 1: Individual Reflection (20 minutes)
Write answers to these prompts:
1. "Before | met my partner, | felt..."
o Be honest about your emotional/spiritual state
2. "I'm hoping marriage will fix or provide..."
o List every expectation, even ones that feel unreasonable
3. "If my partner left me tomorrow, | would..."

o Thisreveals how much of your stability depends on them

72



4. "The wounds I'm bringing into this relationship are..."
o Childhood issues, past relationships, trauma, insecurities
5. "l find my identity in..." (list everything)
o How much is Christ vs. other things (including your relationship)?
6. "I'm avoiding dealing with..."
o What personal work are you postponing?
Part 2: Individual Worship (15 minutes)
Spend time alone with God. Use Psalm 62 or Colossians 2:9-10 as a guide.
Pray:
« Confess where you've looked to your partner instead of God
o Ask God to be your primary source
« Receive His love and acceptance
o Ask Him to reveal any work you need to do

Journal: What is God saying to you about your need for Him vs. your need for
your partner?

Part 3: Couple Sharing (30 minutes)
Share your reflections with each other. Practice:

o Listening without defending

« Validating without fixing

« Beingvulnerable about your own struggles
Discuss:

« Where are we expecting too much from each other and not enough from
God?

« What specific work does each of us need to do?
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« How can we help each other depend more on God?
Part 4: Commitment (10 minutes)
Together, complete these sentences aloud:
"One area where I've been looking to you instead of God is..."
"The personal work | commit to doing before marriage is..."
"One way I'll support you in depending more on God is..."
"A realistic expectation | have for marriage is..."
"An unrealistic expectation I'm releasing is..."
Pray together:

"Father, forgive us for making idols of each other. Forgive us for asking each
other to do what only You can do. We repent of looking to marriage as our
salvation. Teach us what it means to find our completion in Christ. Do the
deep work in our hearts that needs to happen before we marry. Help us to
depend on You first, so that we can love each other freely. Make us whole
people who enhance each other's lives rather than broken people trying to
complete each other. We trust You to be our rock, our salvation, our fortress.
In Jesus'name, Amen."

A Critical Decision Point

If you've realized through this chapter that you're expecting marriage to fix
significant emotional or spiritual wounds, you face a crucial decision:

Option 1: Delay the wedding until you've done substantial healing work
o This takes courage but demonstrates wisdom

« It honors your partner by not bringing them into a situation where they
must be your savior

« Ithonorsyourself by doing the work needed for wholeness
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« Ithonors marriage by not asking it to do what it cannot do
Option 2: Proceed as planned while committing to intensive work now

o Onlyviable if wounds are minor and wedding is distant enough to allow
for real progress

« Requires immediate action—therapy, spiritual direction, counseling
o Needs accountability to ensure work is actually happening
« Acknowledge that you're taking a risk

Option 3: Proceed while ighoring the issues

This is the worst option, though the most common

It guarantees you'll carry wounds into marriage

It sets your spouse up to fail at being your healer

It often leads to deep disappointment, resentment, or divorce

Be honest: Which option are you leaning toward, and why?

The most loving thing you can do for your future spouse is to come to marriage
as a person who is whole in Christ—not perfect, but actively pursuing health,
not desperately needing them to fill God-sized voids.

Hope and Transformation

If this chapter has revealed that you've been seeking completion in your
partner rather than in Christ, don't despair. Recognition is the first step toward
transformation.

God's grace is sufficient. His power is made perfect in weakness. He
specializes in taking broken people and making them whole—not through
marriage, but through relationship with Him.

The journey from "you complete me" to "l am complete in Christ, and | choose
to share my life with you" is challenging but beautiful. It requires:
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Honesty about where you've made your partner an idol

Repentance for looking to created things for what only the Creator can
provide

Hard work to address wounds and develop wholeness
Time to allow God to do His deep work
Community to support and guide you

Trust that God's design is better than cultural mythology

But the result is a marriage built on solid ground—two people who enhance

each other's lives rather than desperately clinging together trying to feel

whole.

Moving Forward

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to build healthy boundaries in

marriage—the practical framework for maintaining your individual wholeness

while creating deep unity.

Remember:

You are already complete in Christ (Colossians 2:10)

Your hope comes from God alone (Psalm 62:5)

Marriage is a gift, but it's not your savior

Wholeness precedes unity—you can't give what you don't have

The work is worth it—a marriage between two whole people is
exponentially stronger

Your worth, identity, security, and completion are found in Christ alone. When

you grasp this truth deeply—not just intellectually, but in the core of your
being—you're ready to enter marriage from a place of freedom, abundance,

and wholeness.
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That's the marriage worth waiting for. Worth working for. Worth building on the
solid foundation of Christ alone.

“In him we live and move and have our being." — Acts 17:28
Closing Reflection:

Take a few minutes in silence. Ask yourself: Where am I looking to my partner
for what only God can provide? What would change if | truly believed | am
complete in Christ?

Write down what God brings to mind. This is the beginning of transformation.
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Chapter 4: Healthy Expectations—Defining Roles and Realities

"We judge ourselves by our intentions and others by their actions."

Rachel and Michael sat in their counselor's office, six months into marriage,
both bewildered and hurt. "l don't understand,” Rachel said, fighting tears. "I
thought marriage would feel... different. More romantic, more connected.
Instead, | feel lonely most of the time."

Michael looked equally confused. "I'm working hard to provide for us. | come
home every night. | help around the house. What more does she want?"

The counselor asked a simple question: "Before marriage, did you two ever
discuss what you expected day-to-day married life to look like?"

Silence.

They'd discussed the wedding, honeymoon, future children, where to live,
even career goals. But the mundane realities—how they'd spend evenings,
how often they'd have sex, how they'd handle conflict, how much
independence each needed, who would manage which responsibilities—had
never been explicitly addressed.

Rachel expected evenings filled with deep conversation and romantic
connection, like their dating days. Michael expected comfortable
companionship while watching sports and pursuing hobbies. Rachel
expected sex to be frequent and passionate. Michael, exhausted from work
stress, expected it to be less demanding. Rachel expected Michael to
intuitively know her needs. Michael expected Rachel to tell him directly.

They'd entered marriage with a dense web of assumptions, unspoken
expectations, and inherited beliefs about what marriage "should" look like—
none of which they'd examined together. Now those invisible expectations
were colliding with reality, creating frustration, disappointment, and a growing
sense of failure.
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Here's the truth: Unspoken expectations are premeditated resentments.

Every person enters marriage with expectations—hundreds of them. Some are
conscious; most are not. Some are realistic; many are not. Some are explicitly
discussed; most are assumed. And when these unexamined, unspoken
expectations meet the reality of daily married life, disaster often follows.

This chapter is about bringing expectations into the light—naming them,
examining them, discussing them, and replacing unrealistic ones with
biblical, healthy alternatives. Because you cannot build a strong marriage on
the foundation of assumptions and disappointments.

The Problem of Unexamined Expectations
Where Expectations Come From

Your expectations for marriage weren't created in a vacuum. They're shaped
by:
1. Your Family of Origin

« How did your parents relate? That's your default template.

« Didyour father help with housework? Your expectation about gender
roles was formed.

o Didyour mother work outside the home? That shaped your
assumptions.

« How was conflict handled? How was affection shown? How were
decisions made?

2. Cultural Messages
« Movies, TV shows, social media, romance novels
o Theidealized versions of marriage you've consumed for years

« Celebrity relationships and highlight-reel social media posts
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3. Church Teaching
« Sermons and teaching about marriage (helpful or harmful)
o Role models within your church community
« Interpretations of Scripture you've absorbed

4. Your Own Personality and Needs

« Introverts expect different amounts of social engagement than

extroverts
« Some people need lots of physical touch; others need space

« Your attachment style shapes expectations for connection and

independence

5. Past Relationship Experiences

« What worked or didn't work in previous relationships

« What you promised yourself you'd never tolerate again

« Whatyou're determined to create that was missing before
6. Books, Blogs, and Advice

o Marriage books you've read (including this one!)

« Advice from friends, mentors, or counselors

» Pinterest boards and wedding planning materials
7. Fear and Compensation

« Tryingto create the opposite of what you experienced growing up

o Overcompensating for wounds from the past

« Attempting to control outcomes to avoid feared scenarios
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The result? A complex, largely unconscious set of assumptions about what

marriage will be like, how your spouse will behave, and what married life will
feel like day-to-day.

The Co-Dependency Connection

Unrealistic expectations and co-dependency are intimately connected:

Co-dependent expectations often include:

My spouse will meet all my emotional needs

We'll spend nearly all our time together

My happiness depends on my spouse's happiness

My spouse will instinctively know what | need

Conflict means we're failing; good marriages are conflict-free
My spouse will complete me and heal my wounds

We'll agree on everything important

My spouse's primary purpose is to make me happy

These expectations fuel co-dependency because they:

Create impossible standards that guarantee failure and resentment
Blur boundaries between two separate individuals

Make one spouse responsible for the other's emotional state
Prevent honest communication about needs and disappointments

Set up a parent-child dynamic rather than an adult partnership

When Expectations Meet Reality

The collision happens gradually, then suddenly:

Week 1 of marriage: "This is amazing! We're married!"

Month 3: "Why doesn't this feel like | thought it would?"
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Month 6: "I'm disappointed but don't want to say anything."
Year 1: "l feel resentful, confused, and guilty for feeling this way."
Year 2: "Maybe | married the wrong person."

The danger isn't that reality differs from expectations—it always will. The
danger is unspoken expectations that turn into silent resentments,
creating a gap between what you hoped for and what you're experiencing.

And here's the insidious part: we rarely recognize our own expectations until
they're violated. We don't know we expected something until we don't get it.

Biblical Expectations: The Foundation

Before we can establish realistic expectations, we need a biblical foundation.
What does Scripture actually teach about marriage?

Ephesians 5:21-33: The Core Text

"Submit to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives, submit yourselves
to your own husbands as you do to the Lord. For the husband is the head of
the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.
Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their
husbands in everything. Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the
church and gave himself up for her to make her holy, cleansing her by the
washing with water through the word, and to present her to himselfas a
radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, but holy and
blameless. In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their own
bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. After all, no one ever hated their
own body, but they feed and care for their body, just as Christ does the
church—for we are members of his body. 'For this reason a man will leave his
father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one
flesh.' This is a profound mystery—but | am talking about Christ and the
church. However, each one of you also must love his wife as he loves himself,
and the wife must respect her husband."
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This passage is often weaponized or misunderstood, so let's unpack what it
actually teaches:

1. Mutual Submission (v. 21)

The passage begins with the foundational command: "Submit to one another
out of reverence for Christ."

This is the umbrella under which everything else falls. Before discussing
specific roles, Paul establishes that Christian marriage is characterized by
mutual submission—both spouses yielding to each other, considering the
other's needs, deferring to one another in love.

This completely undermines authoritarian, one-sided, or abusive
interpretations of marriage. The foundation is reciprocal service and humility.

2. Different Roles, Equal Value

Paul addresses husbands and wives differently because they have different
roles—but notice what he asks of each:

Wives are called to:
o Submit to their husbands "as to the Lord"
o Respecttheir husbands

Husbands are called to:

» Love their wives "as Christ loved the church"—sacrificially, to the point
of death

« Nourish and cherish their wives as their own bodies
o Give themselves up for their wives

If you're keeping score, the call to husbands is far more demanding. "Love like
Christ" means self-sacrificial, others-centered, servant leadership—the
opposite of domination or selfishness.

3. The Purpose: Reflecting Christ and the Church
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Paul explicitly says this is about something bigger than marriage itself: "This is

a profound mystery—but | am talking about Christ and the church" (v. 32).

Marriage is designed to be a living picture of Christ's relationship with His

bride, the church. This means:

It's covenantal, not contractual
It's characterized by sacrificial love, not power dynamics
It's about mutual service, not domination or subordination

It's a partnership where both are fully engaged

4. Key Expectations from This Passage:

Based on Ephesians 5, biblical expectations include:

Mutual submission and service

Respect and love exchanged

Sacrificial rather than selfish living

Leaving parents and establishing a new family unit
Unity ("one flesh") while maintaining individuality
Ongoing spiritual growth and sanctification

Reflecting Christ in how we relate

Notice what's NOT in this passage:

Promises of constant happiness

Guarantees of romance or passion

Assurances you'll always feel in love

Expectations that your spouse will meet all your needs

Demands for perfection from either spouse
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Realistic vs. Unrealistic Expectations

Let's get specific. What expectations are healthy and biblical, and which are
setting you up for disappointment?

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #1:
"Marriage will be like dating—romantic, exciting, and effortless."

The Reality: Dating is performance; marriage is revelation. During dating, you
show your best self. In marriage, your worst self emerges too—the grumpy
morning version, the stressed and snappy version, the lazy and unmotivated
version.

Romance requires intentionality in marriage. Excitement comes in seasons,
not constantly. And healthy marriage is never effortless—it requires
consistent work, communication, and sacrifice.

Healthy Expectation: "Marriage will have seasons—some romantic and
passionate, others mundane or challenging. We'll need to intentionally
cultivate romance and work through difficulties together."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #2:
"My spouse will meet all my emotional needs."
The Reality: No human being can be your everything. Your spouse cannot be:
o Yourtherapist
» Your best friend
o Your constant companion
« Your spiritual leader (exclusively)
« Your entertainment
o Youremotional regulator

« Your source of worth and identity
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Expecting one person to fulfill all these roles is suffocating and impossible.

Healthy Expectation: "My spouse will be a primary source of emotional
support and companionship, but I'll also maintain friendships, community,
hobbies, and a vibrant relationship with God to meet other legitimate needs."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #3:
"Good marriages don't have conflict."

The Reality: All marriages have conflict. The question is whether you handle it
healthily or destructively. Conflict-free doesn't mean healthy; it often means
someone is suppressing their true self to keep false peace.

Healthy Expectation: "We will disagree and have conflicts. Our goalisn't to
avoid conflict but to handle it with respect, honesty, and resolution. Conflict
can actually deepen our intimacy if we navigate it well."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #4:
"My spouse will instinctively know what | need."

The Reality: Your spouse cannot read your mind. Expecting them to intuitively
understand your needs, wants, and feelings—without you communicating
them—sets both of you up for failure and resentment.

This expectation often stems from romanticized notions: "If they really loved
me, they'd just know." But love doesn't grant telepathy.

Healthy Expectation: "l am responsible for clearly communicating my needs,
preferences, and feelings. My spouse will try to understand and meet
reasonable needs, but | won't expect mind-reading."
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UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #5:
"We'll agree on everything important.”

The Reality: You're two different people with different families of origin,
personalities, values, and perspectives. You'll agree on many things, but you'll
also have ongoing areas of difference that require negotiation, compromise,
and grace.

Healthy Expectation: "We'll have core values and beliefs in common, but
we'll also have differences. We'll learn to navigate these differences with
respect, compromise where possible, and accept that complete agreement
isn't necessary for deep unity."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #6:
"Marriage will complete me and make me happy."

The Reality: We covered this in Chapter 3. Marriage cannot fix your internal
issues, heal your wounds, or provide ultimate fulfillment. That's God's job.

Healthy Expectation: "Marriage will enhance my life and bring joy, but my
completeness and primary happiness come from my relationship with Christ.
My spouse is a gift, not my savior."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #7:
"Sex will be frequent, passionate, and effortless."

The Reality: Sexual intimacy takes work, communication, patience, and
grace. Frequency fluctuates with seasons of life—stress, illness, children,
aging all affect libido and opportunity. Passion requires cultivation.
Compatibility requires ongoing conversation.

Healthy Expectation: "Sex will be an important part of our marriage that
requires ongoing communication, mutual consideration, and adaptation to
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life seasons. We'll be patient with each other and work together to maintain
intimacy."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #8:
"My spouse will change in the ways | need them to."

The Reality: You cannot marry someone expecting to change them. Whatever
bothers you during dating will likely intensify during marriage. If you're
counting on marriage to fix your partner's habits, character issues, or
personality traits, you're setting yourself up for deep disappointment.

Healthy Expectation: "I'm marrying the person my fiancé is now, not who |
hope they'll become. We'll both grow and mature, but I'm not banking on
fundamental personality changes."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #9:
"We'll spend most of our time together."

The Reality: Healthy marriages require balance between togetherness and
independence. Too much time together leads to enmeshment and loss of
individual identity. Too little leads to disconnection.

Healthy Expectation: "We'll prioritize quality time together while also
maintaining individual friendships, hobbies, and space. We'll find the balance
that works for both of us."

UNREALISTIC EXPECTATION #10:
"Our roles will naturally fall into place."

The Reality: Nothing in marriage "just happens." Who does what, how
decisions are made, how money is managed, how household duties are
divided—all of this requires explicit conversation and negotiation.
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Healthy Expectation: "We'll explicitly discuss and negotiate our roles,
responsibilities, and decision-making processes. We'll remain flexible and
adjust as needed throughout our marriage."

Balancing Independence and Togetherness

One of the most crucial expectations to clarify is the balance between being
autonomous individuals and being a united couple.

The Danger of Too Much Togetherness

Some couples pride themselves on doing "everything together." While this
might sound romantic, it often leads to:

Enmeshment:
e Loss ofindividual identity
o No healthy boundaries

« Emotional fusion where one person's mood dictates both people's
moods

Isolation from Community:

« Abandoning friendships

 Becomingisolated from extended family

« Missing out on broader community connections
Pressure and Claustrophobia:

o One orboth partners feeling suffocated

o Lack of space to process independently

« Inability to miss each other or appreciate reunion
Stunted Personal Growth:

o Noindividual pursuits or development
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« lIdentity entirely wrapped up in being "married"
» Loss of interests, passions, and personal goals
The Danger of Too Much Independence

On the flip side, couples who maintain complete independence and
separation risk:

Disconnection:

o Living parallel lives rather than intertwined ones

« Lackofgenuine intimacy and knowing each other deeply

o The marriage becomes more like roommates than spouses
Competing Priorities:

o Individual pursuits always trump the marriage

« No shared goals or vision

o Unwillingness to sacrifice personal preferences for the relationship
Lack of Unity:

« No sense of "we" or team identity

« Inability to make joint decisions

« Marriage becomes optional rather than central
The Biblical Balance: Differentiated Unity

The biblical model is "one flesh"—profound unity—achieved through two
whole, differentiated individuals choosing to unite their lives.

Think of it as a Venn diagram:

o Circle A: Your individual life—relationship with God, friendships,
interests, calling, identity

o Circle B: Your spouse's individual life—same elements
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The goalis significant overlap (you're genuinely united and share a life) while
maintaining individual circles (you're still distinct people with your own

Overlapping Middle: Shared life—marriage, joint decisions, shared

experiences, mutual friends

relationship with God and personal development).

Practically, this means:

YOU MAINTAIN:

Individual friendships (not all friends need to be shared)

Personal time with God

Individual hobbies and interests
Some independent activities

Your own sense of calling and purpose

Healthy boundaries

YOU SHARE:

Core values and beliefs

Major life decisions

Financial management

Quality time and attention

Physical and emotional intimacy
Parenting responsibilities (if applicable)

Spiritual growth and church life

YOU NEGOTIATE:

How much time together vs. apart feels right for both

Which friends/activities are individual vs. shared
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« How decisions get made
« How to handle extended family
« Division of household labor

o Career priorities and sacrifices

Mutual Submission and Shared Leadership

Given the cultural confusion and controversy around "submission," let's clarify
what biblical mutual submission actually looks like.

What Mutual Submission Is NOT:
NOT a 50/50 partnership where you keep score
"l did the dishes, so you should do laundry"
« Tracking who sacrifices more
« Demanding equal return for every act of service
NOT one person always submitting while the other leads
« Thisis hierarchy, not mutuality
« It creates parent-child dynamics
« Itviolates the Ephesians 5:21 command
NOT both people being passive and indecisive
"l don't know, what do you want to do?"
« No one taking initiative or leading
o Paralysisin decision-making
NOT doormat Christianity

« Tolerating sin, abuse, or disrespect in the name of "submission"
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« Becoming a non-person with no voice

« Sacrificing your God-given identity
What Mutual Submission IS:
Considering each other's needs and preferences:

"l was planning to do X, but | know you need . Let'sdo Y."

« Proactively thinking about what serves your spouse
Yielding to each other in love:

« Sometimes you lead; sometimes they lead

e You defer to each other's strengths

« You don'tinsist on always getting your way
Servant leadership from both partners:

o Bothtaking initiative to serve

« Both looking for ways to lighten the other's load

o Both being willing to take the lead when appropriate
Speaking truth in love while respecting each other:

« Honest communication without domination

« Disagreeing respectfully

« Honoring each other even in conflict
Making decisions together:

o Major decisions are joint decisions

o You consult each other

« Neither makes unilateral choices that affect both
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Respecting each other's God-given calling:
« Supporting each other's ministry, career, and gifts

« Notdemanding your spouse conform to your expectations if it violates
their design

« Celebrating each other's unique contributions
Practical Examples of Mutual Submission:

Scenario 1: Career Decision One spouse has a job opportunity in another
city. Mutual submission means:

o Both considering how this affects each person's career, relationships,
and well-being

« Honest discussion about pros and cons
o Prayertogether seeking God's guidance

« The spouse not receiving the offer being willing to support the move if
it's best for the family

« The spouse receiving the offer being willing to turn it down if it's harmful
to the marriage

« Making the final decision together

Scenario 2: Weekend Plans You want to spend Saturday working on a house
project. Your spouse is exhausted and needs rest. Mutual submission means:

« Yourecognize their need and adjust plans
« Theyrecognize your need and offer to help for part of the day

« You negotiate: "What if we rest Saturday morning and work together
Saturday afternoon?"

Scenario 3: Extended Family Boundaries Your mother wants you to visit
every Sunday. Your spouse feels this is too much. Mutual submission means:

e You honoryour spouse's need for boundaries with your family
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« Your spouse recognizes your desire to maintain family relationships

« Togetheryou determine a frequency that works: "What if we visit twice a
month?"

Scenario 4: Spiritual Leadership Mutual submission doesn't mean the
husband dictates all spiritual decisions. It means:

o Both take responsibility for spiritual growth
o Bothinitiate spiritual conversations and practices
« You pray together, study Scripture together, serve together

« Ifone spouseis more naturally inclined to lead in this area, the other
appreciates it without becoming passive

Managing Disappointment and Unmet Needs

Even with realistic expectations, disappointment is inevitable. Your spouse
will fail you. You'll fail your spouse. Needs won't always be met. So how do you
handle this without falling into co-dependent patterns?

The Co-Dependent Response to Disappointment:
Option 1: Stuff It
o Pretend you're not disappointed
o Minimize your feelings
« Tellyourself you're being unreasonable
o Build resentment silently
Option 2: Overreact
o Make every disappointment a catastrophe
o Use emotional manipulation: "You never..." "If you really loved me..."

o Threaten the relationship over minor issues
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« Punish your spouse with withdrawal, silent treatment, or passive
aggression

Option 3: Rescue/Excuse
o Make excuses for why your spouse couldn't meet your need
« Take responsibility for their failure
o Loweryour expectations to the point of having none
Option 4: Control
« Tryto force your spouse to change
e Issue ultimatums
o Manipulate through guilt or shame
The Healthy Response to Disappointment:

1. Acknowledge Your Feelings Honestly Don't spiritualize disappointment
away. It's okay to feel hurt, sad, or frustrated. Name the emotion: "| feel
disappointed that..." "I'm hurt because..."

2. Examine Your Expectation Was it realistic? Was it communicated? Was it
fair?

« Sometimes disappointment reveals unrealistic expectations that need
adjusting

« Sometimes it reveals legitimate needs that aren't being met

3. Communicate Clearly and Kindly Use "|" statements, not accusations:

o "lfelt hurt when you forgot our date night. Quality time is really
important to me."

« NOT: "You obviously don't care about me since you forgot."

4. Distinguish Between Pattern and Incident One disappointmentis an
incident; repeated disappointments are a pattern.
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« Anincident requires grace and communication
« A patternrequires serious conversation and possibly outside help

5. Take Responsibility for Your Part Did you clearly communicate your need?
Did you make assumptions? Were you asking your spouse to meet a need only
God can meet?

6. Extend Grace Your spouse is human. They will disappoint you. You will
disappoint them. Grace means:

o Forgiveness
o Not keeping score
o Assuming best intentions
« Remembering their good qualities when focusing on failures
7. Seek God First Before running to your spouse with every unmet need, ask:
e Isthis something only God can meet?
« Amllooking to my spouse for what God should provide?
» Dol needto process this with God before bringing it to my spouse?
8. Use Your Community Some needs should be met by:
o Friends (companionship, support, shared interests)
o Church (spiritual community, accountability)
o Family (certain kinds of support)
« Professionals (therapy, medical care)
Don't expect your spouse to be your only source of every kind of support.

9. Address Serious Issues Directly If disappointments are frequent or
serious (abuse, addiction, infidelity, chronic neglect), don't minimize them.
Get help. See a counselor. Establish boundaries.
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When to Seek Help:
Get professional help if:
« Disappointments are constant and unchanging despite communication

o One or both of you show signs of serious mental health issues,
addiction, or abuse

e You can't communicate without destructive conflict
« One spouse refuses to engage or work on the relationship

« You're considering separation or divorce

Exercise: Expectation Exchange

This exercise is designed to surface and discuss the expectations you each
bring to marriage. Approach it with curiosity and openness, not judgment.

Part 1: Individual Reflection (30 minutes)

In a quiet place, prayerfully complete these prompts. Be completely honest—
this is for your benefit.

Write 5 expectations in each category:

A. Daily Life Expectations How do you expect married life to look day-to-
day?

Examples:
1. "l expect us to eat dinner together most nights"
2. "l expect we'll have sex X times per week"

"l expect we'll pray together daily"

"l expect we'll spend evenings watching TV together"

o » O

"l expect we'll maintain separate hobbies and friend groups"
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Your Daily Life Expectations:

4.

5.

B. Emotional Connection Expectations How do you expect to connect
emotionally?

Examples:
1. "l expect us to have deep conversations regularly"
2. "l expect you'll be my primary emotional support"
3. "l expect you to notice when I'm upset without me saying so"
4. "l expect we'll be comfortable with comfortable silence"
5. "l expect we'll share everything we're thinking and feeling"

Your Emotional Connection Expectations:

4.

5.

C. Roles and Responsibilities Expectations Who does what?
Examples:

1. "l expect the wife will do most of the cooking"
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2. "l expect we'll split household chores equally”
"l expect the husband will handle all financial decisions"

"l expect we'll make all decisions together"

o » O

"l expect the wife will manage the social calendar"

Your Roles and Responsibilities Expectations:

4.
5.

D. Conflict and Disagreement Expectations How do you expect to handle
conflict?

Examples:

—

. "l expect we'll rarely argue"
2. "l expect we'll resolve conflicts immediately, not go to bed angry"
"l expect you'll give me space when I'm upset"

"l expect we'll talk through everything calmly"

o & O

"l expect you to apologize first when we fight"

Your Conflict Expectations:
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5.

E. Time and Attention Expectations How much time together/apart?

Examples:

—

. "l expect us to spend most of our free time together"

2. "l expect we'll maintain separate friendships and activities"
3. "l expect you'll prioritize time with me over friends"

4. "l expect we'll need one night per week apart”

5. "l expect we'll do most activities as a couple, not individually"

Your Time and Attention Expectations:

4.

5.

F. Additional Expectations Any other expectations about marriage?

Examples might include: finances, extended family, holidays, children, career,
church involvement, sexual intimacy, romance, personal growth, etc.

Your Additional Expectations:

1.

o » o
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Part 2: Self-Assessment (15 minutes)
Review your expectations. For each one, honestly assess:
Is this expectation:
o Realistic? (Based on reality, not fantasy or cultural myths)
« Communicated? (Have | told my partner, or am | assuming they know?)
o Fair? (Isitreasonable to expect this from my spouse?)
« Biblical? (Does it align with Scripture's teaching on marriage?)
« Negotiable? (Am | willing to adjust this expectation?)
Mark each expectation:
o Vv =Realistic, communicated, and healthy

« ?=Uncertain; needs discussion

« X =Likely unrealistic or unfair; may need to release or adjust
Part 3: Couple Discussion (60-90 minutes)

Set aside unhurried time. Remove distractions. Approach with curiosity,
not defensiveness.

Guidelines for Discussion:
o Take turns sharing one category atatime
o Listen fully before responding

o Ask clarifying questions: "What would that look like practically?" "Why
is this important to you?"

« Don'timmediately judge expectations as "wrong"—seek to understand
first

o Lookfor areas of agreement and areas of difference

« Bewilling to negotiate and compromise
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For Each Category, Discuss:
1. Where do our expectations align?
o Celebrate these! They'll be areas of natural harmony.
2. Where do our expectations differ significantly?
o Don't panic—this is normal and workable.
3. Which expectations might be unrealistic?

o Be honest about expectations that are setting you up for
disappointment.

4. What expectations have we never explicitly discussed?
o These are danger zones—bring them into the light.
5. What needs to be negotiated or compromised?
o Youwon't agree on everything; find middle ground.
6. What expectations are we willing to release or adjust?
o Flexibility is key to harmony.
Part 4: Creating Shared Expectations (30 minutes)

After discussing all categories, work together to create shared
expectations—agreements you both commit to.

Template:

Daily Life: "We commit to

Emotional Connection: "We commit to

Roles and Responsibilities: "We commit to

Conflict: "We commit to
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Time and Attention: "We commit to

Additional Agreements: "We commit to
""We commit to

""We commit to

Example Shared Expectations:

"We commit to eating dinner together at least 5 nights per week, with
phones put away."

o "We committo each maintaining at least one individual
friendship/hobby outside our marriage."

o "We commit to having a weekly 'check-in' conversation where we
discuss how we're feeling about the relationship."

o "We commit to splitting household chores based on our strengths and
preferences, not gender stereotypes.”

o "We commit to addressing conflicts within 24 hours, not letting them
fester."

« "We committo being each other's primary source of emotional support
while also maintaining friendships and community."

Part 5: Commitment and Prayer (10 minutes)

Sign and date your shared expectations. Keep them accessible to review
periodically.

Both Partners Sign:

"We commit to these expectations while remaining flexible and open to
adjusting them as our marriage grows and changes."

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:
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Pray Together:

"Father, thank You for the gift of clarity. Thank You for helping us bring our
expectations into the light before marriage. Give us grace to honor these
commitments and wisdom to adjust them when needed. Help us to have
realistic expectations rooted in Your Word, not cultural myths. Teach us to
communicate honestly, forgive quickly, and extend grace generously when
expectations aren't met. May our marriage reflect Your love and grace. In
Jesus'name, Amen."

Red Flags in Expectations
As you complete this exercise, watch for these warning signs:
1. Rigidity
o "It HAS to be this way or the marriage won't work"
« Inability to negotiate or compromise
e All-or-nothing thinking
2. Hidden Agendas
» Expectations designed to change your partner
o "Once we're married, they'll finally..."
3. Extreme Expectations
o Expectingto spend ALL time together
o Expecting constant romance and passion
o Expecting complete agreement on everything
4. Unspoken Assumptions
o "They should just know this"

"It's obvious that..."
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o "Everyone does it this way"
5. Co-Dependent Expectations
"You'll be responsible for my happiness"
"We'll meet all of each other's needs"
"We won't need anyone else"
6. Mismatch on Major Issues

« Fundamentally different expectations about children, money, sex, roles,
faith, etc.

« Ifyou can't find compromise on major issues, this is a serious concern

Moving Forward with Clarity

If this exercise has revealed significant misalignment or unrealistic
expectations, don't panic—but do take it seriously.

Minor differences are normal and negotiable. You can compromise, adjust,
and find middle ground.

Major differences on core issues require serious attention:
o Talk with your pre-marital counselor
o Consider extending engagement to work through these issues
« Be honest about whether you can live with the differences

Unrealistic expectations need to be acknowledged and adjusted before
marriage, not after. The time to clarify expectations is now, not two years into
marriage when resentment has built.

Remember:
« Clear expectations prevent resentment

« Flexibility creates harmony
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o« Communication builds intimacy
» Realistic expectations lead to satisfaction
« Shared expectations create unity

The couples who thrive aren't those who never experience disappointment—
they're those who communicate clearly, adjust expectations realistically, and
extend grace generously.

Conclusion: Building on Reality, Not Fantasy

Marriage based on unstated assumptions and unrealistic expectations is built
on sand. When storms come—and they will—the foundation crumbles.

But marriage built on honest communication, realistic expectations, and
biblical principles can weather any storm.

As you move toward your wedding day, commit to:
« Examining your expectations honestly
« Communicating them clearly
o Adjusting them realistically
« Rooting them biblically
« Holding them flexibly

The goalisn't perfect alignment on everything—that's impossible. The goal is
clarity, communication, and commitment to working through differences
with grace and truth.

In the next chapter, we'll tackle one of the most difficult challenges in breaking
co-dependency: establishing and maintaining healthy boundaries in marriage.

"Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect
the mature body of him who is the head, thatis, Christ."— Ephesians 4:15
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Closing Reflection:

Take time this week to review the expectations you identified. Ask God to
reveal any that are unrealistic or unfair. Pray for grace to adjust expectations
and wisdom to communicate clearly.

Your marriage will be built on the foundation you lay now. Make it solid.
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Chapter 5: Boundaries—Love with Wisdom

"Daring to set boundaries is about having the courage to love ourselves,
even when we risk disappointing others." — Brené Brown

Jessica and Mark had been engaged for three months when Jessica noticed a
troubling pattern. Every time she made plans with her girlfriends, Mark's mood
shifted. He wouldn't explicitly say she couldn't go—that would seem
controlling—but he'd grow quiet, distant, slightly irritable. By the time Jessica
left for her outing, she felt so guilty and anxious that she couldn't enjoy
herself. She'd text Mark throughout the evening, checking in, reassuring him,
cutting the evening short to get home.

Mark, for his part, didn't see himself as controlling. He genuinely missed
Jessica when she was gone. Her presence made him feel secure, and her
absence triggered deep anxiety he didn't fully understand. He told himself he
was simply "more attached" than other guys—wasn't that romantic?

Meanwhile, Mark's mother called him multiple times a day. She wanted to
weigh in on every wedding decision, expected detailed reports on their lives,
and made passive-aggressive comments when Mark didn't respond
immediately to her texts. Jessica tried to raise concerns: "Maybe we should
set some boundaries with your mom?" Mark bristled. "She's just excited about
the wedding. I'm not going to hurt her feelings. She's my mother."

Neither Jessica nor Mark understood what was happening: the absence of
healthy boundaries was slowly poisoning their relationship. Jessica was
sacrificing herself to manage Mark's anxiety. Mark was sacrificing his
marriage's future health to avoid disappointing his mother. Both believed that
boundaries—saying "no," creating space, limiting access—were selfish,
unloving, and unchristian.

They couldn't have been more wrong.
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What Boundaries Actually Are

The word "boundaries" has become a buzzword, thrown around so often it's
lost clear meaning. So let's define it precisely:

A boundary is a property line that defines where you end and another
person begins.

Just as a fence marks the edge of your property—what's yours to care for and
what isn't—personal boundaries mark:

What you're responsible for and what you're not
What access others have to you and what they don't
What you will tolerate and what you won't

What belongs to your inner life and what you share

Boundaries answer these questions:

What am | responsible for? (My emotions, choices, behaviors, spiritual
life, body)

What am | not responsible for? (Others' emotions, choices, reactions,
happiness)

What do | need to be healthy? (Space, time, privacy, respect, honesty)

What am | willing to give? (Time, energy, help, support—in appropriate
measure)

What am | not willing to tolerate? (Abuse, disrespect, manipulation,
intrusion)

What Boundaries Are NOT

Before we go further, let's clear up common misconceptions:

Boundaries are NOT:

Walls: Boundaries are permeable fences with gates, not impenetrable
fortresses
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o Punishment: "I'm setting a boundary" shouldn't be code for "I'm
punishing you"

o Manipulation: Using "boundaries" to control others' behavior
o Selfishness: Appropriate self-care isn't selfishness; it's stewardship

» Rejection: Boundaries say "l love you AND | have limits," not "l don't love

you
« Rigid rules: Healthy boundaries are firm but flexible based on context

« Aweapon: "Well, that's MY boundary!" used to shut down legitimate
concerns

Boundaries ARE:
o Expressions of love: Both for yourself and for others
o Clarity: Letting others know what to expect from you

« Responsibility: Taking ownership of your life while releasing
responsibility for others' lives

« Protection: Safeguarding your time, energy, body, and emotional health

o Health: Creating conditions for relationships to flourish rather than
suffocate

« Freedom: Allowing both people to be themselves without guilt or
enmeshment

The Biblical Foundation for Boundaries

Some Christians mistakenly believe that boundaries are unbiblical—that they
contradict calls to self-sacrifice, servanthood, and love. But Scripture is
actually filled with boundaries.

Proverbs 4:23 — Guard Your Heart

"Above all else, guard your heart, for everything you do flows from it."
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This is a boundary command. Guard means to protect, to watch over with
vigilance, to keep safe. You're commanded to protect your heart—your inner
life, your emotional and spiritual well-being—because it's the source of
everything else.

Notice: you cannot guard what you don't have boundaries around. Guarding
requires knowing what's inside your fence and what's outside, what you let in
and what you keep out.

This isn't selfishness—it's wisdom. A guarded heart isn't a closed heart; it's a
protected heart that can love freely because it's secure.

Mark 1:35 — Jesus' Personal Boundaries

"Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house
and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.”

Jesus modeled boundaries consistently throughout His ministry:
1. He regularly withdrew for solitude (Luke 5:16)

« He needed time alone with the Father

« He wasn't available 24/7 to everyone

o He prioritized spiritual replenishment
2. He said "no" to demands (Mark 1:37-38)

« When people wanted Him to stay and keep healing, He left to preach
elsewhere

« Hedidn't let others' needs or expectations dictate His calling
 He maintained clarity about His mission
3. He confronted boundary violations (Matthew 21:12-13)
« When the temple was misused, He didn'tignore it
« He expressed righteous anger at abuse of sacred space

« He protected what was holy
112



4. He limited access strategically (Mark 5:37; Mark 9:2)
o Only Peter, James, and John were invited to certain experiences
« Noteveryone got the same level of access to Him

« He had aninner circle, close disciples, and crowds—different levels of
intimacy

5. He spoke truth, even when it cost Him followers (John 6:66)
« He didn't soften difficult teachings to keep people comfortable
o He let people walk away rather than compromise truth
o Hevalued integrity over approval

If Jesus—the most loving, selfless person who ever lived—had boundaries,
then boundaries cannot be unloving or unchristian. In fact, Jesus' boundaries
enabled His ministry. Without them, He would have burned out, lost His way,
or been controlled by others' expectations.

Other Biblical Examples of Boundaries
Creation itself demonstrates boundaries:

o Genesis 1: God separated light from darkness, water from land—
boundaries everywhere

« Creation functions through appropriate limits and distinctions
The Law includes boundaries:
o Property lines (Deuteronomy 19:14)
o Sabbath rest (Exodus 20:8-11)—a time boundary
o Sexual boundaries (Exodus 20:14)—protecting the marriage covenant
» Personalresponsibility (Galatians 6:5)—each carries their own load

New Testament teachings on boundaries:
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"Each of you should use whatever gift you have received to serve others"
(1 Peter 4:10)—you're responsible for YOUR gifts, not everyone else's

"If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone"
(Romans 12:18)—you're responsible for YOUR part, not controlling
others

"Let your 'Yes' be 'Yes, and your 'No, 'No"' (Matthew 5:37)—clarity and
honesty

Why Boundaries Are Essential in Marriage

If boundaries are important in all relationships, they're absolutely critical in
marriage. Here's why:

1. Boundaries Prevent Enmeshment

Without boundaries, you don't have two people becoming one flesh—you

have two people losing themselves and becoming one blob. There's no unity
without individuality. You can't give what you don't possess.

Enmeshment (no boundaries) looks like:

"l don't know where | end and you begin"

"Your mood determines my mood"

"l can't be okay unless you're okay"

"We agree on everything because disagreement feels threatening"

"I've lost myself in this relationship”

Healthy unity (with boundaries) looks like:

"l know who | am; you know who you are; we choose to unite our lives"
"l can empathize with your mood without being controlled by it"

"l want you to be okay, but my stability isn't dependent on yours"
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"We can disagree and remain connected"
"I'm more fully myself in this relationship"
2. Boundaries Allow Authentic Love
Love without boundaries becomes:
o Obligation ("l have to, or they'll be hurt")
« Manipulation ("I'll give to get")
o Enabling ("I'll shield them from consequences")
o Control ("I need them to need me")
Love with boundaries becomes:
o Choice ("l want to, freely")
« Gift ("l give without strings attached")
o Support ("I'l walk with them, not carry them")
« Freedom ("l love you enough to let you be yourself")

When you set boundaries, your "yes" means yes and your "no" means no. Your
spouse knows that when you give, serve, or sacrifice, it's genuine—not done
out of fear, guilt, or obligation.

3. Boundaries Create Safety
Paradoxically, boundaries make intimacy safer. When both people know:
« They can say no without being rejected
« They have a self that's respected and protected
« Theywon't be consumed or controlled
o Their needs and limits matter
...they can risk vulnerability without fear of being swallowed whole.

Without boundaries: "If | let you close, I'll disappear. So I'll keep walls up.”
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With boundaries: "l can let you close because | know | won't lose myself. My
boundaries protect both of us."

4. Boundaries Clarify Responsibility
Co-dependency thrives on blurred responsibility. Boundaries clarify:

« You are responsible FOR: Your emotions, choices, behavior, spiritual
life, growth, happiness, healing

« You are responsible TO: Your spouse—to love, honor, serve, respect,
be faithful

« You are NOT responsible FOR: Your spouse's emotions, choices,
healing, happiness, spiritual growth

This doesn't mean you don't care or help. It means you don't take ownership
of what's theirs to own.

5. Boundaries Protect the Marriage

Good boundaries aren't just between you and your spouse—they're also
around your marriage, protecting it from:

o Intrusive extended family: Parents who overstep
« Unhealthy friendships: Friends who disrespect your marriage

o Inappropriate attractions: Guarding against emotional or physical
affairs

« Competing loyalties: Work, hobbies, ministry that consumes
time/energy meant for marriage

« Toxic influences: People or situations that harm your relationship

Common Boundary Violations in Engagement and Marriage
Let's get practical. What do boundary violations actually look like?

Type 1: Emotional Boundaries
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Violation Examples:

Feeling responsible for your partner's emotions

Your partner expecting you to fix their feelings

Becoming anxious/depressed when your partner is anxious/depressed
Your partner making you responsible for their happiness
Guilt-tripping: "If you loved me, you'd..." "You're making me feel..."
Emotional manipulation: silent treatment, passive aggression, threats

Dumping all emotional processing on your partner without appropriate
filters

Healthy Emotional Boundaries:

"l care about your feelings, but they're yours to manage. How can |
support you?"

"l won't take responsibility for causing or fixing your emotions"
"l can empathize without being controlled by your mood"

"I'll share my emotions, but | own them—they're not your fault or your
job to fix"

Type 2: Physical Boundaries

Violation Examples:

Sexual pressure or coercion ("If you really loved me...")
Touching without consent or ignoring "no"

Invading personal space (going through phone, email, belongings
without permission)

Making assumptions about physical intimacy before discussing it

Ignoring your partner's physical needs (rest, health, space)

117



Physical intimidation or violence

Healthy Physical Boundaries:

Clear consentin all physical interactions

Respecting "no" immediately and without pouting
Discussing sexual expectations and boundaries openly
Honoring each other's need for space

Never using physical presence to intimidate or control

Respecting privacy of personal items unless explicitly shared

Type 3: Time Boundaries

Violation Examples:

Expecting immediate responses to texts/calls

Getting upset when your partner has plans without you
Monopolizing all of your partner's free time

Making your partner feel guilty for time with friends/family
Showing up unannounced and expecting access

Not respecting work time, sleep needs, or personal time

Healthy Time Boundaries:

"l don't need immediate responses; | trust you'll reply when you can"
"I'm glad you're spending time with friends. Have fun!"
"I need some alone time tonight to recharge"

Scheduling time together intentionally rather than assuming constant
availability

Respecting sleep schedules and work commitments
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Type 4: Mental/Intellectual Boundaries

Violation Examples:

Telling your partner what to think or believe
Dismissing their thoughts, opinions, or feelings
Making decisions for them without input
Mind-reading: "l know what you're really thinking..."
Correcting them constantly

Expecting complete agreement on everything

Mocking or belittling their ideas

Healthy Mental Boundaries:

"We can disagree and both be valid"

"Your thoughts and opinions matter, even when they differ from mine"
"l won't make assumptions about what you're thinking—I'll ask"

"You have the right to change your mind"

Respecting each other's intelligence and perspectives

Type 5: Financial Boundaries

Violation Examples:

Making large purchases without discussion

Hiding spending or debt

Controlling all money without input from partner

Expecting your partner to fund your lifestyle

Preventing your partner from having any financial independence

Demanding detailed accounting of every dollar spent
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Healthy Financial Boundaries:

Joint decisions on major purchases
Agreed-upon budget and financial goals

Some personal spending freedom within reason
Transparency about income, debt, and spending

Both partners having input on financial decisions

Type 6: Social Boundaries

Violation Examples:

Isolating your partner from friends/family

Getting jealous of any time spent with others

Demanding to be included in every social interaction

Criticizing or controlling your partner's friendships

Sharing private information about your partner without permission

Using social media to monitor or control

Healthy Social Boundaries:

Both maintaining individual friendships

Supporting each other's social connections

Having some activities/friendships that are individual
Respecting privacy about what's shared publicly

Not using social media to track or control

Agreeing on what's private to the relationship vs. shareable

Type 7: Family Boundaries

Violation Examples:
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Parents who expect to be included in all decisions
In-laws who drop by unannounced

Family members who disrespect your spouse
Partner who always sides with parents over spouse
Extended family dictating how you spend holidays
Parents who guilt-trip to get their way

Partner who shares intimate marriage details with parents

Healthy Family Boundaries:

"We make decisions as a couple first, then inform family"
"Our marriage comes before extended family"

"We'll visit/call on a schedule that works for OUR family"
"We won't tolerate disrespect toward either spouse”
"What happens in our marriage stays private"

Both partners prioritizing each other over parents

Type 8: Spiritual Boundaries

Violation Examples:

Forcing your spiritual practices on your partner

Using Scripture to manipulate or control

Demanding your partner be at your exact spiritual maturity level
Making yourself your partner's Holy Spirit

Using "submission" to justify control or abuse

Preventing your partner from their own relationship with God

Spiritual gatekeeping: "You have to pray MY way"
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Healthy Spiritual Boundaries:
« Each person maintaining their own relationship with God
« Supporting each other's spiritual growth without controlling it
« Praying together while also praying individually
« Respecting different spiritual gifts and expressions
« Never using Scripture as a weapon

« Recognizing God as the ultimate authority, not you

How to Say "No" Without Guilt

For co-dependents and people-pleasers, saying "no" feels impossible. It
triggers intense guilt, fear, and anxiety. But "no" is one of the most important
words in a healthy relationship.

Why "No" Feels So Hard
For the Co-Dependent Person:
"No" feels like rejection or abandonment
o "No"triggers fear that you'll be unloved
o "No" contradicts your identity as "the helpful one"
o "No" brings guilt: "l should be able to do this"
o "No" feels selfish or unchristian
For the Partner of a Co-Dependent:
o You've learned that pushing usually works
« You've come to expect that your needs always come first
e You've been conditioned that "no" doesn't really mean no

« You haven't had to develop respect for boundaries
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The Truth About "No"

"No" is a complete sentence. You don't owe elaborate explanations,
justifications, or apologies for having limits.

"No" protects your "yes." When you say no to wrong things, you preserve
energy for right things.

"No" builds respect. Parthers who can't hear "no" don't truly respect you;
they're using you.

"No" is loving. It's honest, prevents resentment, and teaches your partner to
respect boundaries.

Jesus said "no." He said no to demands, expectations, and even seemingly
good things that weren't His to do (Mark 1:37-38, John 2:4).

How to Say "No" Effectively

1. Be Direct and Clear

X Weak: "Well, | don't know... | guess | could, but I'm kind of tired, so maybe
not, but if you really need me to..."

Strong: "No, I'm not available tonight."
2. Don't Over-Explain

> Over-Explaining: "l can't because | have this thing and then | need to do
this other thing and I'm just really exhausted and | haven't slept well and..."

Simple: "l can't tonight. | need to rest."

You don't owe a dissertation. Over-explaining invites negotiation.
3. Offer Alternatives (If Appropriate)

If you want to help but can't right now:

"l can't tonight, but I'm free Saturday if that works."

"l can't do all of that, but | could help with X."
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But sometimes the answer is just no, period. Don't feel obligated to always
offer alternatives.

4. Don't Apologize for Having Limits

X "I'mso sorry, | know this is terrible of me, | feel awful, I'm such a bad
partner..."

"I'm not able to do that."
Having needs and limits isn't something to apologize for.
5. Expect and Tolerate Discomfort

Your "no" might disappoint someone. That's okay. Their disappointment
doesn't mean:

e You're wrong

e You're selfish

« You need to change your no to yes

« You're responsible for managing their feelings
Let them be disappointed. Hold your boundary.
6. Don't Be Moved by Manipulation
If your "no" is met with:

o Guilt-tripping: "After all | do for you..."

o Threats: "Fine, I'll just..."

o Silenttreatment

« Passive aggression

o '"Ifyou really loved me..."

Recognize this as manipulation. Don't reward it by changing your boundary.
Instead:
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"I hear that you're disappointed. My answer is still no."
"l understand you're upset, but my boundary stands."

"Using guilt won't change my decision."
Scripts for Common Situations
Your fiancé wants to spend every evening together; you need alone time:

"l love spending time with you, and | also need some evenings to recharge
alone. What if we have designated nights together and nights apart?"

Your partner expects immediate text responses:

"I'm not always available to text immediately. I'll respond when | can, but |
need you to trust that silence doesn't mean anything is wrong."

Your future in-laws want to be involved in all wedding decisions:

"We appreciate your input, but we're making decisions as a couple. We'll let
you know what we decide."

Your partner wants you to quit a hobby/friendship they don't like:

"This is important to me, and I'm keeping it. | understand you don't love it, but
it's not negotiable."

Your partner wants sexual activity you're uncomfortable with:

“I'm not comfortable with that, and my boundary is firm. Let's find what works
for both of us."

Privacy vs. Secrecy: A Critical Distinction

One of the most confusing aspects of boundaries is understanding the
difference between healthy privacy and harmful secrecy.

Privacy: Healthy and Necessary
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Privacy is having appropriate space for your inner life without hiding
harmful things.

Examples of healthy privacy:

Having some thoughts you don't share with your spouse
Not reporting every conversation or detail of your day
Having time alone without accounting for every moment
Processing emotions internally before discussing them
Having a personal journal or prayer life

Some individual friendships that don't include your spouse
Bathroom privacy (yes, really!)

Financial information being private from others (not from spouse)

Why privacy is healthy:

You maintain individual identity

Not everything needs to be shared to be intimate

Some processing happens internally before it's ready to be shared
Trust doesn't require constant surveillance

Mystery and individuality keep relationships interesting

Secrecy: Unhealthy and Destructive

Secrecy is hiding information that, if known, would change the

relationship's dynamics or violate trust.

Examples of harmful secrecy:

Hiding spending or debt from your spouse
Concealing ongoing communication with an ex
Not disclosing addiction or struggle with pornography
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o Hiding where you go or who you see
« Maintaining emotional affairs while claiming innocence

« Concealing important personal history (abuse, mentalillness, past
choices that impact the relationship)

e Lying about small things to avoid conflict

« Having secret social media accounts or hidden apps
Why secrecy is harmful:

« It's based on deception, not boundaries

o Itviolates trust

« It prevents authentic intimacy

« Itcreates animbalance of information

e It's usually hiding something wrong, not protecting something right
The Litmus Test

Ask yourself: "Am | keeping this private to protect my healthy sense of self,
or am | keeping this secret because | know it's wrong/would hurt my
partner if they knew?"

Privacy: "I had a hard day and I'm processingit. I'll share when I'm ready."

Secrecy: "l had lunch with my ex but I'm not mentioning it because my partner
would be upset.”

Privacy: "l don't need to tell my spouse every purchase | make with my
personal spending money."

Secrecy: "I'm hiding this credit card debt from my spouse."
Privacy: "l have some friendships that are mine individually."

Secrecy: "I'm having intimate conversations with a 'friend' that would concern
my spouse."
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Guidelines for Privacy in Marriage
What's appropriate to keep private:
« Some thoughts and feelings (not all need to be shared)
o Your body and personal space (bathroom, getting dressed, etc.)
« Some processing time before sharing
o Individual friendships (appropriate ones)
o Personal prayer life and spiritual experiences

« Some aspects of past before the relationship (doesn't need to be
detailed beyond what's relevant)

What should NOT be secret:
« Major struggles (addiction, depression, anxiety, etc.)
o Financialinformation (income, debt, spending)
« Inappropriate relationships or attractions

« Your location or who you're with (general accountability, not tracking
every moment)

o Healthissues
« Anything that affects the marriage

» Pastthat significantly impacts the present (abuse, trauma, sexual
history that affects intimacy)

Red flags of unhealthy secrecy:
« Passwords and devices are hidden
« Defensiveness when asked simple questions
o Stories that don't quite add up

o Mysterious calls or texts
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« Unexplained absences
» Lies about smallthings (often indicates lies about big things)

« Your gut tells you something is off

Exercise: Creating a Couple Boundary Covenant

This exercise will help you establish clear, healthy boundaries together before
marriage.

Part 1: Individual Reflection (30 minutes)
Find a quiet place. Prayerfully answer these questions honestly.
A. Personal Boundaries
1. What do | need to feel emotionally safe in this relationship?

2. What amount of time alone/with others do | need to stay healthy?

3. What are my physical boundaries around touch, intimacy, and
personal space?

4. What are my financial boundaries? (What do | need to discuss vs.
have freedom over?)

5. What spiritual practices are non-negotiable for me?

B. Relationship Boundaries
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6. What behaviors will | not tolerate in this relationship? (Deal-
breakers)

7. What access do | need to feel trusted vs. controlled? (passwords,
location sharing, etc.)

8. How much time together vs. apart feels healthy to me?

9. What role should extended family play in our marriage?

10. What's private to our relationship vs. what can be shared with
others?

C. Communication Boundaries

11. What do | need when I'm upset or need space?

12. How should we handle disagreements? (time-outs, cooling off,
etc.)

13. What topics are off-limits in conflict? (Insults, past mistakes,
etc.)

D. Red Flags I'm Noticing

14. Where am | already struggling to set boundaries with my
partner?
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15. Where am | violating my partner's boundaries?

16. What boundaries do | need to establish with my family of
origin before marriage?

Part 2: Couple Discussion (60-90 minutes)

Create a safe, uninterrupted space. Approach with openness and
humility.

Ground Rules for Discussion:
« No defensiveness—listen to understand, not to defend

o Respect each other's boundaries even if you don't fully understand
them

« Be willing to compromise where possible, but respect non-negotiables
o Lookfor patterns that might indicate boundary violations
Discuss Each Section:
1. Personal Needs for Safety
o Shareyourresponsesto Part A
o Where do our needs align? Where do they differ?
« How can we honor each other's needs?
2. Relationship Parameters
o Share yourresponsesto Part B
« Are there any deal-breakers we haven't discussed?

« What expectations need clarification?
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3. Communication Norms

« Share your responses to Part C

« How will we handle conflict respectfully?

o What boundaries do we need around difficult conversations?
4. Current Boundary Issues

« Share your responses to Part D

o Where are we already struggling?

« What needs to change now, before marriage?
Part 3: Creating Your Boundary Covenant (30 minutes)
Together, create a written covenant of boundaries you're committing to honor.
COUPLE BOUNDARY COVENANT

We, and , commit to honoring these

boundaries in our relationship:
Emotional Boundaries

We commit to:

Example: "We commit to managing our own emotions without making the
other responsible for fixing them."

Physical Boundaries

We commit to:
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Example: "We commit to respecting 'no' immediately without pressure or

guilt."
Time Boundaries

We commit to:

Example: "We commit to each having one evening per week for individual

friendships/activities."
Communication Boundaries

We commit to:

Example: "We commit to taking time-outs during heated arguments, returning

within 24 hours to resolve."
Financial Boundaries

We commit to:

Example: "We commit to discussing any purchase over $X before buying."

Family Boundaries
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We commit to:

Example: "We commit to making decisions together before involving extended
family."

Social/Friendship Boundaries

We commit to:

Example: "We commit to maintaining individual friendships while prioritizing
our relationship."

Privacy/Transparency Boundaries

We commit to:

Example: "We commit to being transparent about finances, location, and
relationships while respecting individual privacy in processing and personal
space."

Spiritual Boundaries

We commit to:
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Example: "We commit to each maintaining our individual relationship with
God while also pursuing spiritual growth together."

Conflict Boundaries

We commit to NOT:

Example: "We commit to never calling names, bringing up past forgiven
mistakes, or using silent treatment."

Consequences for Boundary Violations

If boundaries are violated, we commit to:

Example: "If boundaries are violated, we commit to: 1) naming it immediately,
2) discussing impact, 3) seeking counseling if patterns emerge."

Part 4: Sign and Commit
Both Partners Sign:

"We commit to honoring these boundaries, revisiting them regularly, and
seeking help if we struggle to maintain them."

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:
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Keep this covenant accessible. Review it:

o Monthly during engagement

o Quarterly in the first year of marriage

o Annually thereafter

o Anytime boundaries feel violated or unclear
Part 5: Prayer
Close by praying together:

"Father, thank You for the gift of boundaries. Thank You that You Yourself
model healthy boundaries. Give us wisdom to establish and maintain
boundaries that protect our individual identities and our marriage. Give us
courage to say 'no' when necessary and grace to respect each other's limits.
Protect us from enmeshment and help us to love with both intimacy and
wisdom. When we struggle with boundaries, remind us that they're
expressions of love, not rejection. May our boundaries reflect Your wisdom

1

and create a marriage where both of us can flourish. In Jesus'name, Amen.'

Implementing Boundaries: Practical Tips
Start Small
Don't try to establish every boundary at once. Start with one or two:

« "lIneedto go to bed by 10 PM on work nights, even if we're mid-
conversation"

o "I need 30 minutes of quiet when | get home from work before we dive
into difficult topics"

As these become natural, add more.

Be Consistent
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Boundaries only work if they're enforced consistently. If you set a boundary
but don't maintain it, you teach your partner that your boundaries are
negotiable.

Inconsistent: "l need Thursdays alone with my friends... but okay, | guess you
can come this time."

Consistent: "Thursday is my time with friends. I'll see you when | get home,
and I'm looking forward to telling you about my evening."

Expect Testing

When you first set boundaries, your partner will likely test them—consciously
or unconsciously. This is normal. Hold firm. Once they see your boundaries
are real, they'll adjust.

Testing might look like:
o Pushing back: "Really? You're serious about this?"
o Guilt-tripping: "l guess your friends are more important than me"
e lIgnoring: Acting like you didn't set the boundary
» Passive aggression: Going along but being sulky

Your response: Calmly restate the boundary without anger or extensive
justification.

Communicate Consequences

If a boundary is violated, there must be consequences. Not punishment—
natural consequences.

Example: Boundary: "l need you to stop sharing details of our conflicts with
your mother."

Violation: Your partner tells mother about your recent argument.
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Consequence: "Because you shared our private conflict with your mom, I'm
going to need some space from visits with her while we work this out in
counseling. | can't be vulnerable with you if | know it will be shared."

Be Willing to Adjust

Boundaries aren't set in stone. As your relationship evolves, some boundaries
may need to be renegotiated.

Rigid: "l established this boundary and it can NEVER change, period."

Flexible: "This boundary has been working well. As we grow, let's check in and
adjust if needed."

Get Help if Needed

If you're unable to establish or maintain boundaries, or if your partner
consistently violates them, get professional help. This might indicate:

« Deep-seated co-dependency
o Control or abuse patterns

o Lack of readiness for marriage
o Need forindividual therapy

Don'tignore persistent boundary violations. They're a serious red flag.

Red Flags: When Boundaries Reveal Problems

Sometimes the process of establishing boundaries reveals serious issues.
Watch for these red flags:

1. Refusal to Honor Boundaries

If your partner consistently refuses to respect your boundaries—especially
after they've been clearly stated—this is a major concern. It indicates:

o Lack of respect
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o Potential for control or abuse
« Unwillingness to see you as a separate person
o They prioritize their wants over your needs

What to do: Don't minimize this. Insist on counseling. Consider delaying
marriage until this is resolved.

2. Retaliation for Setting Boundaries

If your partner punishes you for setting boundaries—through anger,
withdrawal, threats, or punishment—this is abuse.

Examples:

"Fine, if you need Thursday nights alone, then I'm going out every Friday"

Silent treatment after you set a boundary

Threatening to break up if you maintain a boundary

Physical or emotional intimidation

What to do: This is a serious issue requiring professional intervention.
Consider whether this relationship is safe to continue.

3. Manipulation Around Boundaries

If every boundary becomes a negotiation involving guilt, tears, or
manipulation, this is unhealthy.

What to do: Call it out: "I notice that every time | set a boundary, you use guilt.
That's not okay. Can we discuss this pattern with our counselor?"

4. Double Standards

If your partner demands boundaries for themselves but refuses to honor
yours, this reveals selfishness and lack of mutuality.

What to do: Point out the inconsistency: "You expect me to respect your need
for space, but you get upset when | need the same. This double standard isn't
sustainable."
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5. Enmeshment with Family of Origin

If your partner cannot set boundaries with their family—or gets angry when
you try to set boundaries with them—this will cause serious marriage
problems.

What to do: This must be addressed before marriage. If they can't leave and
cleave, they're not ready to marry.

Conclusion: Boundaries as Love

If this chapter has challenged your assumptions about boundaries, that's
good. Most of us have been taught incorrect messages about what love
requires.

But here's the truth: Boundaries are not the opposite of love—they're the
expression of mature love.

« Love without boundaries becomes codependency

» Sacrifice without boundaries becomes martyrdom

« Service without boundaries becomes enabling

« Commitment without boundaries becomes enmeshment
But when you add boundaries:

o Love becomes healthy and sustainable

« Sacrifice becomes meaningful and chosen

« Service becomes empowering rather than infantilizing

« Commitment becomes unity of two whole people

Jesus modeled this perfectly. He loved sacrificially AND He maintained
boundaries. He served others AND He prioritized time with His Father. He was
fully present AND He knew when to withdraw. He gave generously AND He
didn't allow others to control Him.
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As you move toward marriage, commit to:
o Guarding your heart (Proverbs 4:23)
« Speaking the truth in love (Ephesians 4:15)
« Respecting each other's boundaries
« Being people of yes and no (Matthew 5:37)
e Loving with wisdom, not just emotion

The marriage you build with healthy boundaries will be stronger, more
intimate, and more sustainable than one built on enmeshment and the
absence of limits.

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to build a healthy support system
around your marriage—recognizing that you need more than just each other.

"The wise woman builds her house, but with her own hands the foolish one
tears hers down."— Proverbs 14:1

Closing Reflection:

Take time this week to notice where you struggle with boundaries. Are you
people-pleasing? Avoiding necessary "no's"? Violating your partner's stated
limits?

Ask God to give you courage to establish boundaries and grace to respect your
partner's boundaries. Remember: this is love in action.

Your marriage will be built on the boundaries you establish now. Make them
wise, clear, and rooted in love.

141



Chapter 6: Finances and Control—Money, Power, and Trust

"Show me your checkbook and I'll show you your priorities."

Daniel and Ashley sat across from their pre-marital counselor, tension thick in
the air. The topic? Money. Again.

Daniel had just discovered that Ashley had $18,000 in credit card debt she'd
"forgotten" to mention. Ashley, defensive and ashamed, explained that she'd
planned to pay it off before the wedding. She just needed a little more time.
Meanwhile, Ashley had recently learned that Daniel had been sending his
mother $500 every month—money from their "joint" savings account—
without discussing it with her.

"It's my money," Daniel said. "l earned it. My mom needs help, and I'm not
going to abandon her."

"But we're supposed to be a team," Ashley countered. "You're making
decisions that affect both of us without even telling me. And you're mad about
my debt, but you're secretly funding your mother?"

The counselor asked a simple question: "What does money mean to each of
you?"

Silence. Then tears. Then the real truth started to emerge.

For Ashley, money meant security—the security she'd never had growing up in
poverty. Spending was how she soothed anxiety, and debt was something she
hid in shame. For Daniel, money meant power and independence. His mother
had controlled every dollar when he was young, and now he fiercely guarded
his financial autonomy. "Taking care of Mom" was how he proved he was
successful, even if it meant deception.

Neither had connected the dots: their financial behavior was revealing
deep-seated co-dependency patterns. Ashley was using spending to
medicate emotional pain. Daniel was using money to maintain an enmeshed

142



relationship with his mother. Both were operating in secrecy and control
rather than partnership and trust.

Money isn't just about money. It's about power, control, trust, values,
identity, security, and independence. And when co-dependency is present,
finances become one of the primary battlegrounds where unhealthy patterns
play out.

This chapter will help you see how money reveals underlying relationship
dynamics, teach you to build financial partnership instead of power struggles,
and equip you to approach money with biblical wisdom and mutual trust.

Why Money Matters So Much

Financial conflict is one of the top predictors of divorce. But it's rarely actually
about the money itself—it's about what money represents and reveals.

What Money Reveals
1. Trust
o Canyou be transparent about finances?
« Doyou hide spending, debt, orincome?
« Canyou trust your partner with financial information?
o Do you believe your partner will be responsible?
2. Control
« Who makes financial decisions?
o Ismoney used to control or manipulate?
o Isfinancialinformation withheld to maintain power?
« Does one partner dominate financial decisions?

3. Values
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« What do you spend money on?

« What do you sacrifice for?

« What's worth going into debt for?

« How do you prioritize giving, saving, and spending?
4. Security

« What makes you feel financially safe?

« How much savings is "enough"?

« What are you afraid of financially?

 How does your past shape your present financial anxiety?
5. Independence vs. Partnership

e Ismoney"mine" or"ours"?

« Canyou make financial decisions together?

« Isfinancial autonomy more important than unity?
6. Family of Origin Patterns

« How was money handled in your family growing up?

« What did money mean to your parents?

« What messages did you absorb about money, spending, and worth?
7. Spiritual Maturity

« Do youview money as God's or yours?

o Do you practice biblical stewardship and giving?

« Canyou trust God with your finances?

e Ismoneyanidol competing with God?

The Co-Dependency Connection
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Financial issues and co-dependency are deeply intertwined. Here's how:

Financial Rescuing:

Repeatedly paying a partner's bills or debts
"Saving" your partner from financial consequences
Taking on financial burdens that aren't yours

Enabling poor financial decisions

Financial Control:

Using money to manipulate behavior
Withholding financial information to maintain power
Making unilateral decisions that affect both partners

Creating financial dependence to keep partner under control

Financial Enmeshment:

Inability to separate "my money" from "your money" from "our money
appropriately

Adult children still financially dependent on parents
Parents financially controlling adult children through money

Using money to maintain unhealthy family attachments

Financial People-Pleasing:

Spending money you don't have to keep up appearances
Going into debt to avoid disappointing others
Inability to say no to financial requests

Sacrificing financial health to be "generous"

Financial Secrecy:
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o Hiding debt, spending, orincome
« Secret accounts or credit cards
« Lying about financial situations

« Creating elaborate cover stories for financial choices

Biblical Foundation: Money and Stewardship

Before we can build healthy financial partnership, we need a biblical
framework for understanding money.

Matthew 6:24 — You Cannot Serve Two Masters

"No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other,
or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both
God and money."

Jesus makes it stark: money is a potential master that competes with God for
your allegiance. Money isn't neutral—it's a spiritual force that can either serve
you or enslave you.

The question isn't whether you'll relate to money—it's who will be master:
you and God stewarding money together, or money controlling you?

Signs money has become your master:
o You're willing to compromise values to get it
« Youcan't be generous because you're too attached to it
o Youworry about it constantly
o You define your worth by how much you have
« You're willing to damage relationships to protect it
« You can'ttrust God because you're trusting your bank account

Signs you're mastering money with God:
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e You hold it loosely, as a steward not an owner
« You're generous because you trust God's provision
e You candiscuss it calmly with your partner
« You make financial decisions based on values, not fear
o Youview it as atool for kingdom purposes
The Principle of Stewardship

Stewardship means recognizing that everything you have belongs to God, and
you're simply managing it on His behalf.

Psalm 24:1: "The earth is the LORD's, and everything in it, the world, and all
who live in it."

This radically changes your relationship with money:
e It's not"mine"—it's God's, entrusted to me
o I'maccountable for how | use it
o Generosity isn't optional—it's part of stewardship
« My financial decisions have spiritual implications

1 Corinthians 4:2: "Now it is required that those who have been given a trust
must prove faithful."

Proverbs 3:9-10 — Honor God with Your Wealth

"Honor the LORD with your wealth, with the firstfruits of all your crops; then
your barns will be filled to overflowing, and your vats will brim over with new
wine."

This passage teaches:

1. Priority: God gets the first portion, not the leftovers. This demonstrates
trust and priority.
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2. Worship: Giving isn't just a financial transaction—it's an act of worship and
honor.

3. Trust: God promises provision when we prioritize Him financially. This isn't
"prosperity gospel" (give to get rich), but a principle that God provides for
those who trust Him.

4. Generosity as Spiritual Discipline: Giving trains us to hold money loosely
and trust God deeply.

Other Key Biblical Principles:

Planning and Wisdom: "The plans of the diligent lead to profit as surely as
haste leads to poverty.” (Proverbs 21:5)

Avoiding Debt: "The rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is slave to the
lender." (Proverbs 22:7)

Contentment: "Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content
with what you have." (Hebrews 13:5)

Working Diligently: "Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as
working for the Lord." (Colossians 3:23)

Generosity: "Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down,
shaken together and running over." (Luke 6:38)

Financial Co-Dependency Patterns
Let's get specific about how co-dependency shows up in finances.
Pattern #1: The Financial Rescuer
What It Looks Like:
You consistently bail out your partner financially:
« Paying their bills when they overspend

« Covering their share of rent or expenses regularly
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« Paying off their credit card debt (repeatedly)
« Givingthem money "just to get by"
« Taking on additional work to cover their financial irresponsibility
o Making excuses for why they can't manage money
Why It's Problematic:

You're enabling, not helping. When you rescue someone from the natural
consequences of their financial choices, you're:

o Preventing them from learning responsibility
« Communicating that you don't believe they're capable
o Creating dependence rather than empowering growth
e Building resentment (even if you don't admit it)
« Potentially damaging your own financial health
The Underlying Dynamic:
The rescuer often:
o Derives identity from being "the responsible one"
« Usesfinancial rescuing to feel needed or superior
o Fearsthe relationship will end if they stop helping
« Confuses enabling with love
« Avoids addressing the real problem
The Rescued Often:
« Neverdevelops financial maturity
« Comesto expect and feel entitled to rescue

« Doesn'tface consequences that would motivate change
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o May lose respect for the rescuer while depending on them
o Doesn't learn the skills needed for adult financial life
What to Do Instead:
Support without rescuing:

"l see you're struggling with your credit card debt. I'm not going to pay it,
but I'll help you create a debt-payoff plan."

« "l believe you're capable of handling this. What's your plan for covering
your expenses?"

« "llove you, butlwon't enable financial irresponsibility. Let's work
together on a budget."

Set boundaries:
"I'll split expenses 50/50, but | won't cover your portion."

o "I'll help you once with this car payment, but going forward, it's your
responsibility."

« "Ifyouwant help, | need to see you following a budget and making
changes."

Pattern #2: The Financial Controller

What It Looks Like:

One partner controls all financial decisions and information:
o Makes major purchases without discussion
o Refusesto share details about income or spending
« Monitors and questions every dollar the other spends
« Withholds money or makes partner ask for it

« Uses money as reward or punishment
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Keeps partner financially dependent and ignorant

Makes all financial decisions unilaterally

Why It's Problematic:

This is financial abuse. Control through money is a form of abuse that:

Infantilizes the other partner
Creates unhealthy power imbalance
Prevents true partnership

Uses money as a weapon

Keeps the controlled partner trapped

The Underlying Dynamic:

The controller often:

Fears loss of power if partner has financial knowledge/access
Learned this pattern from family of origin

Uses money to compensate for other insecurities

Doesn't trust partner with joint resources

Needs to feel superior or in charge

The controlled partner often:

Gave up financial autonomy to avoid conflict
Has internalized that they're "bad with money"
Feels like a child asking for allowance

Builds resentment that may explode later

May be planning secret financial escape plans

What to Do Instead:
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Build financial partnership:
« Both partners have full access to financial information
o Major decisions are made jointly
o Both partners have input on budget and spending
o Each has some personal spending money (no questions asked)
« Financial meetings happen regularly with equal participation
If you're the controller:
o Acknowledge the problem honestly
« Examine why you need this control
« Worktoward shared financial management
« Getcounselingif you can't release control
If you're being controlled:
« Name this as unhealthy
« Insiston financial transparency and partnership
« Don'taccept"I'm just better with money" as justification

o Get helpifyour partner refuses to change

Pattern #3: Financial Enmeshment with Family
What It Looks Like:
Adult children remain financially entangled with parents:
« Parents still paying bills for adult children
o Adult children dependent on parents for housing, car, phone, etc.

o Adult children sending money to parents regularly
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o Parents cosigning loans or credit cards
« Parents using money to control adult children's decisions
« Financial decisions requiring parental approval
« Inability to make independent financial choices
Why It's Problematic:

You can't fully "leave and cleave" (Genesis 2:24) if you're financially
tethered to parents. This creates:

« Ongoing dependence that prevents maturity
« Power dynamics where parents have say in your marriage
« Resentment from spouse who sees the enmeshment
« Inability to make independent decisions
o Parents feeling entitled to involvement because "we're paying for it"
The Underlying Dynamic:
Parents who maintain financial enmeshment often:
o Use money to stay central in adult child's life
o Fearloss of relationship if financial tie is cut
o Don't believe adult child is capable of independence
« Use financial control to influence decisions
Adult children who accept financial enmeshment often:
« Haven't developed financial independence
» Feardisappointing parents by becoming independent
« Enjoy the financial cushion despite the strings attached

o Don't see how this will damage their marriage
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What to Do Instead:

Achieve financial independence before marriage:

Pay your own bills
Have your own phone plan, car payment, insurance
Build emergency savings

Don't accept parental money with strings attached

If you must accept parental help:

Be transparent with your fiancé about it
Set clear boundaries about when it will end
Don't give parents financial veto power

Thank them but maintain adult autonomy

If you're sending money to parents:

Discuss this with your fiancé before marriage
Ensure it's sustainable and agreed upon
Set boundaries if parents become demanding

Distinguish between generosity and obligation

Pattern #4: Financial Secrecy and Deception

What It Looks Like:

Partners hiding financial information from each other:

Secret credit cards or bank accounts
Hidden debt

Undisclosed income or spending
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Lying about purchases or prices
Elaborate cover stories for financial choices
Defensive when asked about finances

Refusing to show bank statements or credit reports

Why It's Problematic:

Financial infidelity destroys trust. Secrecy about money is often as

damaging as sexual infidelity because:

It reveals fundamental dishonesty

It prevents true partnership

It creates financial risk for both partners
It indicates deeper relationship problems

Trust, once broken, is hard to rebuild

The Underlying Dynamic:

Financial secrecy often stems from:

Shame about spending or debt

Fear of partner's reaction

Desire to maintain independence
Compulsive spending (shopping addiction)
Different values that haven't been addressed

History of being controlled financially

What to Do Instead:

Complete transparency:

Share all debt, income, accounts, and obligations before marriage
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No secret accounts or credit cards
Joint access to financial information
Honest conversations about spending

Shared financial goals and budget

If you're hiding something:

Confess before marriage (don't wait until after)
Explain why you hid it

Work together on a plan to address it

Get counseling to address underlying issues

Rebuild trust through consistent transparency

If your partner is hiding finances:

This is a serious red flag
Don't marry until it's addressed
Insist on complete disclosure

Consider whether the relationship is built on honesty

Pattern #5: Financial People-Pleasing

What It Looks Like:

Using money to keep others happy or avoid conflict:

Going into debt to give gifts you can't afford
Spending beyond your means to keep up appearances
Saying yes to every financial request from friends/family

Picking up the check even when you can't afford it
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e Lending money you don't have
« Financial decisions driven by fear of disappointing others
Why It's Problematic:
You're sacrificing financial health for approval. This creates:
o Debtand financial stress
« Resentment toward those you're trying to please
« Inability to set boundaries
o Partner frustration with your choices
o Long-term financial damage
What to Do Instead:
Financial boundaries:
o "lI'dlove to help, but that's not in our budget"

« "We're working on financial goals, so we're being more careful with
spending"

« "l appreciate the invitation, but we need to save right now"

o Learnthatdisappointing people occasionally is okay

Budgeting as Partnership, Not Power Struggle

A budget shouldn't be a weapon or a source of conflict—it's a tool for
achieving shared goals together.

What Budgets Reveal

Creating a budget together forces you to:
o Discussvalues (what matters enough to spend money on?)
o Negotiate priorities (saving vs. experiences vs. stuff)
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o Address spending habits

o Setshared goals

o Practice compromise

o Build trust through transparency

If you can't create a budget together, you're not ready to share finances in
marriage.

Common Budget Battles
The Saver vs. The Spender:
o One hoards money; the other spends freely
o Createstension: "You're too cheap" vs. "You're irresponsible"

« Solution: Find middle ground. Budget for both saving and spending.
Each has personal spending money.

The Planner vs. The Free Spirit:
« One wants every dollar assigned; the other rebels against structure
o Createstension: "You're controlling" vs. "You're reckless"

« Solution: Build flexibility into the plan. Let free spirit have input on
categories and amounts.

Different Priorities:

« Onevalues experiences (travel, dining out); the other values things
(home upgrades, cars)

« Creates tension: "Your priorities are wrong"
« Solution: Budget for both. Take turns prioritizing big expenses.
Giving Conflicts:

« One wants to give generously; the other wants to save everything
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Creates tension around church giving, helping family, charitable
donations

Solution: Agree on a percentage for giving based on biblical principles.
Start with tithe (10%) and grow from there.

The Partnership Budget Framework

Step 1: Full Financial Disclosure Before creating a budget, both partners

must fully disclose:

Income (all sources)

Debt (every credit card, loan, obligation)

Assets (savings, investments, property)

Financial obligations (child support, loan payments, etc.)
Credit score and history

Financial goals and fears

Step 2: Establish Shared Values and Goals

Discuss:

What are our short-term goals? (1 year)
What are our long-term goals? (5-10 years)
What do we value spending money on?
What are we willing to sacrifice?

How important is giving to us?

What does financial security look like?

Step 3: Choose a Budgeting Approach Together

Option A: Everything Joint

Allincome goes into joint account
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o Allexpenses paid from joint account

o Alldecisions made together

« Works best when spending habits are similar and trust is high
Option B: Mostly Joint with Personal Spending Money

« Mostincome goes to joint account for shared expenses

o Each partner has personal spending account (equal amounts)

o Personal money spent without accountability

« Works well for most couples; balances unity and autonomy
Option C: Proportional Contribution to Joint

« Ifincome is significantly different, each contributes percentage to joint
account

» Shared expenses paid from joint
« Remainingincome is personal
« Works when income disparity is large
What Doesn't Work:
« Completely separate finances in marriage (creates roommate dynamic)
« One person completely in charge (creates parent-child dynamic)
o No system at all (creates chaos and conflict)
Step 4: Create Categories Together
Essential Categories:
o Giving: First 10% (minimum) to church/charity
« Saving: Emergency fund, then retirement, then other goals

« Housing: Mortgage/rent, utilities, maintenance
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Transportation: Car payment, insurance, gas, maintenance

Food: Groceries and reasonable dining out

Insurance: Health, life, disability

Debt Repayment: Minimum payments plus extra if in debt

Personal Spending: Equal amount for each partner, no questions asked
Entertainment/Recreation: Movies, hobbies, dates

Miscellaneous: Clothing, gifts, household items

Step 5: Set Ground Rules

Agree on:

Threshold for discussion: Any purchase over $X requires discussion
Emergency provision: How to handle unexpected expenses

Budget meetings: Weekly/monthly check-ins to review together
Personal spending: How much each gets with no accountability
Course correction: What happens when someone overspends

Consequences: How to handle violations of agreements

Step 6: Implement and Adjust

Start with the budget

Track spending for the first few months
Adjust categories as needed

Be patient with each other during transition

Celebrate wins together

Financial Transparency: Breaking Down the Walls
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Transparency is essential for financial partnership. Here's what complete
financial transparency looks like:

What You Both Should Know:
Current Financial Picture:
« Exactincome for both partners
o Alldebt (type, amount, interest rate, minimum payment)
« All assets (savings, investments, property)
« Monthly expenses and spending patterns
o Creditscores
o Financial obligations (child support, parent support, etc.)
Financial History:
« Pastfinancial mistakes (bankruptcies, foreclosures, repossessions)
« Howyou learned about money growing up
« Your spending triggers and weaknesses
o Previous financial conflicts in relationships
Financial Access:
o Both partners have login credentials to all accounts
o Both can see all credit card and bank statements
o Both understand the full financial picture
« No hidden accounts or cards
Financial Decisions:
o Both have input on major financial decisions

o Both understand where money is going
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« Both participate in budget creation and monitoring
« Both have equal say (even ifincome is unequal)
Red Flags: Signs of Financial Dishonesty

Watch for these warning signs that your partner isn't being financially
transparent:

Defensiveness about money questions:

« Gets angry when you ask about finances

« Accuses you of not trusting them

« Changes subject or deflects
Mysterious packages or purchases:

« Items appearing without explanation

o Hiding shopping bags

o Deleting emailreceipts
Secret accounts or cards:

o Mailthat's quickly hidden

o Apps oraccounts you don't know about

o Separate bank accounts they won't discuss
Stories that don't add up:

« Inconsistencies in explanations

« Can't account for where money went

"Forgot" about major expenses or debt

Refuses to combine finances or discuss budget:

"We don't need a budget"
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"That's too controlling"
"I'llmanage my money; you manage yours"
Large cash withdrawals:
o Withdrawing cash with vague explanations
« Can't account for what cash was used for
Sudden changes in standard of living:
« New expensive items without explanation
o Sudden secrecy about purchases

If you see these red flags, don't ighore them. Address them directly before
marriage.

Financial Rescuing and Enabling: Breaking the Cycle

One of the most common financial co-dependency patterns is rescuing and
enabling. Let's examine how to break this cycle.

Recognizing the Pattern
You're financially rescuing if you:
« Regularly pay bills your partner should pay
« Cover expenses they can't afford due to their choices
« Make excuses for their financial irresponsibility
o Shield them from consequences
« Take on extra work to compensate for their overspending
« Pay off their debt repeatedly
o Feelanxious or responsible for their financial wellbeing
Your partner is being enabled if they:
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o Consistently rely on you to bail them out

« Don'tface natural consequences of overspending

« Haven'tdeveloped financial discipline

o Expectyou to cover their shortfalls

« Don't have motivation to change because rescue is guaranteed

« May resent you even while depending on you
Why Rescuing Feels Right
Rescuing feels like love because:

"l don't want them to suffer"

o "lt's myjob to help them"

« "lIfldon'tdo it, who will?"

o "Thisis what you do when you love someone"

o "I'mjust being generous and supportive"
But rescuing isn't love—it's preventing growth.
The Difference Between Helping and Enabling
Helping:

o Supports someone's efforts to improve

« Comes with accountability and expectations

o Istime-limited

« Empowers the person toward independence

« Respects their agency and responsibility
Examples:

o "lI'llhelp you create a budget and debt payoff plan”
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o "I'llcoveryour rent this one time while you're job searching, but you
need to show me applications you're submitting"

« '"Let's meet with a financial counselor together"

« "I'lmatch your savings goals dollar for dollar to help you build an
emergency fund"

Enabling:

« Allows someone to continue destructive patterns

« Has no accountability or expectations

« Becomes ongoing and expected

o Creates dependence

» Takes over their responsibility
Examples:

« "I'll pay your credit card bill... again"

o "Don't worry about rent; I've got it covered"

o "I'lljust putit on my card"

"Take money from my account whenever you need it"

How to Stop Rescuing

1. Acknowledge the Pattern "l realize I've been rescuing you financially, and |
need to stop. It's not helping either of us."

2. Set Clear Boundaries "Going forward, | will not pay your credit card bills. I'll
help you make a plan to pay them yourself."

3. Allow Natural Consequences Let them experience the results of their
choices:

o Late fees

o« Declined cards
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o Calls from creditors
o Can't afford things they want

4. Offer Support Without Rescue "I'm here to help you figure this out, but |
won't take it over for you."

5. Expect Resistance They may:
o Getangry: "l thought you loved me!"
o Guilt-trip: "l can't believe you're abandoning me"
o Test boundaries: "Just this one more time?"
Hold firm. This is the most loving thing you can do.
6. Get Help if Needed If the financial irresponsibility stems from:
o Shopping addiction
o Gambling problem
e Underlying mental health issues
o Impulse control disorders

Professional help is nheeded. Don't enable by covering up serious problems.

Giving and Stewardship with Unity

One of the most beautiful aspects of Christian marriage is generosity as a
team. But differences in giving philosophy can create conflict.

Biblical Principles of Giving
1. The Tithe (10%) Is the Starting Point

"A tithe of everything from the land, whether grain from the soil or fruit from the
trees, belongs to the LORD; it is holy to the LORD." (Leviticus 27:30)
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The tithe isn't a suggestion—it's the baseline. It's the first 10% of income given
to your local church. This:

o Acknowledges God's ownership of everything
« Demonstrates priority (first fruits, not leftovers)
e Funds the work of the local church
« Trains usin generosity and trust
2. Offerings Go Beyond the Tithe
After the tithe, you can give additional offerings to:
o Missionaries and ministries
o Charities and nonprofits
o Peoplein need
o Special needsinthe church
3. Generosity Is a Heart Issue

"Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to give, not
reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver." (2 Corinthians
9:7)

God cares about the attitude, not just the amount. Giving should be:
o Joyful, not begrudging
o Planned, notimpulsive
o Sacrificial, not convenient
« Faith-filled, not fearful
4. God Promises to Provide

"And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of his glory in
Christ Jesus." (Philippians 4:19)
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Giving requires faith that God will provide. You can't out-give God.
Creating a Giving Plan Together
Step 1: Agree on the Tithe

At minimum, commit to giving 10% of gross income to your local church. This
should be:

» First priority in the budget (before anything else)
o Given consistently (every paycheck or monthly)
« Given joyfully (not out of obligation)
If one partner is resistant:
o Discuss why (fear? different beliefs? past hurt with church?)
o Study Scripture together on giving
« Start with a smaller percentage and work up to 10%
o Praytogether about faith and trust
Step 2: Decide on Additional Giving
Beyond the tithe, discuss:
o Other ministries you want to support
o« Compassion or child sponsorship
o Supporting missionaries
« Crisis giving (disaster relief, etc.)
o Givingto family or friends in need
Step 3: Set Giving Boundaries
Agree on:

« Maximum spontaneous giving: Amounts you can give without
discussion (e.g., under $50)
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« Discussion threshold: Amounts requiring joint decision
o Family giving: How much to give family members and when to say no
« Friend giving: Parameters for helping friends financially

Step 4: Address Manipulation

Be wise about giving. Not every request deserves a yes. Biblical wisdom
includes:

"The wicked borrow and do not repay, but the righteous give generously.”
(Psalm 37:21)

Don't enable someone's irresponsibility by repeatedly rescuing them.
Sometimes the most loving thing is to say no and let them face
consequences.

Red flags for manipulation:
« Repeated requests with no accountability
e Guilt trips: "If you were really Christian..."
« Demands rather than humble requests
o No gratitude

o Pattern of financial irresponsibility

Exercise: Financial Transparency Checklist and Couple Budget Plan

This exercise will help you achieve complete financial transparency and
create your first joint budget.

Part 1: Individual Financial Inventory (1 hour)
Complete this individually, in writing. Be completely honest.
A.INCOME

1. Current gross annualincome: $
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2. Current net monthly income (after taxes): $

3. Otherincome sources (side jobs, investments, etc.): $

4. Expected income changes:

B. DEBT

List EVERY debt you have:

Total Interest Minimum

Type of Debt

Amount Rate Payment

Credit Card 1

Credit Card 2

Student Loan

Car Loan

Personal

Loan

Medical Debt

Other

Total Debt: $

C. ASSETS

1.

2
3
4.
5
6

. Value of car(s): $

Checking account balance: $

. Savings account balance: $

. Emergencyfund:$__

Retirement accounts (401Kk, IRA, etc.): $

. Investments: $
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7. Otherassets:$__
Total Assets: $
D. CREDIT SCORE
Current credit score:
If you don't know, check it together using AnnualCreditReport.com (free).
E. MONTHLY EXPENSES
Estimate your current monthly spending:
« Housing (rent/mortgage): $
. Utilities: $
« Phone:$
« Internet/Cable:$__
« Groceries: $
« Diningout: $
. Transportation (gas, insurance, payment): $
« Entertainment: $
. Clothing: $
« Personalcare: $
« Subscriptions (streaming, gym, etc.): $
. Giving: $ -
« Debt payments: $
« Other: $
Total Monthly Expenses: $

F. SPENDING PATTERNS
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4.

5.

. What do you most enjoy spending money on?

. What are your spending weaknesses/triggers?

. When you're stressed, how does it affect your spending?

What's your biggest financial regret?

What's your biggest financial fear?

G. FINANCIAL SECRETS

(Be honest—these need to come out before marriage)

1.

2.

5.

Is there any debt you haven't disclosed?

Are there any secret accounts or credit cards?

. Isthere any financial information you've been hiding?

Are you financially supporting someone without your partner's
knowledge?

Have you lied about purchases or prices?

H. FAMILY FINANCIAL OBLIGATIONS

1.

2.

3.

4. Areyou financially responsible for anyone?

Are you giving money to family members regularly?

Are you receiving money from family members regularly?

Do family members expect financial help from you?

I. FINANCIAL HISTORY

1.

2.

Have you ever filed for bankruptcy?

Have you ever had a foreclosure or repossession?
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3. Have you ever defaulted on a loan?

4. Do you have any judgments against you?

J. FINANCIAL GOALS

1. Short-term (1 year):
2. Medium-term (5 years):

3. Long-term (10+ years):

Part 2: Full Disclosure Meeting (2 hours)

Set aside uninterrupted time in a private, comfortable setting.

Ground Rules:

Complete honesty, no matter how uncomfortable
No judgment or condemnation

Ask clarifying questions

Work toward understanding

This is about building trust

Share Everything:

Take turns sharing your complete financial inventory. Go through each

section, including:

All debt (don't minimize or hide anything)
All assets

Spending patterns and weaknesses

Any financial secrets (confess fully)

Financial goals and fears

Discuss:
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1. Where are we financially strong?

o Celebrate good decisions and habits
2. Where are we financially weak?

o Acknowledge problems without shame or blame
3. What surprises or concerns us?

o Address any red flags or unexpected information
4. What patterns do we see?

o Financial rescuing? Control? Secrecy? Enabling?
5. What needs to change before marriage?

o Debtthat must be addressed?

o Patterns that must be broken?

o Transparency that mustincrease?
6. Are we ready for financial partnership?

o If seriousissues emerged, consider delaying marriage until
resolved

Part 3: Creating Your First Budget Together (90 minutes)
Now create a joint budget for your first month of marriage.
MONTHLY BUDGET WORKSHEET

Combined Monthly Income:

Partner 1 Net Income: $ Partner 2 Net Income: $ ___Total:
$

GIVING (10% minimum):

Tithe to church: $ Other giving: $ Total Giving:

$
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SAVING:

Emergency fund: $ Retirement: $ Other savings goals:
$  TotalSaving: $

HOUSING:

Rent/Mortgage: $__ __Utilities (electric, gas, water): $ -
Internet: $ ___Renter's/Homeowner's Insurance: $
Maintenance/HOA: $ Total Housing: $

TRANSPORTATION:

Car payment(s): $ Carinsurance: $ _Gas: $
Maintenance: $ _Total Transportation: $

FOOD:

Groceries: $ Dining out: $ _Total Food: $

INSURANCE:

Health insurance: $ Life insurance: $ Total Insurance:
$ 0

DEBT REPAYMENT:

Credit card minimums: $ Extra debt payment: $ _ Student
loans: $ Other loans: $ Total Debt: $

PERSONAL SPENDING:

Partner 1 personal money: $ Partner 2 personal money:
$  TotalPersonal: $

MISCELLANEOUS:

Phone: $ Subscriptions (streaming, etc.): $ Clothing:
$ Personalcare: $_ Gifts: $ Entertainment:
$ Date nights: $ ____Household items: $ ____Total

Miscellaneous: $
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TOTALS:

Total Income: $

Total Expenses: $

Difference (should be $0): $

If you have money left over: Increase giving, saving, or debt repayment.

If expenses exceed income: You need to make cuts. Discuss what's
negotiable.

Part 4: Creating Financial Agreements (30 minutes)
Write down specific agreements about how you'll handle finances in marriage.
OUR FINANCIAL COVENANT
We agree to:
Transparency:
« We will have joint access to all accounts
« We will never hide purchases, debt, orincome from each other
o We will review our budget together monthly
Decision-Making:
« We will discuss any purchase over $ before buying
« We will make major financial decisions together
« We will respect each other's input equally
Giving:

« We willtithe % of our gross income to our church

177



« We will give an additional % to other ministries/needs

« We will discuss any giving over $ before committing
Saving:
« We will build an emergency fund of $ 5

e We will save 9% for retirement

« We will save for these specific goals:

Debt:

« We will pay off debt using this strategy:

« We will not take on new debt without joint agreement

« We will be debt-free by:

Personal Spending:
« Each of uswill have $ per month for personal spending
o Personal spending requires no explanation or justification
« We will not judge each other's personal spending choices

Family Boundaries:

We will not give money to extended family without discussion

Our maximum for helping family without discussion is $

We will not accept money from family that comes with strings
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Accountability:
« We will have monthly budget meetings on

« If we violate our financial agreements, we will:

« We will seek financial counseling if we can't resolve conflicts
Both Partners Sign:

"We commit to these financial agreements and to stewarding God's resources
together with wisdom and unity."

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:

Part 5: Prayer for Financial Stewardship
Close by praying together:

"Father, You are the owner of everything, and we are simply stewards. Thank
You for the resources You've entrusted to us. Forgive us for ways we've been
irresponsible, secretive, or controlling with money. Help us to view money as a
tool for Your kingdom, not as a master to serve. Give us wisdom to budget
wisely, generosity to give freely, and discipline to save consistently. Unite our
hearts around shared financial goals. Help us to trust You as our provider and
to hold money loosely. May our financial partnership glorify You and
strengthen our marriage. We commit our finances to You. In Jesus' name,
Amen."

Red Flags: When Financial Issues Require Serious Attention

Some financial issues are minor and workable; others are serious red flags
requiring intervention before marriage.

SERIOUS CONCERNS (Consider delaying marriage):
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1. Dishonesty about finances
« Hidden debt discovered after you asked directly
« Liesaboutincome, spending, or obligations
o Secret accounts or cards
« Pattern of financial deception
2. Refusal to be transparent
« Won't share financial information
» Gets defensive or angry when you ask
» Insists on complete financialindependence
« Won't create a budget together
3. Severe financial irresponsibility
« Repeated bankruptcies
o Current gambling addiction
« Shopping addiction without treatment
« Pattern of financial disasters with no acknowledgment
4. Financial abuse or control
« Uses money to manipulate or control you
« Withholds financial information
« Makes you ask for money like a child
o Monitors every penny you spend
5. Financial enmeshment with family
o Can't make financial decisions without parents

« Financially supporting parents without discussing with you
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Parents financially controlling through money

Can't say no to family financial requests

6. Massive debt from irresponsibility

Six figures in consumer debt from overspending
Debt from illegal activities
Debt accumulated through gambling or addiction

No plan to address it and no remorse

7. Fundamentally different values

One wants to give; the other refuses
One values saving; the other only spends
Can't find any common ground on financial priorities

Constantly fighting about money

If these are present, DO NOT PROCEED WITH MARRIAGE until they're
resolved. Get professional help.

WORKABLE CONCERNS (Address but can proceed):

Moderate debt with a clear payoff plan

Different spending styles but willingness to compromise
Some financial immaturity but teachable spirit

Past financial mistakes with genuine repentance and change
Differentincome levels (not a problem if approached as team)

Need to develop budgeting skills together

Conclusion: Building Financial Partnership
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Money is never just about money. It's about trust, power, control, values,
security, and partnership. How you handle finances reveals the health of your
relationship.

Co-dependent financial patterns—rescuing, controlling, enabling,
hiding—will destroy your marriage if left unaddressed. But financial
partnership built on transparency, mutual respect, biblical stewardship, and
shared goals will strengthen your marriage for decades.

As you move toward your wedding day, commit to:
« Complete transparency about your financial picture
« Biblical stewardship recognizing God's ownership
« Partnership in decision-making, not control or passivity
o Generosity as an act of worship and trust
« Wisdom in spending, saving, and debt management
« Unity around shared financial values and goals

The couples who thrive financially aren't necessarily the ones with the most
money—they're the ones who approach money as a team, with honesty,
wisdom, and faith.

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to maintain healthy relationships
outside your marriage—understanding that you need community, not just
each other.

"For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also." — Matthew 6:21
Closing Reflection:

This week, review your financial inventory together. Have you been completely
honest? Are there conversations you still need to have? Areas of financial life
you've been avoiding?
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Money reveals the heart. Let it reveal areas where you need to grow, not areas
you need to hide. Trust that addressing financial issues now will save you

years of pain later.

Your financial partnership starts today. Make it strong, transparent, and rooted

in God's wisdom.
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Chapter 7: In-Laws and Family Ties—Honoring Without Losing Yourself

"The problem isn't loving your family. The problem is when loyalty to your
family of origin prevents loyalty to your spouse.”

Three months before their wedding, Lauren and Ben sat in their counselor's
office, tears streaming down Lauren's face. The issue? Ben's mother had just
announced she was throwing them an engagement party—without asking
them. She'd invited everyone, chosen the venue, and expected them to show
up and be grateful.

When Lauren gently suggested they might want to plan their own celebration,
Ben's mother responded with hurt and anger: "After everything I've done for
you? I'm just trying to help. | guess I'm not wanted." Ben, caught in the middle,
tried to smooth things over: "Mom just wants to be involved. It's not a big deal.
Why are you making such a fuss, Lauren?"

But it wasn't just the party. Ben's mother:
« Texted him 15-20 times a day, expecting immediate responses
« Called every evening to "check in," often interrupting their time together
o Expected them at Sunday dinner every week without exception
« Had a key to Ben's apartment and let herself in unannounced
« Offered constant unsolicited advice about their relationship
« Made passive-aggressive comments when Ben prioritized Lauren
o Expected to be involved in every wedding decision

When Lauren tried to discuss boundaries, Ben accused her of trying to "come
between him and his mom." When the counselor asked Ben directly, "Who is
your primary family—Lauren or your mother?" Ben looked genuinely
confused. "Why do | have to choose?"
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Meanwhile, Lauren's father had been financially supporting her for years—
paying her rent, car payment, phone bill, and credit cards. He was generous
and loving, but the financial dependence gave him a voice in her decisions.
When Lauren and Ben decided to move to a different city for Ben's job,
Lauren's father exploded: "After all I've done for you, you're just going to leave?
I've invested in you. You owe me more than this."

Both families were demonstrating the same problem: they'd never learned to
let go of their adult children. And both Lauren and Ben were struggling with
the same challenge: they'd never learned to appropriately leave their
families of origin.

The result? A marriage trying to start with four parents still calling the shots,
boundaries nowhere in sight, and loyalty conflicts tearing the couple apart
before they'd even said "l do."

The Biblical Foundation: Leave and Cleave

The first recorded words about marriage in Scripture establish the
fundamental principle for all healthy marriages:

Genesis 2:24 — The Blueprint

"That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and
they become one flesh."

This verse is profound in its simplicity. Notice the sequence:
1. LEAVE 2. UNITE 3. BECOME ONE

You cannot properly unite if you haven't appropriately left. You cannot become
one flesh if you're still enmeshed with your family of origin. The order matters.

What "Leaving" Means (And Doesn't Mean)

Leaving DOES mean:
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Establishing a new primary family unit: Your spouse becomes your
first priority, before parents

Emotional differentiation: Your parents' approval is no longer required
for your decisions

Financial independence: You're not dependent on parental financial
support (or controlling them through it)

Physical separation: You establish your own household (even if nearby)

Decision-making autonomy: You make decisions as a couple, not
requiring parental permission

Psychological boundaries: You're your own person, not an extension of
your parents

Primary loyalty shift: When interests conflict, your spouse comes first

Leaving DOES NOT mean:

Cutting off your family: You can maintain loving relationships with
parents

Never seeing them: You can visit, celebrate holidays, stay connected

Dishonoring parents: You can respect and honor them while
maintaining boundaries

Abandoning them: You can care for aging parents appropriately

Never asking for advice: You can seek wisdom while making your own
decisions

Being cold or distant: You can be warm and loving while being
appropriately separate

The distinction is critical: Leaving is about establishing appropriate

boundaries and priorities, not about abandonment or dishonor.

The Fifth Commandment: Honor Your Parents
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Many people use Exodus 20:12 to justify enmeshment: "Honor your father and
your mother, so that you may live long in the land the LORD your God is giving
you."

But honor doesn't mean:
« Obeying as an adult (obedience is for children; honor is for all ages)
o Allowing them to control your life
o Prioritizing them over your spouse
o Accepting disrespect toward your spouse
« Maintaining unhealthy enmeshment
Honor DOES mean:
o Treating them with respect
« Speaking to them kindly
« Caring for their legitimate needs in old age
o Not speakingill of them publicly
o Acknowledging their role in your life
« Being grateful for what they've given you

You can honor your parents while maintaining boundaries. In fact, healthy
boundaries often show greater respect than enmeshment.

Ruth 1:16-17 — A Model of Healthy Commitment

"But Ruth replied, 'Don't urge me to leave you or to turn back from you. Where
you go | will go, and where you stay | will stay. Your people will be my people
and your God my God. Where you die | will die, and there | will be buried. May
the LORD deal with me, be it ever so severely, if even death separates you and

m

me.

While this passage is about Ruth's commitment to her mother-in-law Naomi,
it beautifully illustrates the kind of commitment needed in marriage. Ruth:
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Made a clear choice about her primary loyalty
Left her family of origin to join a new family
Embraced a new identity and community
Committed fully, without looking back

Understood that this was a permanent, serious decision

This is the level of commitment God calls for in marriage—not torn loyalty, not

one foot in each family, but clear, chosen, wholehearted commitment to the

new family unit you're creating.

The Co-Dependency Connection: Enmeshment with Family

Co-dependency with family of origin is one of the most common and

destructive patterns that couples carry into marriage. Let's identify what it
looks like.

Signs of Unhealthy Enmeshment with Parents

For the Adult Child:

1. Inability to make decisions without parental input

"I need to check with my mom first"
"My dad would never approve of this"
Major life decisions require parental sign-off

Paralyzed when parents disagree with your choices

2. Emotional fusion with parents

Your mood is determined by whether your parents are happy with you
You feel responsible for your parents' emotions

Your parents' problems become your obsession
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« You can't be okay unless your parents are okay
3. Excessive contact
o Multiple daily calls or texts
o Expectedtoreport on all activities
o Parents know every detail of your life and relationship
« Cannot go a day without contact without anxiety
4. Financial enmeshment
« Financially dependent on parents for basic living
« Parents using money to control decisions
« Giving money to parents at the expense of your own family
« Cannot make financial decisions without parental involvement
5. Guilt as a primary motivator
o Every boundary attempt is met with guilt: "After all we've done..."
« You feel you owe your parents unlimited access and obedience
» Saying "no" to parents feels like betrayal
« You're constantly trying to earn their approval
6. Lack of privacy
o Parents have keys and enter without permission
o Parents know intimate details they shouldn't
« No boundaries around what's shared with parents
« Your spouse's privacy is regularly violated
7. Inability to prioritize spouse

« When schedules conflict, parents' needs always win
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Your spouse's concerns about your parents are dismissed
You defend your parents even when they're wrong

You expect your spouse to just accept unhealthy family dynamics

8. Taking sides against spouse

In conflicts between spouse and parents, you side with parents
You allow parents to criticize your spouse
You share marital problems with parents, inviting their involvement

You undermine your spouse's concerns about boundaries

For the Parents:

1. Treating adult child as still a child

Making decisions for them
Giving unsolicited advice constantly
Not respecting their autonomy

Using parental authority inappropriately

2. Competing with the spouse

Jealous of the spouse's influence
Undermining the spouse
Trying to maintain #1 position in adult child's life

Creating loyalty tests

3. Boundary violations

Dropping by unannounced
Expecting unlimited access

Demanding involvement in all decisions
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Using guilt, manipulation, or threats to maintain control

. Financial control

Using money to maintain influence
Holding financial support over adult child's head
Expecting input on decisions because "we're paying for it"

Creating financial dependence

5. Emotional manipulation

"If you really loved me..."
Playing the victim when boundaries are set
Using health issues to maintain control

Threatening to cut off relationship if demands aren't met

Common In-Law Conflicts and How to Navigate Them

Let's get specific about common in-law issues and how to handle them with

both love and boundaries.

Conflict #1: The Overbearing Mother-in-Law

The Pattern: Mother-in-law (usually of the husband) who:

Is excessively involved in the couple's life

Offers constant unsolicited advice

Expects to be the primary woman in her son's life
Competes with the wife for attention and priority

Uses guilt and manipulation when she doesn't get her way

Criticizes the wife subtly or overtly
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o Expects certain traditions/holidays to be maintained regardless of the
couple's preferences

Why It Happens:
« Mother hasn't transitioned to seeing son as an adult
o Mother's identity is wrapped up in being needed by her son
« Motheris lonely or has unmet needs in her own marriage
o Cultural or family expectations of extreme closeness
« Mother never experienced healthy boundaries herself
The Solution:

The son must take the lead. This is non-negotiable. The wife cannot fix this;
the son must establish boundaries with his own mother.

What the Son Must Do:

1. Acknowledge the problem: "Mom, | love you, but we need to establish
some boundaries as | start my marriage."

2. Setclear boundaries:
"We need you to call before coming over, not just drop by"
o "We'll visit on [schedule], but we can't do every Sunday anymore"

o "l appreciate yourinput, but [wife's name] and | make decisions
together"

o "Ifyou criticize my wife, we'll leave/end the call”

3. Present a united front: Always refer to decisions as "we decided," never
throwing wife under the bus

4. Enforce consequences: If mom violates boundaries, there must be
follow-through
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5.

Don't triangulate: Don't play messenger between mom and wife. They
can communicate directly.

What the Wife Must Do:

1.

2.

Let her husband lead: Don't try to manage his mother yourself

Support his efforts: Even when he's imperfect at it

. Don't compete: You don't need to win; you just need appropriate

boundaries
Be kind but firm: You can be respectful while maintaining limits

Give it time: Transitions are hard; be patient with everyone, including
yourself

What the Wife Should NOT Do:

Issue ultimatums: "It's your mother or me"
Criticize his mother harshly (even if deserved)
Try to convince him his mother is terrible

Cut off his mother without his agreement

Make him choose between you and his family

Scripts for the Son:

X Weak: "Lauren doesn't want you coming over unannounced." Strong:
"Mom, we've decided that from now on, we need advance notice for visits.

Can you call the day before?"

X Weak: "You'll have to talk to Lauren about that." Strong: "Mom, I'm
telling you that this doesn't work for us."

X Weak: "Lauren is so sensitive about this..." §4 Strong: "Mom, when you
criticize my wife, it hurts me and damages our relationship. | need you to

stop."
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Conflict #2: The Financially Controlling Parents
The Pattern: Parents who use money to maintain control:
» Still paying for adult child's living expenses
o Cosigning loans or credit cards
« Providing generous gifts with strings attached
o Expecting input on decisions because they're "helping financially"
o Using withdrawal of financial support as threat
« Making adult child feel obligated and indebted
The Solution:

Achieve financial independence before marriage. This is ideal but not
always possible. If you can't be completely independent:

For the Adult Child:
1. Work toward independence: Have a timeline and plan

2. Don't accept money with strings: If gifts come with control, decline
them

3. Be transparent with spouse: Spouse needs to know about any
financial entanglement

4. Set boundaries: "l appreciate your help, but my spouse and | will make
this decision”

5. Don't ask for money unless absolutely necessary: The less
dependent, the freer you are

For the Couple:

1. Decide together: Any acceptance of parental money must be joint
decision

2. Establish terms: If you accept help, clarify expectations upfront
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3. Have an exit plan: Work toward financial independence
4. United front: Don't let financial support divide you
Scripts:

"Dad, | really appreciate your help over the years. As | get married, | want to
establish financialindependence. I'm setting a timeline to be off your financial
support by [date]."

"Mom, thank you for the generous offer. We'll accept it with the understanding
that it's a gift, not something that gives you decision-making power in our
marriage."

"We appreciate your willingness to help, but we've decided to handle this on
our own. We need to establish our own financial independence."

Conflict #3: The Excluded Parent
The Pattern: One partner's family feels excluded or less important:
o One set of parents sees the couple all the time; the other rarely
« Holidays are always spent with one family
o One family is close by; the other is distant
o One family is easier/more fun; the other is difficult
o Couple defaults to one family without conscious choice
The Solution:

Be intentional and equitable. This doesn't mean mathematically equal, but it
means both families feel valued and included.

Practical Steps:

1. Acknowledge the disparity: "l realize we see my family way more than
yours. Let's be more intentional."

2. Create a plan: Alternate holidays, schedule regular visits with both
families, ensure phone/video calls with distant family
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3. Invest in difficult relationships: Don't avoid the harder family just
because it's easier

4. Set limits on the closer family: If you see them constantly, scale back
to create balance

5. Holidays: Rotate years, split the day, or create your own new traditions
Sample Holiday Plan:
o Thanksgiving Year 1: His family
o Christmas Year 1: Her family
« Thanksgiving Year 2: Her family
o Christmas Year 2: His family
« Every other year: Switch
Or:
o Christmas Eve: One family
o Christmas Day: Other family
o Alternate each year
Scripts:

"We love spending time with you, but we need to make sure we're staying
connected with [other spouse's] family too. We're going to adjust our
schedule to create more balance."

"This year we're doing [holiday] with [other family]. We'll be with you next year.
We want to make sure both families feel valued."

Conflict #4: The Disrespectful In-Law
The Pattern: In-laws who:

« Criticize your spouse openly
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« Make disparaging comments about your spouse's background,
education, career, appearance, parenting, etc.

o Undermine your spouse in front of you or others

« Treatyour spouse as less than

o Make your spouse feel unwelcome or uncomfortable

« Compare your spouse unfavorably to others
The Solution:
Zero tolerance. This must be addressed immediately and firmly.
For the Adult Child (whose parent is being disrespectful):
You must defend your spouse. Non-negotiable.

1. Address itimmediately: "Mom, that comment was disrespectful to my
wife. Don't speak about her that way."

2. Leave if it continues: "We're leaving now. When you can treat my
spouse with respect, we'll visit again."

3. Establish consequences: "If you criticize my husband again, we won't
be attending family gatherings for a while."

4. Don't require your spouse to endure it: Your spouse should never have
to sit through being insulted for the sake of "family harmony"

5. Take it seriously: Even "jokes" or "just teasing" that hurt your spouse
must be stopped

Scripts:

"Dad, | love you, but | will not tolerate you speaking about my wife that way.
She is my partner and deserves your respect.”

"Mom, those kinds of comments are hurtful and need to stop. I'm asking you
to treat my husband with kindness and respect. If you can't, we'll need to limit
our time together."
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[If it continues] "We're leaving now. We'd love to have a relationship with you,

but not at the expense of my spouse being mistreated."

What You Should NOT Do:

Minimize your spouse's hurt: "That's just how they are"
Ask your spouse to develop thicker skin

Make excuses for your parents' behavior

Expect your spouse to keep showing up to be abused

Prioritize your parents' feelings over your spouse's well-being

Conflict #5: The Different Parenting Styles/Values

The Pattern:

Your parents raised you one way; in-laws raised spouse another way
Different values around money, discipline, religion, lifestyle
Grandparents will have opinions on how you raise your future children

Conflict about what traditions to pass on vs. what to leave behind

The Solution:

Create your own family culture together. You get to decide what your family

looks like.

Practical Steps:

1. Discuss before marriage: What do you want to keep from each family?

What do you want to do differently?

2. Present a united front: When grandparents give input, "We appreciate

your perspective. This is what we've decided as a couple."

3. Set boundaries around parenting: "We love your advice, but we're the

parents. We'll make the final decisions."
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4. Honor both heritages: Find ways to incorporate meaningful traditions
from both families

5. Create new traditions: Build your own family identity, not just adopting
one family's way

Scripts:

"We appreciate how you raised [spouse], but we're going to make our own
decisions about how to raise our children."

"We've decided as a couple that [decision]. We're not asking for permission,
but we wanted you to know."

"We value input from both families, but ultimately these are our decisions to
make."

Loyalty Conflicts: When Worlds Collide

One of the most painful aspects of marriage is navigating loyalty conflicts—
times when your spouse's needs and your parents' expectations are in direct
opposition.

The Anatomy of a Loyalty Conflict

Example: Your mother expects you to attend Sunday dinner every week. Your
wife wants Sundays for just the two of you. Who do you choose?

Example: Your father makes a racist comment about your spouse's ethnicity.
Do you confront him and risk family conflict, or do you minimize it to keep
peace?

Example: Your parents offer to pay for a house down payment, but with the
expectation that they can stay whenever they want. Your husband is
uncomfortable with this arrangement. What do you do?

These are loyalty conflicts—situations where you must choose between
your family of origin and your spouse.
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The Biblical Answer

Genesis 2:24 makes it clear: Your spouse comes first. Always. Without
exception.

This doesn't mean you don't love your parents. It means when interests
conflict, your spouse's needs take priority.

How to Navigate Loyalty Conflicts

Step 1: Acknowledge the Conflict Don't pretend there's no conflict. Don't try
to please both sides. Acknowledge: "I'm in a difficult position where | need to
make a choice."

Step 2: Remember Your Vows You vowed to forsake all others and cleave to
your spouse. Your parents weren't in your vows. Your spouse was.

Step 3: Choose Your Spouse Even when it's hard. Even when your parents are
hurt. Even when you feel guilty. Choose your spouse.

Step 4: Communicate Clearly Tell your parents: "l love you, but my primary
commitment is to my spouse. When there's a conflict, I'll need to choose in
favor of my marriage."

Step 5: Tolerate Discomfort Your parents may be upset, hurt, or angry. That's
okay. Their disappointment doesn't mean you made the wrong choice.

Step 6: Don't Triangulate Handle your own family. Don't make your spouse be
the bad guy. Don't make your parents negotiate with your spouse.

Common Loyalty Conflict Mistakes

Mistake #1: Trying to Please Everyone This is impossible and results in no
one being happy, especially your spouse.

Mistake #2: Making Your Spouse the Bad Guy "My wife won't let me..." "My
husband says..." This undermines your spouse and makes them the villain.

Mistake #3: Minimizing Your Spouse's Concerns "You're being too sensitive."
"That's just how my family is." This tells your spouse their feelings don't matter.
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Mistake #4: Hoping It Will Resolve Itself It won't. Avoidance makes it worse.
Address conflicts directly.

Mistake #5: Siding with Parents If you consistently side with your parents
over your spouse, you're not ready for marriage.

Building a New Family Culture Together

Marriage isn't just about leaving your family of origin—it's about creating
something new together.

What Is Family Culture?

Family culture includes:
o Values: What matters most to you
« Traditions: How you celebrate and mark important moments
« Communication style: How you talk to each other
« Conflict resolution: How you handle disagreements
o Priorities: How you spend time and resources
« Spiritual practices: How you worship and grow together
« Social patterns: How you engage with community
« Holiday observances: How you mark special occasions
o Daily rhythms: How you structure ordinary days

You get to choose all of this. You're not obligated to replicate either family's
culture. You create your own.

The Process of Creating Your Family Culture
Step 1: Identify What You're Each Bringing

Each of you comes from a family culture. Some aspects you'll want to keep;
others you'll want to leave behind.
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Questions to Discuss:

1. What did you love about your family growing up?

@)

Traditions, values, communication style, etc.

2. What do you want to do differently?

o

Patterns you don't want to repeat

3. What are your family's core values?

o

What mattered most to your family?

4. How did your family handle:

o

o

Holidays and celebrations?
Conflict and disagreements?
Money and resources?
Extended family relationships?
Spiritual life and church?

Work-life balance?

5. What traditions are meaningful to you?

o

Which ones do you want to continue?

Step 2: Negotiate and Compromise

You'll each bring different expectations and desires. Some will align; others

will conflict. Work together to create something that honors both of you.

Example Conflicts and Resolutions:

Conflict: She wants to celebrate Christmas on Christmas Eve (her family

tradition); he wants Christmas morning (his family tradition).

Resolution: Do a special dinner together on Christmas Eve, open stockings

Christmas morning, then visit families later in the day. Or alternate years.
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Conflict: His family is loud, chaotic, and unstructured; her family is quiet,
orderly, and scheduled. Neither can imagine living the other way.

Resolution: Their home will be moderately structured with room for
spontaneity. They'll set times for order and times for chaos. They'll prepare
each other for visits to the other's family so neither is overwhelmed.

Conflict: Her family never discusses difficult topics; his family processes
everything verbally and at length.

Resolution: They'll commit to addressing issues, but with agreed-upon
boundaries (time limits, taking breaks, not processing late at night).

Step 3: Create Your Own Traditions
Don't just borrow from your families—create your own meaningful traditions:
 Weekly date night on the same night
o Annual anniversary trip to the same location
o Thanksgiving morning gratitude ritual before joining families
o Sunday brunch just the two of you
« New Year's Day goal-setting conversation
« Birthday traditions unique to your family
« Monthly "state of the union" check-in
« Holiday traditions that are yours alone
Step 4: Communicate Your Culture to Extended Family

Once you've established your family culture, communicate it clearly to both
families:

"We've decided as a couple that we'll celebrate [holiday] this way..."

"We're establishing a tradition of [activity] that's just for us..."
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"We appreciate your family's way of doing things, and we're creating our own
approach..."

"We'll be joining you for [some events], and we'll be doing [other events] on
our own..."

You don't need permission. You're informing, not asking.

Exercise: "Our Family Vision" Planning Worksheet

This exercise will help you articulate the family culture you want to create
together and the boundaries you need to establish with extended family.

Part 1: Individual Reflection (45 minutes)
Complete these questions individually before sharing with your partner.
A. FAMILY OF ORIGIN ASSESSMENT

1. What are the top 3 values your family of origin demonstrated?

1.
2.
3.
2. What are the top 3 patterns from your family that you want to KEEP?
1.
2.

3.

3. What are the top 3 patterns from your family that you want to LEAVE
BEHIND?

1.

2.
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3.
4. How did your family handle holidays?

What do you want to keep/change about this?

5. How did your family handle conflict?

What do you want to keep/change about this?

6. What role did extended family play in your family's decisions?

What do you want to keep/change about this?

7. How connected/enmeshed was your family?

[1Very enmeshed (no boundaries, constant contact) L1 Somewhat close
(regular contact, some boundaries) L1 Appropriately connected (healthy
balance) [ Distant (minimal contact) L1 Cut off (no relationship)

What level do you want in your marriage?

B. CURRENT FAMILY DYNAMICS
8. How would you describe your current relationship with your parents?

[1Enmeshed (too close, no boundaries) L1 Close and healthy L1 Somewhat
distant [ Strained or conflictual [ Non-existent

9. How often do you currently have contact with your parents?
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Calls/texts: per day/week Visits: per week/month

Is this amount healthy or does it need adjustment?

10. Are you currently financially dependent on your parents in any way?

[ Yes, for: [1No, completely

independent

If yes, what's your plan to become independent?

11. Do your parents respect boundaries, or do they often overstep?

[1They respect boundaries well L1 They sometimes overstep L1 They regularly
violate boundaries L1 Boundaries have never been established

Examples of boundary violations:

12. How does your family handle it when you set a boundary or say no?

[1They accept it gracefully L1 They're disappointed but respectful L1 They guilt-
trip or manipulate LI They get angry or punish me O I've never tried to set
boundaries

13. On a scale of 1-10, how much does your parent's approval matter to
you?

1 (not at all) —— 5 (somewhat) —— 10 (everything)
Your rating:

14. When your parents and your partner have conflicting needs, who do
you typically prioritize?

1 Always my parents [1 Usually my parents [1 It depends on the situation [
Usually my partner L1 Always my partner
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C. IN-LAW CONCERNS

15. What concerns do you have about your future in-laws?

16. What boundaries might need to be established with your partner's
family?

17. What strengths or positive aspects does your partner's family bring?

D. FEARS AND HOPES

18. What's your biggest fear about extended family dynamics in marriage?

19. What's your biggest hope for how we'll relate to extended family?

20. Are you willing to prioritize your spouse over your parents when
necessary?

[1Yes, absolutely [1Yes, but it will be hard LI I'm not sure 11 don't think | can
do that

Part 2: Couple Discussion (90-120 minutes)

Set aside a full evening or Saturday morning. This is important work that
can't be rushed.

Ground Rules:
« No defensiveness about your family
o Listen to understand, not to defend

o Your partner's concerns about your family are valid
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You're creating something new together

This is about the future, not blame for the past

SECTION 1: Understanding Each Other's Backgrounds (30 minutes)

Share your responses to Part A with each other.

Discuss:

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

What did we learn about each other's family backgrounds?
Where do our family cultures align?

Where do they conflict?

What patterns do we both want to avoid?

What strengths can we draw from both families?

SECTION 2: Current Dynamics and Concerns (30 minutes)

Share your responses to Parts B and C.

Discuss:

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Where do we see unhealthy enmeshment or dependence?
What boundaries need to be established before marriage?
Are there serious concerns that need to be addressed now?
How will we handle the more difficult family?

What's our plan for achieving financial independence (if needed)?

SECTION 3: Creating Boundaries (30 minutes)

Together, establish specific boundaries with extended family.

BOUNDARY AGREEMENT

Contact Frequency:

We will call/text our parents:
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o We will visit our families:

« We will not accept daily calls/texts from parents

« We expect advance notice forvisits: __ hours/days
Decision-Making:

« We will make decisions together without requiring parental approval

« We willinform parents of our decisions, not ask permission

« Major decisions we'll discuss with parents (for input only):

« Decisions that are ours alone:

Holidays:

« We will handle holidays this way:

« We will rotate/split/create new traditions
« We will not allow guilt to determine our holiday plans

e Our specific plan:

Financial:

« We will achieve financial independence by:

« We will not accept money with strings attached
« Anyfinancial help from family requires joint discussion

« We will not give money to extended family without discussion over

$ _
Privacy:

 We will keep these things private from extended family:

« We will not share intimate marital details with parents
« We will not allow parents to criticize each other to us
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« We will present a united front to both families
Physical Boundaries:

o Parents will not have keys to our home

o Parents will call before coming over

« We will not allow unannounced visits

« Ourhome is our private space
Respect:

« We will not tolerate disrespect toward either spouse

» Ifaparentis disrespectful, we will:

« We will defend each other to our families
« We will not allow our parents to undermine our marriage
Loyalty:

« When our spouse and our parents have conflicting needs, we choose:
our spouse

« We will handle our own families (not make spouse deal with our
parents)

« We will not triangulate or make spouse the bad guy

« We will take responsibility for setting boundaries with our own family
Part 3: Our Family Vision (30 minutes)
Now create a vision for the family culture you want to build together.
OUR FAMILY VISION STATEMENT

Our Core Values: (What matters most to us as a family?)

1.
2.
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4.
5.

Our Communication Style: (How will we talk to each other?)

Our Approach to Conflict: (How will we handle disagreements?)

Our Spiritual Life: (How will we grow together spiritually?)

Our Traditions: (What traditions will we create or continue?)

o Daily:

o Weekly:

« Monthly:

e Annually:

« Holidays:

Our Priorities: (How will we spend our time and resources?)

1.
2.
3.

Our Extended Family Relationships: (How will we engage with both
families?)

Our Hopes for the Future: (What kind of family do we want to be?)
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Our Commitment:

"We commit to creating a new family unit that honors both of our backgrounds
while establishing our own identity, values, and traditions. We commit to
prioritizing our marriage over extended family when necessary, while
maintaining loving and respectful relationships with both families. We commit
to leaving and cleaving as Scripture commands."

Partner 1 Signature: Date: _

Partner 2 Signature: Date: _

Part 4: Communicating Boundaries to Families
Plan how and when you'll communicate your boundaries to both families.

Who needs to know what?

Who will take the lead in communicating to each family?

Partner 1 will communicate to: Partner 2 will communicate

to:

When will these conversations happen?

How will we present a united front?

Sample scripts we'll use:

To parents about visits: "We're establishing a routine where we need advance
notice for visits. Can you call us the day before you'd like to come over?"

To parents about holidays: "We've decided to spend [holiday] with [family] this
year. Next year we'll be with [other family]. We want to make sure both families
feelincluded."
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To parents about decision-making: "We really value your input, but we want
you to know that [spouse] and | are making this decision together. We're not
asking for permission, but we wanted to keep you informed."

To parents about respect: "We need you to treat [spouse] with respect.
Comments like [example] are hurtful and need to stop. If they continue, we'll
need to limit our time together."

Part 5: Prayer for Your New Family
Close by praying together:

"Father, thank You for the families we come from. Thank You for the good
things we've received from our parents and families. We ask for wisdom as we
create a new family unit. Help us to honor our parents while appropriately
leaving and cleaving to each other. Give us courage to set boundaries even
when it's difficult. Help us to prioritize our marriage while maintaining loving
relationships with extended family. Guide us as we create our own family
culture, values, and traditions. May our family bring glory to You and reflect
Your love. Give both sets of parents grace to let go and wisdom to support us.
Bless our extended families and heal any wounds or conflicts. May we all grow
in love and understanding. In Jesus'name, Amen."

Red Flags: When Family Issues Require Serious Attention

Some family dynamics are concerning enough that they should give you pause
about proceeding with marriage.

STOP: Consider Delaying Marriage If...

1. Your partner cannot or will not set boundaries with their family
o They side with parents over you consistently
« Theywon't address obvious boundary violations

o They minimize your concerns about their family
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o They prioritize parents' feelings over the marriage
2. You're being pressured into marriage by family
« Parents are pushing the timeline
o Family expectations are driving decisions more than your own desires
« You feelyou "can't back out now" because of family
3. There's active abuse or severe dysfunction
o Parents who are abusive toward you or your partner
o Untreated addiction or mentalillness in the family
o Family members who pose physical danger
« Ongoing traumatic dynamics
4. Financial enmeshment is extreme
« Complete financial dependence with no plan for independence
« Parents using money to control major life decisions
« Massive financial obligations to family that will strain your marriage
« Hidden financial ties you're just discovering
5. Cultural/religious differences are causing family crisis
« Families threatening to disown you over the marriage
« Extreme family pressure to convert or change

o Cultural expectations that are fundamentally incompatible with the
marriage

« Religious differences causing family fracture
6. Your partner has not emotionally separated from parents

o They still need constant parental validation
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They can't make decisions without parents
Their identity is still "son/daughter" more than "adult individual"

They're not ready for the psychological shift marriage requires

CAUTION: Proceed But Address If...

1. Mild to moderate enmeshment

Can be addressed with counseling and intentional work
Partner is willing to work on it

There's awareness of the problem

2. Different family styles requiring adjustment

One family is closer/more involved than the other
Different communication styles or values

Requires negotiation but not impossible

3. One set of parents is moderately resistant to the marriage

Not thrilled but not actively sabotaging
Time and relationship-building may help

Boundaries can manage the situation

4. Geographic challenges

One family is far away, creating imbalance

Requires intentional planning but workable

Special Situations
When One Partner Has No Family

If one partner has no living parents or is estranged from family:
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Challenges:
« The partner with family may not understand the loss
o In-laws may try to "adopt" the partner without family
o Holidays can be painful reminders of loss
o The family that exists may become overbearing
Solutions:
o Acknowledge the grief and loss
o Don't force substitute relationships
« Be sensitive during family events
o Create your own traditions that don't center on extended family
o Build chosen family through close friends
When Families Are Toxic or Abusive
Sometimes the healthiest option is limited or no contact with family of origin.
If this is necessary:
» Get professional counseling to process this decision
o Don'tlet guilt drive you back into abuse
o Your spouse should fully support this boundary
o Build healthy community to replace toxic family
o Grieve the family you wish you had
You don't owe toxic people access to you, even if they're family.
When Cultures Collide
If you're from different cultural backgrounds:

Navigate with:
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Deep curiosity about each other's cultures
Respect for both heritages

Willingness to blend rather than choose one
Teaching each other about your backgrounds
Patience with families adjusting to differences

Clear boundaries when cultural expectations conflict with your
marriage

Conclusion: Creating Your Own Family Story

Marriage is about creating something new—a new family with its own identity,

values, and story. This doesn't mean rejecting where you came from; it means
integrating the best of both backgrounds while forging something uniquely

yours.

The balance is delicate:

Honor your parents without being controlled by them
Stay connected without being enmeshed

Love your family of origin while prioritizing your spouse
Respect traditions while creating new ones

Maintain relationships while establishing boundaries

Remember:

Genesis 2:24 is not a suggestion—it's God's design
Your spouse must come first when loyalties conflict
Boundaries are expressions of love, not rejection

You get to create your family culture together
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« It's okay to disappoint your parents sometimes

o Guiltis not areliable guide for decision-making

« You're notresponsible for your parents' emotions

 Leaving doesn't mean abandoning—it means appropriately separating

The couples who thrive are those who successfully navigate this transition—
who love their families of origin while prioritizing their marriage, who honor
their parents while establishing independence, who create a new family story
while respecting the old.

In the next chapter, we'll explore how to maintain healthy friendships and
community outside your marriage—recognizing that isolation is the enemy of
healthy relationships.

"A man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they
become one flesh."— Genesis 2:24

Closing Reflection:

This week, pray together about the boundaries you need to establish with
extended family. Have the difficult conversations that need to happen.
Remember: short-term discomfort in setting boundaries leads to long-term
health in your marriage.

Your marriage is worth protecting. Your family unity is worth prioritizing. The
new family you're creating is worth investing in.

Start as you mean to continue—with your spouse as your first priority and
healthy boundaries protecting your marriage from the beginning.
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Chapter 8: Communication Without Control

"In healthy relationships, we communicate to connect. In co-dependent
relationships, we communicate to control."

Marcus and Sophia had been engaged for five months, and they were
fighting—again. The pattern was always the same:

Marcus would notice Sophia seemed upset. Instead of simply asking what
was wrong, he'd launch into problem-solving mode: "You seem stressed.
Have you tried making a list? You should talk to your boss about that. Maybe
you need to exercise more. Here's what | think you should do..."

Sophia, feeling overwhelmed and unheard, would shut down. "Never mind.
It's fine. I'm fine." But she wasn't fine. She'd withdraw, giving one-word
answers, growing more distant by the hour.

Marcus, sensing her withdrawal, would pursue harder: "What's wrong? Talk to
me. You're obviously upset. Why won't you just tell me? I'm trying to help!" His
anxiety would escalate as she retreated further.

Sophia, feeling suffocated and controlled, would eventually explode: "You
don't listen! You just want to fix everything! Maybe | don't need you to solve my
problems!" Then immediately, feeling guilty for her outburst, she'd backtrack:
"I'm sorry. | shouldn't have said that. You're right. I'm just being emotional."

Marcus, hurt and confused, would either defend himself ("I'm just trying to
help! Why are you attacking me?") or withdraw himself ("Fine. | won't try to
help anymore.").

Neither felt heard. Neither felt understood. Both felt alone, even while talking
to each other.

This is what communication looks like when co-dependency is present: one
person tries to control through fixing, the other controls through withholding.
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One pursues, the other withdraws. Both use communication as a weapon or
shield rather than as a bridge.

Healthy communication is about connection—sharing your experience
and seeking to understand your partner's experience. It's not about
controlling their response, fixing their problems, or protecting yourself from
discomfort.

This chapter will teach you how to communicate in ways that build intimacy
rather than defensiveness, that express truth with grace, and that create
connection without control.

The Biblical Foundation: Wise Communication

Scripture has much to say about how we use our words. Let's establish the
foundation.

James 1:19-20 — The Triple Command

"My dear brothers and sisters, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to
listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry, because human anger does
not produce the righteousness that God desires."”

This verse contains three commands that, if followed, would revolutionize
most relationships:

1. Quick to Listen
« Be eagerto hearand understand
o Don'tjust wait for your turn to talk
« Listen to understand, not to respond
o Give full attention
o Seekto entertheir experience

2. Slow to Speak
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e Think before speaking
« Don'trushtorespond
o Process before reacting
o Letthere be pauses and silence
o Choose words carefully
3. Slow to Become Angry
« Manage your emotional reactions
« Don't let emotions control your words
o Take time to cool down if needed
» Recognize anger often masks hurt or fear
« Angerdoesn't produce godly outcomes
Most co-dependent communication does the exact opposite:
« Slowto listen (too busy fixing, defending, or withdrawing)
« Quick to speak (anxious silence, rushing to solve, reactive responses)
« Quick to anger (emotional dysregulation, defensiveness, attacks)
Ephesians 4:29 — Build Up, Don't Tear Down

"Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is
helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit
those who listen."”

This verse teaches that communication should:
o Build up, not tear down: Encourage, not criticize
o Meet needs: Address what the person actually needs to hear
« Benefit the listener: Consider their well-being, not just your need to

speak
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« Be wholesome: Pure, honest, kind—not toxic
Questions to ask before speaking:

o Willthis build my partner up or tear them down?

« What does my partner need to hear right now?

o Willthis benefitthem, or am | just venting?

« Isthis wholesome—honest, kind, and constructive?
Proverbs on Communication

On listening: "To answer before listening—that is folly and shame." (Proverbs
18:13)

On gentle words: "A gentle answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up
anger." (Proverbs 15:1)

On appropriate timing: "A person finds joy in giving an apt reply—and how
good is a timely word!" (Proverbs 15:23)

On too many words: "Sin is not ended by multiplying words, but the prudent
hold their tongues.” (Proverbs 10:19)

On truthfulness: "Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy
multiplies kisses." (Proverbs 27:6)

The Co-Dependent Communication Trap

Co-dependent communication patterns sabotage intimacy. Let's identify
what they look like.

Pattern #1: Fixing Instead of Listening
What It Looks Like:
Your partner shares a problem or difficult emotion, and you immediately:

e Jump to solutions
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Offer advice they didn't ask for

Try to make the problem go away

Minimize their feelings: "It's not that bad"

Rush them through their emotions: "Don't cry, it'll be okay"

Take over their problem as your own responsibility

Example:

Partner: "l had such a terrible day at work. My boss criticized me in front of

everyone, and I'm just so frustrated."

Fixer Response: "You should talk to HR about that. Or maybe you need to

look for a new job. Have you considered...? You know what you should do? You
should..."

Why It's Problematic:

You're not listening—you're managing. This communicates:

Your emotions are a problem | need to fix
You're not capable of handling this yourself
| can't tolerate your discomfort

Your job is to feel better so | feel better

| value solutions over connection

The Underlying Dynamic:

Fixers often:

Struggle with discomfort when others are upset
Need to feel useful and competent
Confuse fixing with loving

Can't separate their emotions from their partner's
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o Feelresponsible for their partner's emotional state
What to Do Instead:
Listen to connect, not to fix.

Better Response: "That sounds really hard. Tell me more about what
happened... How did that feel?... I'm so sorry you went through that."

If they ask for advice, give it. If they don't, just listen.

Pattern #2: Withdrawal and Stonewalling
What It Looks Like:
When conflict arises or emotions run high, you:
o Shut down completely
« Stop responding verbally
« Give one-word answers
o Leave physically or emotionally
» Refuseto engage
o Usethe silent treatment as punishment
« Disappear without explanation
Example:

Partner: "We need to talk about what happened last night. | was hurt when
you_ll

Withdrawer Response: [Silence. Looks at phone. Shrugs. "l don't want to talk
about this." Leaves room.]

Why It's Problematic:

Withdrawal is a form of control. It communicates:
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o Yourfeelings don't matter
o |refuse to engage with you
« | control when/if we resolve things
o l'd rather punish you with silence than work through this
« Youcan'treach me
The Underlying Dynamic:
Withdrawers often:
o Fear conflict and confrontation
» Feeloverwhelmed by emotional intensity
« Need time to process but don't know how to ask for it healthily
o Use withdrawal as protection or punishment
o Were taught emotions are dangerous
What to Do Instead:
Ask for what you need, don't just disappear.

Better Response: "I'm feeling really overwhelmed right now. Can we take a
30-minute break and come back to this? | need time to process, but | do want
to talk about this with you."

Pattern #3: Pursuing and Pressuring

What It Looks Like:

When your partner needs space orisn't immediately responsive, you:
o Followthem around demanding answers
« Send multiple texts when they don't respond immediately

« Won't accept "l need time to think"
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o Pressure them to talk before they're ready
» Escalate when they withdraw
« Use guilt to force engagement: "If you loved me, you'd talk to me"
o Can'ttolerate any silence or distance
Example:
Partner: "l need some time to think about this. Can we talk later?"

Pursuer Response: "No! We need to talk about this now! Why are you
shutting me out? What are you thinking? You can't just leave things like this!
Talk to me!"

Why It's Problematic:
Pursuing is a form of control. It communicates:

My need for resolution matters more than your need for space

| can't regulate my anxiety so you must

| don't trust you to come back

Your boundaries don't matter

e lcontrol the timing of emotional processing
The Underlying Dynamic:
Pursuers often:
« Have anxious attachment styles
« Fearabandonmentintensely
o Can't tolerate uncertainty or unresolved tension
o Equate space with rejection
« Need constant connection to feel secure
What to Do Instead:
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Respect their need for space while setting a time to reconnect.

Better Response: "l understand you need time. When can we talk about this?
How about tonight at 7? I'll wait until then."

Pattern #4: Passive-Aggressive Communication
What It Looks Like:
Instead of expressing feelings directly, you:
o Use sarcasm to express hurt
« Make pointed "jokes" that aren't really jokes
o Give backhanded compliments
o Do things to irritate on purpose
« Say"I'mfine" when you're clearly not
o Punish indirectly (forgetting important things, being "too busy")
« Make others guess what you're upset about
Example:
Reality: You're hurt that your partner made plans without asking you.

Passive-Aggressive Response: "Oh, so you have plans? That's great. | mean,
it would have been nice if you'd told me, but whatever. I'm totally fine. Have
fun without me. I'll just be here. Alone. Again."

Direct Response: "l feel hurt that you made plans without checking with me
first. I'd like us to discuss our schedules together before committing to things."

Why It's Problematic:
Passive-aggression is dishonest control. [t:

o Expresses anger while denying anger
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o Makes your partner guess and mind-read
e Punishes without being direct
« Prevents actualresolution
« Creates confusion and tension
What to Do Instead:

Say what you mean directly and kindly.

Pattern #5: Emotional Dumping
What It Looks Like:
You use your partner as your sole emotional outlet:
« Venting at length without checking if they have capacity
o Processing all emotions exclusively through your partner
o Calling/texting constantly when upset
o Expecting immediate emotional availability 24/7
« Not managing any emotions yourself
« Making every difficult feeling your partner's responsibility to handle
Example:

[After a bad day, you call and immediately launch into a 45-minute monologue
about everything wrong, barely pausing for breath, not asking if your partner
has capacity to listen, and ending with] "So what do you think | should do?"

Why It's Problematic:
This treats your partner like a therapist, not an equal. It:
« Doesn'trespect their boundaries or capacity
o Makes them responsible for your emotional regulation
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o Exhausts them

« Becomes one-sided and draining

» Prevents you from developing your own coping skills
What to Do Instead:
Check capacity and have multiple support outlets.

Better Approach: "l had a really hard day. Do you have bandwidth to listen for
a bit? If not, | can call my friend Sarah or journal about it."

Pattern #6: Defensiveness
What It Looks Like:
When your partner raises a concern, you:
« Immediately defend yourself
o Counterwith accusations
« Make excuses
« Refuse to take any responsibility
o Turnitbackonthem: "Well, you do X!"
o Play the victim: "I'm always the bad guy"
« Can't simply hear their experience
Example:
Partner: "l felt hurt when you canceled our date night last minute."

Defensive Response: "Well, | had to work late! It's not like | wanted to cancel!
You never appreciate how hard | work! And last month YOU canceled plans,

SO...
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Non-Defensive Response: "You're right, that was disappointing. I'm sorry |
canceled last minute. | should have called earlier. Can we reschedule for this
weekend?"

Why It's Problematic:
Defensiveness prevents intimacy. It:

o Makes it unsafe to share hurt

o Turns every concern into a fight

« Prevents you from taking responsibility

« Blocks resolution

o Teaches your partner not to be honest with you
What to Do Instead:

Listen to understand, not to defend.

Pattern #7: Mind-Reading and Assumptions
What It Looks Like:
You:
o Assume you know what your partner is thinking
» Respond to what you think they meant, not what they said
o Don't ask clarifying questions
« Projectyourfears onto their words
o Tellthem what they're "really" feeling
o Make up stories about their intentions
Example:
Partner: "I need some alone time this evening."
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Mind-Reading Response: "So you don't want to be with me. You're pulling
away. This is just like what happened with your ex. You're probably regretting
this relationship."

Reality Check Response: "Okay, some alone time sounds good. Is everything
okay, or do you just need to recharge? When should we reconnect?"

Why It's Problematic:
Mind-reading creates imaginary conflicts. It:

« Respondsto what wasn't said

o Creates drama where none exists

« Prevents actually hearing your partner

« Projects yourinsecurities onto them

o Makes them responsible for your assumptions
What to Do Instead:

Ask, don't assume.

Emotional Regulation: Managing Yourself

One of the most important communication skills is emotional regulation—
the ability to manage your own emotions so they don't control your words or
actions.

What Is Emotional Regulation?

Emotional regulation means:
« Feeling your emotions without being controlled by them
o Pausing between feeling and reacting
« Choosingyourresponse rather than being reactive

« Managing the intensity of your emotions
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Communicating clearly even when upset

Not making others responsible for your emotional state

Emotional regulation is NOT:

Suppressing emotions (ignoring or stuffing them)
Never feeling strong emotions

Being perfectly calm all the time

Pretending you're not upset when you are

Managing others' emotions instead of your own

Why Emotional Regulation Matters

When you can't regulate your emotions:

You say things you regret

You escalate conflicts unnecessarily
You make impulsive decisions

You can't listen when you're flooded
You damage trust and safety

Your partner walks on eggshells

When you can regulate your emotions:

You can express feelings without attacking
You can listen even when upset

You can take breaks when needed

You create safety for honest communication

You resolve conflicts more effectively

Signs You're Emotionally Flooded
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When you're "flooded," your logical brain shuts down and you enter
fight/flight/freeze. Signs include:

Physical:
o Heartracing (over 100 bpm)
« Shallow, rapid breathing
o Tight chest or throat
» Feeling hot or flushed
o Tense muscles
o Adrenaline rush
Mental:
o Can'tthink clearly
« Catastrophic thinking
« Black-and-white thinking
o Can'taccess memories or solutions
« Mindracing or going blank
Behavioral:
« Raisingvoice
« Saying hurtful things
o Physically agitated
« Wanting to flee or attack
« Can'tlisten or process information

When you're flooded, STOP. Take a break. You cannot communicate
effectively in this state.

How to Regulate Your Emotions
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1. Recognize When You're Getting Flooded
Learn your body's sighals. The earlier you catch it, the easier it is to regulate.
2. Use the Pause Button
Before responding, pause:
« Countto10
» Take three deep breaths
o Askyourself: "What am | feeling right now?"
o Ask:"Whatdo I need?"
o Ask:"Willwhat I'm about to say help or hurt?"
3. Name Your Emotions
Research shows that simply naming emotions reduces their intensity.

Instead of: "I'm so angry!" Try: "I'm feeling hurt, and underneath that I'm afraid
you don't respect me."

Emotions often mask deeper feelings:
« Anger often masks hurt or fear
o Withdrawal often masks overwhelm or shame
o Criticism often masks insecurity or sadness
4. Take a Time-Out (More on this below)
When you're too flooded to communicate well, take a break.
5. Self-Soothe
Learn healthy ways to calm yourself:
« Deep breathing (4 counts in, 7 counts hold, 8 counts out)

» Progressive muscle relaxation
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o Walk around the block
« Splash cold water on your face
» Listen to calming music
o Prayer or Scripture reading
« Physical exercise
6. Challenge Your Thoughts

Often our emotions are triggered by our interpretation of events, not the
events themselves.

Triggering thought: "They're late. They don't care about me. This relationship
is doomed."

Regulated thought: "They're late. That's frustrating. I'll ask what happened
when they get here."

Ask yourself:
 Am | catastrophizing?
e Am I mind-reading?
« Am I making assumptions?
o What else could this mean?
« What evidence do | have?
7. Pray for Peace

"Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and
petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of
God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your
minds in Christ Jesus." (Philippians 4:6-7)

Listening Without Fixing: The Art of Presence
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One of the greatest gifts you can give your partner is simply listening—being
fully present without trying to fix, advise, or change anything.

The Two Types of Listening
Listening to Fix (Problem-Solving Mode):
e Focused on finding solutions
o Analyzing the situation
» Offering advice
« Trying to make the problem go away
« Uncomfortable with emotional discomfort
Listening to Connect (Empathy Mode):
o Focused on understanding their experience
o Entering their emotions with them
o Affirming their feelings
» Being present without an agenda
« Comfortable with sitting in discomfort together
Both have their place. The key is knowing which your partner needs.
How to Know What They Need
ASK: "Do you want me to listen, or do you want help problem-solving?"

This simple question prevents so much conflict. Most of the time, people want
to be heard first and helped second (if at all).

Clues they want empathy, not solutions:
o They're expressing emotions more than describing logistics
o Theyseem overwhelmed or dysregulated
o They've had a hard day and need to vent
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o They're crying or visibly upset

« They're talking about feelings, not just facts
Clues they might want help:

o They explicitly ask: "What should | do?"

o They're stuck on a practical problem

o They're asking for your perspective or advice

« They've processed the emotions and are ready for action steps
When in doubt, default to empathic listening first.
How to Listen Empathically
1. Give Full Attention

e Putphone away

o Turntoward them

o Make eye contact

« Stop other activities

« Be mentally present, not planning your response
2. Use Non-Verbal Affirmation

« Nod

« Make empathic facial expressions

« Maintain open body language

o Leaninslightly
3. Reflect Back What You Hear

"It sounds like you're feeling..."

"What I'm hearing is..."
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"Soyou're saying..."
"That must have been..."
4. Validate Their Experience
o "That makes sense"
o "l can understand why you'd feel that way"
o "That sounds really hard"
« "Anyone would be upset about that"
e "Your feelings are valid"

Validation doesn't mean agreement. It means recognizing their feelings as
real and understandable.

5. Ask Open-Ended Questions

o "Tell me more about that"

o "How did that feel?"

o "What was that like for you?"

o "What do you need right now?"
6. Don't Interrupt

o Letthem finish theirthought

« Tolerate pauses and silence

o Don'tjump in with your story

e Don'trush them through emotions
7. Resist the Urge to Fix

« Don't offer solutions unless asked

e Don't minimize: "It's not that bad"
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o Don'tredirect: "Look on the bright side"
o Don'trush them: "Just get over it"
o Justbe present

Example of Empathic Listening

Partner: "I'm so stressed about this project at work. My boss keeps changing
the requirements, and | feel like | can never get it right. I'm exhausted and | feel
like I'm failing."

Fixing Response (Usually Not Helpful): "Have you tried talking to your boss
about clear expectations? You should set up a meeting. Or maybe you need to
push back on the timeline. Here's what I'd do..."

Empathic Response (Usually What They Need): "That sounds incredibly
frustrating. It must be exhausting to keep adjusting and still feel like it's not
enough. Tell me more about what's been happening... [listens] ...That makes
total sense that you'd be stressed. Anyone would be. What do you need from
me right now?"

See the difference? One tries to solve; the other seeks to understand and
connect.

Non-Defensive Dialogue: Receiving Feedback

One of the hardest communication skills is receiving feedback or criticism
without becoming defensive. But this skill is essential for intimacy.

Why We Get Defensive

Defensiveness is usually triggered by:
« Shame: Feedback confirms our worst fears about ourselves
o Fear: We're afraid of losing love or respect

o Perfectionism: We can't tolerate being wrong
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« Control: Admitting fault feels like losing control
o Pride: We need to be right
The Cost of Defensiveness
When you consistently respond defensively:
o Your partner stops being honest with you
« Smallissues become bigissues
e Resentment builds
o Your partner feels unsafe
« Intimacy decreases
e You can't grow or change
How to Respond Non-Defensively

Step 1: Breathe and Pause Don't react immediately. Take a breath. Count to
five.

Step 2: Listen Fully Let them express their concern completely without
interrupting.

Step 3: Seek to Understand Ask questions to understand, not to defend:
o "Canyou help me understand what you mean?"
"Can you give me an example?"
"What do you need from me?"
Step 4: Reflect Back Show you heard them:
"So you're saying you felt hurt when I..."
o "WhatI'm hearing is that you need..."
Step 5: Validate Their Experience Even if you disagree with their

interpretation, their feelings are real:
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"I can see why you'd feel that way"
"That makes sense given your experience"
"l understand that hurt you"
Step 6: Take Responsibility For whatever part is yours to own:
"You're right, | did do that"
"l can see how my actions affected you"
"I'm sorry for my part in this"
Step 7: Don't Counter-Attack Even if they also have fault:
« First, address their concern
o Later (notnow), you can share your perspective
o Don'tuse "but" or "however" to negate your apology
Step 8: Make It Right Offer repair:
"How can | make this right?"
"What would help?"
"Going forward, I'lL..."
Scripts for Non-Defensive Responses

Partner: "l felt hurt when you were on your phone during dinner."

X Defensive: "l barely looked at it! You're always so sensitive! Plus, YOU
were on your phone last week!"

Non-Defensive: "You're right, | was distracted. I'm sorry. | want to be fully
present with you at dinner. I'll put my phone away from now on."

Partner: "l need you to clean up after yourself more. | feel like I'm always
picking up your stuff."
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X Defensive: "l do clean up! You're exaggerating! The house isn't even that
messy! You're such a neat freak!"

Non-Defensive: "| hear you. | can do better about putting my things away.
Can we talk about a system that works for both of us? What specific things
bother you most?"

Partner: "l don't feel like you've been prioritizing our relationship lately."

X Defensive: "What are you talking about? I'm working hard for US! | spend
time with you! You're never satisfied!"

Non-Defensive: "Tell me more about that. Help me understand what I'm
missing. What would help you feel more prioritized?"

Identifying Manipulation and Withdrawal Patterns

Both manipulation and withdrawal are forms of control that poison
communication. Let's learn to identify and address them.

Manipulation Tactics
1. Guilt-Tripping
What it sounds like:

"After everything I've done for you..."

o "lguessI'mjust aterrible partner"

« "Fine, I'll just never ask for anything again"

o '"Ifyou really loved me, you'd..."

o "l sacrificed so much and this is how you repay me?"

How to respond:
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"l hear you're upset, but guilt won't help us resolve this. Can we talk
about what you actually need?"

"That sounds like manipulation. Let's communicate directly."

2. Playing the Victim
What it sounds like:

o "Everyone always blames me"

« "I'm always the bad guy"

o "Nothingldois ever good enough"

o "l can never do anything right"
How to respond:

“I'm not attacking you—I'm sharing my experience. Can you hear my
concern without making yourself the victim?"

3. Silent Treatment
What it looks like:

o Refusingto speak

e lIgnoring completely

e Pretending you don't exist

» Using silence as punishment
How to respond:

"Silent treatment isn't okay. If you need space, please say so.
Otherwise, we need to talk about this."

« Ifitcontinues, set a boundary: "l won't accept being ignored. I'm going
to [activity] for an hour. When you're ready to talk, let me know."

4. Gaslighting
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What it sounds like:
o "That never happened"
« "You're remembering it wrong"
« "You're too sensitive"
« "You're crazy"
e "l neversaid that"
How to respond:
« Trustyour own experience

« "lremember it differently. Let's not argue about reality. Let's talk about
how we move forward."

« Thisis serious—ifit's a pattern, get help
5. Threats
What it sounds like:

o '"lfyoudon't X, then I'lL..."

« "Maybe we shouldn't get married"

o "lguesslI'lljustleave"

o Using breakup as threat
How to respond:

"Threats aren't acceptable. Are you seriously questioning our
relationship, or are you trying to control me? We need to figure that out."

Withdrawal Patterns
1. Emotional Shutdown
o« Glazed-over look

« No emotional expression
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"I don't know" to every question
o« Complete disconnect
2. Physical Abandonment
o Walking out mid-conversation
« Leaving without saying where you're going
o Disappearing for hours or days
3. Passive Compliance
"Whatever you want"
"Fine"
« Agreeing to everything but following through on nothing
4. Topic Avoidance
o Changing the subject whenever serious topics arise
"l don't want to talk about it"
o Always "too tired" or "too busy" to discuss important things
Addressing These Patterns

In the moment: "l notice you're [withdrawing/using guilt/playing victim].
That's not healthy communication. Can we try again?"

In a calm moment: "I've noticed a pattern where you [specific behavior]. It
makes me feel [emotion]. Can we talk about healthier ways to communicate
when you're upset?"

If it's severe or consistent: Get professional help. These patterns won't fix
themselves.

Exercise: "Time-Out" Conflict Plan
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One of the most important communication tools is knowing when to take a
break during heated discussions.

Why Time-Outs Are Essential

When you're emotionally flooded (heart rate over 100 bpm), you literally
cannot:

o Think clearly

o Access your logical brain
« Listen effectively

« Problem-solve

« Communicate kindly

Taking a break allows your nervous system to calm down so you can
communicate effectively.

Time-Out Ground Rules

Create these rules together BEFORE a conflict, not during one.
OURTIME-OUT AGREEMENT

1. When to Take a Time-Out:

We will take a time-out when:

o Eitherof usisfeeling flooded (physical signs: racing heart, can't think
clearly, want to say hurtful things)

« We're in a destructive cycle (pursuing/withdrawing, attacking/defending)
« We've been discussing for over [___] minutes without progress
o One of us needs space to process

2. How to Call a Time-Out:

We will use this phrase:
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Examples:
e "lIneedatime-out"
« "I'm getting flooded and need a break"
o "Time-out—let's pause"
o "Ineed 30 minutes to calm down"
We will NOT:
« Storm off without saying anything
« Say"I'm done with this" or "Whatever"
o Slam doors or leave angrily
o Usetime-outs as punishment or avoidance
3. Length of Time-Out:
Standard time-out length: minutes/hours

(Recommendation: At least 20-30 minutes for nervous system to calm, no
more than 24 hours)

We agree to:
o Setaspecific return time: "Let's talk at 7pm"
« Not use time-outs to avoid resolution
o Return at the agreed time
4. What to Do During Time-Out:
Healthy activities:
o Take awalk
o Deep breathing exercises

« Journal about your feelings
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Pray
Listen to calming music
Do something physically active

Self-soothe

Unhealthy activities (avoid):

Ruminating on all the ways your partner is wrong
Rehearsing your comeback

Calling friends to complain

Posting on social media

Drinking alcohol

Doing anything that escalates anger

5. Returning from Time-Out:

At the agreed time, we will:

Come back together as promised
Check in: "Are you ready to talk, or do you need more time?"
Appreciate the time-out: "Thank you for giving me space”

Resume the conversation calmly

If you're not ready:

"I need a bit more time. Can we talk at [specific time]?"

Don't leave it open-ended

6. Emergency Clause:

If one person consistently:

Refuses to return from time-outs
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e Usestime-outs to avoid all difficult conversations
« Won't agree to time-outs at all

We agree to: Seek counseling immediately

Both Partners Sign:

"We commit to honoring time-outs as a tool for better communication, not as
avoidance or punishment."

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:

Exercise: Weekly Check-In Practice

Regular check-ins prevent small issues from becoming big problems. They
create a ritual of communication.

Why Weekly Check-Ins Matter
Prevents buildup: Small frustrations don't accumulate into resentment

Creates safety: Regular time for difficult conversations makes them less
scary

Builds intimacy: Sharing regularly keeps you connected
Addresses issues early: Problems are easier to solve when they're small

Establishes rhythm: Communication becomes a habit, not an emergency
measure

How to Structure Your Weekly Check-In
Set aregular time: Same day/time each week (e.g., Sunday evenings at 7pm)

Create a comfortable setting:
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« Private space
« No distractions (phones away)
« Comfortable seating
o Maybe tea or coffee
Set a time limit: 30-60 minutes

Use a structure to keep it productive

WEEKLY CHECK-IN FORMAT

1. APPRECIATIONS (5 minutes)

Start with positive. Each person shares 2-3 appreciations from the week.

Format: "l appreciated when you..."

Examples:
"l appreciated when you made dinner even though you were tired"
"l appreciated the way you encouraged me before my presentation”
"l appreciated when you initiated date night"

Why start here: Sets positive tone, reminds you why you love each other

2. STATE OF THE UNION (10 minutes)
Each person answers: "How are we doing?"
Rate your relationship this week: 1-10
Share:

« What's going well?

« What's been challenging?
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« How connected do you feel?
« Anyconcerns?

This is not problem-solving time—just sharing your experience.

3. ISSUES TO ADDRESS (20-30 minutes)
Discuss 1-2 specific issues that need attention.
Format:
o Person A shares an issue or request (5 minutes)
« Person B reflects back what they heard (2 minutes)
» Discuss together: How can we address this? (5-10 minutes)
 Repeatfor Person B's issue
Examples of issues:
o "l'd like to discuss our budget for the month"
« "I'mfeeling like we haven't had enough quality time"
o "I needto talk about the upcoming visit from my parents"”
o '"l've been feeling stressed about wedding planning"
Ground Rules:

o Use"l" statements: "l feel..." not "You always..."
« Stay specific, not global
o Listen without interrupting

« Seek solutions together

4. LOGISTICS (5 minutes)
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Coordinate schedules and plans.
« What's on the calendar this week?
e Any conflicts?
« When's our next date night?

o Anydecisions that need to be made?

5. PRAYER (5 minutes)

Close by praying together for your relationship and the week ahead.

Weekly Check-In Template
Date:
APPRECIATIONS:

Partner 1:

Partner 2:

STATE OF THE UNION:
Partner 1 Rating (1-10)

What's going well:
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What's challenging:

Partner 2 Rating (1-10)

What's going well:

What's challenging:

ISSUES DISCUSSED:

Issue 1:

Resolution/Next steps:

Issue 2:

Resolution/Next steps:

THIS WEEK'S CALENDAR:

Monday: Tuesday:
Wednesday:
Thursday:

Friday:

Saturday:

Sunday:

Date Night Planned:

PRAYER REQUESTS:

Communication Skills Summary

Let's summarize key communication skills for healthy relationships:

DO:
Quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger (James 1:19)

253



Use "I" statements: "| feel..." not "You always..."
Ask clarifying questions: "What | hear you saying is... Is that right?"

Validate emotions: "That makes sense" "l understand why you'd feel that

way
Take responsibility: "You're right, | did that. I'm sorry."

Take time-outs when flooded

Listen to understand, not to fix

Build up, don't tear down (Ephesians 4:29)

Speak truth in love

Express needs directly: "l need..." not hinting

Regular check-ins

Address issues when small

Assume best intentions

Be specific, not global: "This morning you..." not "You always..."

Repair quickly: Apologize, forgive, reconnect

DON'T:

X Criticize character: "You're so selfish" 2 "This action hurt me"
X Defend immediately: Listen first, defend later (if at all)

X Mind-read: "You're thinking..." > "I'm wondering if..."

Y Use absolutes: "You always/never..."

> Bring up the past: Stay present
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X Interrupt or talk over

X Fix when they need empathy

Y Withdraw without communication
X Pursue when they need space

X Use guilt, manipulation, or threats
X Silent treatment

X Yell or name-call

X Bring others into the conflict

X Make decisions during conflict

>{ Communicate important things via text (have face-to-face
conversations)

Red Flags: When Communication Issues Are Serious

Some communication problems indicate deeper issues requiring professional
help:

Seek Help Immediately If:
1. Any form of abuse:
o Physicalviolence or threats
o Verbal abuse (name-calling, demeaning, yelling)
« Emotional abuse (manipulation, gaslighting, control)
« Sexual coercion
2. Persistent patterns despite efforts:

o You've tried these skills and nothing changes

255



e One partner refuses to work on communication
« Destructive patterns are entrenched
3. Complete communication breakdown:
o Can'tdiscuss anything without fighting
« Haven't had a productive conversation in months
« Constant contempt or disrespect
4. Mental health concerns:
e Untreated mentalillness affecting communication
« Substance abuse
« Severe anxiety or depression preventing connection
5. Fundamental incompatibility:
o Can'tagree on core values or goals
« Different relationship visions that can't be reconciled
« One person wants marriage; the other doesn't

Don'tignore these signs. Get professional help or reconsider the
relationship.

Conclusion: Communication as Connection

Healthy communication isn't about perfection—it's about connection. It's
about:

« Being quick to listen and slow to speak

o Speaking truth in love

« Receiving feedback without defensiveness
e Regulating your own emotions
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o Listening without trying to fix
o Building up, not tearing down
Remember:

« You can only control your communication, not your partner's
response

« Healthy communication is a skill anyone can learn

« Itrequires practice, patience, and grace

o Conflictis normal; destructive communication is not
o Take breaks when flooded

o Repair quickly when you mess up

« Communication is the lifeblood of intimacy

In co-dependent relationships, communication becomes about control—
either controlling through fixing, pursuing, and manipulation, or controlling
through withdrawal and withholding.

In healthy relationships, communication is about connection—sharing your
truth, hearing your partner's truth, and working together to build something
beautiful.

The choice is yours with every conversation. Will you communicate to control
or to connect?

In the next chapter, we'll explore conflict resolution specifically—how to fight
fair and resolve differences without damaging your relationship.

"The words of the reckless pierce like swords, but the tongue of the wise brings
healing." — Proverbs 12:18

Closing Prayer:
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"Father, thank You for the gift of communication. Teach us to be quick to listen,
slow to speak, and slow to become angry. Help us to speak words that build
up, not tear down. Give us the courage to be honest and the grace to be kind.
Teach us to regulate our own emotions rather than controlling each other.
Help us to listen without fixing, speak without attacking, and receive feedback
without defending. May our words bring healing, connection, and life to our
relationship. When we fail—and we will—help us to repair quickly and extend
grace freely. May our communication reflect Your love and truth. In Jesus'
name, Amen."

This Week's Practice:

1. Implement your Time-Out Plan: Discuss and sign the agreement
together

2. Schedule your first Weekly Check-In: Put it on the calendar for a
specific day/time

3. Practice empathic listening: Choose one conversation this week
where you only listen, don't fix

4. Work on emotional regulation: Notice when you're getting flooded and
practice self-soothing

5. Respond non-defensively once: When your partner raises a concern,
practice receiving it without defending

Communication is the foundation of everything else in your relationship.
Invest time in building this skill now, and you'll reap the benefits for decades
to come.
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Chapter 9: Conflict Without Rescuing

"Conflictis not the problem. How you handle conflict determines whether
your relationship grows stronger or falls apart."

It was their first big fight as an engaged couple, and Nicole was panicking.

Jason had forgotten to call his parents about the rehearsal dinner—something
he'd promised to do a week ago. When Nicole brought it up, Jason got
defensive: "lI've been swamped at work! | can't remember everything! Why
didn't you just call them yourself?"

Nicole, hurt by his tone, responded: "Because it's YOUR family, and YOU said
you'd do it. But apparently, | can't depend on you for anything important."

Jason, stung by her words, shut down completely. He walked into the
bedroom and closed the door.

Nicole stood in the living room, her chest tight with anxiety. This is bad. We
never fight. What if this ruins everything? What if he's rethinking the wedding? |
should fix this.

She knocked on the door. "Jason? I'm sorry. | shouldn't have said that. You're
right—you've been busy. I'll call your parents. It's fine. | didn't mean it. Please
don't be mad."

Jason emerged, his anger deflated by her apology. "No, you're right. | should
have remembered. I'm sorry too. Let's just forget about it."

They hugged. The tension dissipated. Crisis averted—or so it seemed.

But here's what neither of them realized: they'd just established a toxic
pattern that would plague their marriage for years.

Nicole had rescued Jason from taking responsibility for his actions. She'd
prioritized peace over truth, soothed his emotions instead of letting him sit
with the natural consequences of his defensiveness, and took on a task that
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was his to complete. Her apology was guilt-driven, not genuine—motivated by
her fear of conflict, not by actual wrongdoing.

Jason learned that if he just withdrew long enough, Nicole would panic and fix
everything. He didn't have to face his defensiveness, take real responsibility,
or change his behavior. The conflict was "resolved" without any actual
resolution.

Neither grew. The real issue—Jason's pattern of forgetting commitments and
Nicole's inability to hold boundaries in conflict—remained unaddressed.

This is what conflict looks like when co-dependency is present: one
person rescues, the other is enabled, and both avoid the growth that healthy
conflict produces.

This chapter will teach you how to navigate conflict without falling into these
traps—how to face disagreement honestly, repair authentically, and use
conflict as an opportunity for growth rather than an emergency to be
managed.

The Biblical Foundation: Conflict as Opportunity

Most people view conflict as something to be avoided at all costs. But
Scripture presents a different perspective.

Romans 12:18 — As Far As It Depends on You
"If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone."
This verse contains crucial wisdom for conflict:

"If it is possible" — Sometimes peace isn't possible. Sometimes the other
person won't cooperate. Sometimes truth must be spoken even if it disrupts
peace.

"As far as it depends on you" — You're responsible for YOUR part in making
peace. You cannot control whether the other person chooses peace. You can
only control your actions.
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"Live at peace" — The goal is genuine peace, not false peace bought through
avoidance, people-pleasing, or rescuing.

What this means practically:
« You pursue peace, but not at the expense of truth or boundaries
« You take responsibility for your part, not the whole conflict
« You can't force someone else to be at peace with you
« Sometimes you have to live with unresolved tension
« Peaceisn'tthe same as comfort or the absence of conflict
Matthew 18:15-17 — The Direct Approach

"If your brother or sister sins, go and point out their fault, just between the two
of you. If they listen to you, you have won them over. But if they will not listen,
take one or two others along, so that 'every matter may be established by the
testimony of two or three witnesses.' If they still refuse to listen, tell it to the
church; and if they refuse to listen even to the church, treat them as you would
a pagan or a tax collector.”

Jesus provides a clear process for addressing conflict:
1. Go Directly

o Don't gossip to others first

o Don't avoid the person

o Don'tdrop hints

« Go to them privately and directly
2. Speak Clearly

"Point out their fault"—be specific, not vague
o Don't beat around the bush

« Don't minimize or sugarcoat to keep peace
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3. Give Them Opportunity to Respond
« Listen to their perspective
« Allow for reconciliation
« Hope for restoration
4. Escalate if Necessary
o Ifthey won't listen, bring witnesses
o Ifthat doesn't work, involve the community
« Ultimately, you may have to accept the relationship is broken
What this teaches us:
o Conflict should be addressed, not avoided
o Direct communication is the biblical standard
« Reconciliation is the goal, but not always possible
« Sometimes you must accept that the other person won't change
« You're not responsible for forcing resolution
Other Biblical Principles for Conflict

Speak truth in love: "Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to
become in every respect the mature body of him who is the head, that s,
Christ." (Ephesians 4:15)

Don't let the sun go down on anger: "'In your anger do not sin': Do not let the
sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold."”
(Ephesians 4:26-27)

Seek reconciliation quickly: "Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar
and there remember that your brother or sister has something against you,
leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to them;
then come and offer your gift." (Matthew 5:23-24)
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Bear with one another: "Be completely humble and gentle; be patient,
bearing with one anotherin love." (Ephesians 4:2)

Forgive freely: "Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has
a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you." (Colossians
3:13)

Why Conflict Is Necessary and Good

Before we dive into how to handle conflict, let's challenge a fundamental
assumption: conflict is not the enemy of a good relationship—it's evidence
of one.

What Conflict Actually Accomplishes
1. Conflict Reveals Truth
When everything is smooth, you can maintain illusions. Conflict exposes:
o Different values and priorities
« Unmet needs and expectations
o Patterns and habits that need addressing
o Areas where you're incompatible or need to compromise
Without conflict, problems stay hidden until they explode.
2. Conflict Creates Opportunity for Growth
You cannot grow without friction. Conflict forces you to:
« Examine your own behavior
o Develop emotional regulation
e Learn communication skills
o Practice empathy and perspective-taking

o Build frustration tolerance
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o Develop character
The couples who never fight aren't closer—they're shallower.
3. Conflict Tests and Strengthens Commitment
When you navigate conflict successfully, you learn:

« We can disagree and still love each other

« Conflict doesn't mean the relationship is ending

« We can recover from hurt

o Ourcommitmentis stronger than our disagreements

Each successfully resolved conflict builds trust that you can weather
storms together.

4. Conflict Deepens Intimacy
Counterintuitively, healthy conflict creates intimacy because:
« You show your real self, not just your best self
e You'revulnerable about needs and hurts
o You see that your partner can handle your truth
e You learn to repair and reconnect
o You build a history of working through hard things together

Avoiding conflict keeps relationships superficial. Working through
conflict creates depth.

The Problem with Conflict Avoidance
When you avoid conflict:
« Smallissues become big resentments
o You lose respect for yourself

o Your partner doesn't know the real you
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o Problems go unaddressed and worsen
» Intimacy decreases (you can't be close to someone you're hiding from)
o Eventually, the pressure explodes in destructive ways
Conflict avoidance isn't kindness—it's cowardice dressed up as love.
The Problem with Destructive Conflict
Of course, not all conflict is healthy. Destructive conflict:
« Attacks character, not behavior

« Uses contempt, criticism, defensiveness, stonewalling (the "Four
Horsemen" of relationship apocalypse)

« Aims to win, not resolve

« Brings up the past constantly

e Includesyelling, name-calling, orviolence
« Creates fear and walking on eggshells

The goal isn't to avoid conflict—it's to have healthy conflict.

How Rescuing Prevents Growth

Let's get specific about how co-dependent patterns during conflict prevent
the growth that conflict is meant to produce.

Pattern #1: Over-Apologizing

What It Looks Like:

You apologize for things that aren't your fault to make the conflict go away:
e "I'msorry" when you didn't do anything wrong
o Taking all the blame even when it's shared
o Apologizing to soothe your partner's anger
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e Apologizing just to end the discomfort
Example:
Partner: [angry] "l can't believe you scheduled that without asking me!"

You: "I'm so sorry! You're right, | should have asked. I'm terrible at this. I'll
cancel it. Please don't be mad."

Reality: You scheduled something during time you'd previously discussed
was okay. But you apologize anyway to appease their anger.

Why It's Problematic:
« You're managing their emotions, not taking real responsibility
« Theydon't have to examine their reaction
« Youreinforce that their feelings are your responsibility
 You lose self-respect
o They learn that anger controls you
« The actualissue doesn't get resolved
What to Do Instead:

Distinguish between guilt and shame, and only apologize for what's actually
yours:

"I hear you're upset. Can we talk about what happened? | thought we'd agreed
that time was flexible, but maybe | misunderstood. Let's figure this out
together."

If you genuinely did something wrong: "You're right, | should have checked
with you first. | apologize. Going forward, I'll make sure we're on the same
page before scheduling things."

Real apologies are specific and followed by change. False apologies are
just conflict avoidance.
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Pattern #2: Taking Over Their Responsibilities
What It Looks Like:
When conflict arises from your partner's mistake or failure, you:
o Fixitforthem
o Coverforthem
o Take on the task they were supposed to do
« Shield them from natural consequences
Example:
Situation: Your partner forgot to pay a bill (again), and now there's a late fee.

Rescuing Response: "Don't worry about it. I'll pay the late fee. I'll set up
autopay for you. | should have reminded you anyway."

Healthy Response: "The late fee is a consequence of not paying on time. How
are you going to handle this? What system do you need to put in place so it
doesn't happen again?"

Why It's Problematic:
« Theydon't experience consequences
« Theydon't develop skills or responsibility
« You become their parent, not their partner
« Resentment builds in you
« They come to expectrescue
« The behavior continues
What to Do Instead:
Let them handle the consequences of their choices:

"That's frustrating. What's your plan to address it?"
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"I'm not going to pay that late fee—that's the natural consequence of missing
the payment. What will you do differently next time?"

"l believe you're capable of solving this. What do you need from me—support
or space?"

Pattern #3: Smoothing Over Without Resolution
What It Looks Like:
You rush to make things "okay" before actually resolving anything:
« Immediately changing the subject
o Using humor to deflect
« Physical affection to avoid difficult conversation
» "Let'sjustforget about it"
o Minimizing: "It's not a big deal"
Example:
Partner: "I'm really hurt that you—"

You: [interrupting with hug] "l know, | know. I'm sorry. Let's not fight. Come on,
let's watch a movie. | love you."

Why It's Problematic:
« The hurtisn't acknowledged or addressed
o Your partner doesn't feel heard
o Theissue will come up again
« You're managing your own discomfort with conflict
« Intimacy requires feeling heard, not just soothed

What to Do Instead:
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Sit with the discomfort until there's real resolution:

"l can see you're hurt. Tell me more. | want to understand." [Listen fully.] "l hear
you. How can | make this right? What do you need from me?"

Real resolution takes time. False resolution is just emotional band-aids.

Pattern #4: Reading Minds and Pre-Emptive Appeasement
What It Looks Like:
You're so hypervigilant to potential conflict that you:
o Constantly monitor your partner's mood
o Tryto fix problems before they're even upset
« Anticipate and prevent anything that might upset them
o Walk on eggshells
o Adjustyour behavior based on their emotional state
Example:

You notice your partner seems tired and stressed. Before they even say
anything, you:

o Cancelyourplans
o Startdinner
« Tiptoe around
o Don't bring up anything that might stress them
Why It's Problematic:
o You're managing their emotions, not letting them manage their own
« You lose yourself in hypervigilance
« Theydon't learn to communicate needs
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 You become exhausted

« Your needs are constantly sacrificed

« They may not even be upset, but you're acting like they are
What to Do Instead:
Let them communicate their needs rather than anticipating them:
"You seem tired. What do you need tonight?"

"l was planning to go out with friends, but I'm happy to stay in if you need me.
What works for you?"

Trust that they can handle their own emotions and ask for what they need.

Pattern #5: Making Excuses for Bad Behavior
What It Looks Like:
When your partner behaves poorly during conflict, you:
« Make excuses: "They're just stressed"
e Minimize: "They didn't mean it"
o Blame yourself: "l provoked them"
o Acceptunacceptable behavior: "That's just how they are"
Example:

Partner: [During argument, yelling] "You're so stupid! | can't believe I'm
marrying someone so incompetent!"

Rescuing Response: [Later, to yourself or friend] "They didn't mean it. They
were just really upset. | know they love me. They're under a lot of stress at
work."
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Healthy Response: [In the moment] "Stop. Name-calling is not okay. I'm
willing to discuss this when you can speak to me respectfully. I'm taking a
break."

Why It's Problematic:
« You're enabling abusive or disrespectful behavior
« Theydon't face consequences
« Youteach them that mistreating you is acceptable
o You lose self-respect
« The behavior will escalate

What to Do Instead:

Set firm boundaries around unacceptable behavior:

"l will not continue this conversation while you're yelling/name-calling/being
disrespectful. We can talk when you're calm."

And follow through. Leave the room. Don't reward bad behavior with
continued engagement.

How to Fight Fair: Rules of Engagement

Healthy conflict follows certain ground rules. Establish these together
BEFORE you're in the heat of conflict.

OUR CONFLICT GROUND RULES
Agree on these rules together and sign them.
1. NO CONTEMPT
We will NOT:
o Rolloureyes

« Use sarcasm to hurt

271



e Mock or belittle
o Show disgust

Contempt is the #1 predictor of divorce. [t communicates that you're
superior and your partner is beneath you. It's relationship poison.

2. NO CHARACTER ATTACKS
We will NOT:
o Callnames
o Attack character: "You're so selfish/lazy/stupid"
o Make global statements: "You always..." "You never..."
e Question motives: "You don't even care..."
We WILL:

o Focus on specific behaviors: "When you canceled plans without asking

me...
o Use"|" statements: "l felt hurt when..."
3. STAY PRESENT

We will NOT:
o Bring up the past: "Last year you did..."
o Bring up unrelated issues
o Keep arunning list of grievances
We WILL:
« Focusonthe currentissue
o Deal with one problem at atime
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o Forgive and let go of past issues

4. NO YELLING OR AGGRESSION
We will NOT:

Yell or scream

e Throw things

o Slam doors

o Use physical intimidation

» Block exits or trap the other person
We WILL:

o Keep ourvoices at a normal volume

o Take breaks if we're escalating

« Maintain physical safety always

5. TAKE TIME-OUTS WHEN NEEDED

We will:
» Recognize when we're flooded
« Calltime-outs using our agreed phrase
o Return at the agreed time

« Not use time-outs to avoid resolution

6. NO THIRD PARTIES

We will NOT:
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« Callfriends/family mid-conflict to complain
« Poston social media about our fights
« Triangulate by getting others involved
We WILL:
o Keep conflicts between us
« Seekcounseling if we need outside help

« Respect privacy of our relationship

7. NO THREATS
We will NOT:
o Threaten to leave or break up
o Threaten to withhold affection, sex, or resources
o Use ultimatums as manipulation
We WILL:
o Express concerns directly

« Ifwe're genuinely questioning the relationship, say so honestly and not
as a threat

8. LISTEN TO UNDERSTAND

We will:
o Leteach otherfinish speaking
o Reflect back what we heard

« Askclarifying questions
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» Seekto understand, notjust to respond

9. TAKE RESPONSIBILITY

We will:
o Own our partin the conflict
o Apologize sincerely when we're wrong
o Not deflect with "but you..."

« Focus on what we can control (ourselves)

10. ASSUME GOOD INTENTIONS

We will:
o Start from the belief that our partner loves us and didn't intend harm
« Give the benefit of the doubt

o Askaboutintentions rather than assuming

11. SEEK RESOLUTION, NOT VICTORY
We will:
« Rememberwe're on the same team
o Look forwin-win solutions
o Be willingto compromise

o Prioritize the relationship over being right

12. REPAIR QUICKLY
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We will:
o Apologize when we violate these rules
« Forgive when asked
o Reconnect physically and emotionally after conflict

o Not punish with distance or silent treatment

CONSEQUENCES FOR VIOLATING GROUND RULES:
If either of us violates these rules, we agree to:

1. Stop immediately when it's pointed out

2. Apologize for the violation

3. Take a break if needed

4. Resume the discussion appropriately

If violations are frequent or severe, we agree to: Seek professional
counseling immediately

Both Partners Sign:

"We commit to fighting fair and honoring these ground rules even in the heat

of conflict."
Partner 1: Date:
Partner 2: Date:

The Anatomy of Healthy Conflict Resolution

Let's walk through what healthy conflict resolution actually looks like, step by
step.

Phase 1: Initiation (Raising the Issue)

276



POOR INITIATION:

"We need to talk." [ominous, creates anxiety]
"You always do this!" [attacking, global]

[Bringing it up at the worst time—when they just got home, late at night,
in public]

[Passive-aggressive hints instead of direct conversation]

HEALTHY INITIATION:

Choose timing: "lI'd like to talk about something that's been bothering
me. Is now a good time, or would later work better?"

Be specific: "l want to talk about what happened last Tuesday when..."

Use a gentle startup: "I'm feeling frustrated about [specific issue]. Can
we discuss it?"

State your positive goal: "l care about our relationship and want to
work this out together."

Phase 2: Expression (Sharing Your Experience)

POOR EXPRESSION:

"You're so inconsiderate!" [attack]
"You don't care about me." [mind-reading]
"You're just like your father." [character attack]

"You always... You never..." [global statements]

HEALTHY EXPRESSION:

Use the XYZ Formula: "When you did X, in situation Y, | felt Z."

Examples:
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"When you canceled our date night without discussing it with me first, |
felt hurt and unimportant.”

"When you made plans for both of us without asking me, | felt like my
schedule didn't matter."

"When you didn't respond to my texts all day, | felt worried and
disconnected."

Key elements:

Specific behavior, not character
Specific situation, not "always"
Your feeling, not their intention

No blame, just impact

Phase 3: Listening (Hearing Their Perspective)

POOR LISTENING:

Interrupting with your defense
Planning your rebuttal while they talk
Dismissing their feelings: "That's ridiculous"

Turning it back on them: "Well, you..."

HEALTHY LISTENING:

Step 1: Listen fully without interrupting

Step 2: Reflect back what you heard

"What I'm hearing is that you felt..."
"So from your perspective..."

"It sounds like you experienced..."
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Step 3: Validate their experience
"l can understand why you'd feel that way"
"That makes sense"
"l didn't realize it affected you like that"
Step 4: Ask clarifying questions
o "Canyou help me understand..."
"What would have worked better?"

"What do you need from me?"

Phase 4: Responsibility (Owning Your Part)
POOR RESPONSIBILITY:
o "I'm sorryyou feel that way" [non-apology]
o "I'msorry, but..." [negating the apology]
o '"ltwasn't myintention, so..." [dismissing impact]
« "Ifldid anything wrong..." [hedging]
HEALTHY RESPONSIBILITY:
Sincere Apology Formula:

1. Acknowledge specifically what you did: "l canceled our date night
without discussing it with you."

2. Acknowledge the impact: "l can see that hurt you and made you feel
unimportant."

3. Take responsibility: "That was inconsiderate of me. I'm sorry."
4. Commit to change: "Going forward, I'll discuss schedule changes with

you before committing."

279



5. Make it right (if applicable): "Can we reschedule for this weekend?"

No "buts," no excuses, no deflecting.

Phase 5: Solution (Moving Forward)

POOR SOLUTIONS:

"I'lljust never do anything fun then" [martyrdom]
"Whatever you want" [passive-aggressive]
One person deciding unilaterally

No actual change planned

HEALTHY SOLUTIONS:

Collaborate on a solution together:

Step 1: Brainstorm options

"What would work for you?"
"What if we tried..."

"Would it helpifl..."

Step 2: Evaluate options

"Would that work for both of us?"

"What are the pros and cons?"

Step 3: Agree on a specific plan

"So we're agreeing that..."
"Going forward, the planis..."

Be specific about who does what and when

Step 4: Checkin
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"Let's check in after a week and see how this is working"

"If this isn't working, we'll adjust"

Phase 6: Repair (Reconnecting)
POOR REPAIR:
« Staying distant or cold
e Punishing with silence
« Holding grudges
o Bringing it up again later
HEALTHY REPAIR:
Emotional reconnection:
o Physical touch (hug, holding hands)
o Verbal affirmation: "l love you. We're okay."
o Eye contact
« Humor (appropriate and mutual, not sarcastic)
Follow-through:
« Actually doing what you said you'd do
« Demonstrating change through action

o Checkingin: "Are we good? Is there anything else we need to talk
about?"

Forgiveness:
« Choosingtoletitgo

« Not bringing it up again as ammunition
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o Trusting that change is happening

Conflict Style Assessment

Understanding your natural conflict style—and your partner's—helps you
navigate disagreements more effectively.

THE FIVE CONFLICT STYLES

Research identifies five primary conflict styles. Most people have a dominant
style, though you may use different styles in different situations.

STYLE #1: COMPETING (Aggressive)
Motto: "My way or the highway"
Characteristics:
« Sees conflict as a battle to win
» Prioritizes their own needs/desires
o Can be forceful, dominant, or controlling
« Quickto argue and defend position
« Difficulty compromising
Strengths:
« Decisive
« Willing to address issues directly
« Goodin emergencies requiring quick decisions
» Advocates for their needs
Weaknesses:
« Can damage relationships
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o Partnerfeels unheard or bulldozed
» Creates win-lose dynamic
« May use aggression or intimidation

In relationships: Often paired with Accommodating or Avoiding partners,
creating an imbalanced dynamic.

STYLE #2: AVOIDING (Withdrawing)
Motto: "Let's not talk about it"
Characteristics:

o Dislikes conflict intensely

« Withdraws or shuts down when conflict arises

» Changes subject or leaves

« Hopes problems will resolve themselves

o Prioritizes peace over resolution
Strengths:

« Doesn't escalate unnecessarily

o Picks battles wisely

e Maintains calm demeanor

« Gives space when needed
Weaknesses:

e Problems don't get resolved

 Resentment builds

o Partner feels dismissed or abandoned
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« Issues grow bigger over time
o« Can use withdrawal as control

In relationships: Often paired with Competing partners (creating pursue-
withdraw cycle) or other Avoiders (creating unresolved issues).

STYLE #3: ACCOMMODATING (People-Pleasing)
Motto: "Whatever you want is fine"
Characteristics:

o Prioritizes partner's needs over their own

o Quickto give in or apologize

« Values harmony over their own preferences

» Fears confrontation

o Self-sacrificing
Strengths:

» Flexible and easygoing

o Willing to compromise

o Values relationship over being right

o Keeps peace in minor matters
Weaknesses:

o Loses selfinrelationship

o Builds resentment

o Partner never learns to compromise

o Creates parent-child dynamic
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« Enables bad behavior

In relationships: Often paired with Competing partners, creating an
imbalanced dynamic where one person always "wins."

STYLE #4: COMPROMISING (Negotiating)
Motto: "Let's meet in the middle"
Characteristics:

o Looks for middle ground

o Willing to give some, get some

» Practical and solution-focused

o Values fairness

o Quick to negotiate
Strengths:

Usually reaches resolution

Fair and balanced

Both people get some needs met

Efficient problem-solving

Weaknesses:
« Can be too quick to compromise without fully understanding
o May sacrifice too much too quickly
« Can be transactional (keeping score)
« May miss deeperissues beneath the surface conflict

In relationships: Works well with other Compromisers or Collaborators.
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STYLE #5: COLLABORATING (Win-Win)

Motto: "Let's find a solution that works for both of us"

Characteristics:

Seeks win-win solutions

Takes time to understand both perspectives
Creative problem-solving

Values both people's needs equally

Willing to work through conflict thoroughly

Strengths:

Both people's needs fully met
Deepens understanding and intimacy
Creative solutions

Strengthens relationship

Weaknesses:

Time-consuming
Requires high communication skills from both
Not always possible (sometimes compromise is necessary)

Can over-process minor issues

In relationships: Ideal style when both people are capable and willing. The

goal for most couples.

EXERCISE: CONFLICT STYLE ASSESSMENT
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Complete individually, then discuss together.
Part 1: Individual Assessment

Rate each statement from 1-5: 1 = Never true of me 2 = Rarely true 3 =
Sometimes true 4 = Often true 5 = Always true of me

COMPETING: ___ 1.Inconflict, | push forwhatlwant ___ 2. | argue until the
other person agrees withme ___ 3. | see conflict as somethingtowin___4.1'm
comfortable being forceful about my position ___ 5.1 don't give in easily

Total Competing:

AVOIDING: __ 6. Itry to avoid conflict whenever possible ___ 7. withdraw or
shut down during disagreements ___ 8. | change the subject when conflict
starts ___ 9.1 hope problems will resolve themselves ___ 10. I'd rather be silent
than engage in conflict

Total Avoiding:

ACCOMMODATING: __ 11. lusually give in to keep the peace ___ 12.1
prioritize my partner's happiness over my own needs ___ 13. | apologize
quickly, even when I'm not sure I'm wrong ___ 14. | say "whatever you want is
fine" often ___ 15. I'm uncomfortable asserting my needs

Total Accommodating:

COMPROMISING: ___ 16. I look for middle ground quickly ___ 17.I'm willing to
give some to getsome ___ 18. | focus on fair solutions ___ 19. | suggest "let's
split the difference” ___ 20. | value practical resolution over perfect resolution

Total Compromising:
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COLLABORATING: ___ 21. | take time to understand both perspectives fully
__ 22.llook for creative solutions that meet both needs ___ 23. 1 don't settle
until both of us are truly satisfied ___ 24. | see conflict as an opportunity to
deepen understanding __ 25. I'm patient with the process of working through
issues

Total Collaborating:

Part 2: Identify Your Style
Your highest score indicates your dominant conflict style:

My dominant style:

Second highest (if within 3 points):

Part 3: Reflection

1. Does this assessment match how you see yourself in conflict?

2. Where did you learn this style? (Family of origin, past relationships,
cultural influences)

3. What are the strengths of your style?

4. What are the weaknesses or limitations?

5. How does your style serve you in conflict?

6. How does your style hurt you or your relationships?
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7. What style would you like to develop toward?

Part 4: Partner Discussion (60 minutes)
Share your results and reflections with each other.
DISCUSS:
1. How do our conflict styles interact?
Common pairings and dynamics:
« Competing + Avoiding = Pursue-withdraw cycle
« Competing + Accommodating = One person dominates
« Avoiding + Avoiding = Nothing gets resolved
« Accommodating + Accommodating = Both suppress needs
« Compromising + Collaborating = Generally healthy
o Collaborating + Collaborating = Ideal but rare

What's our dynamic?

2. How do our styles create problems?

3. How can we help each other move toward healthier conflict?

4. What do | need from you during conflict?

Partner 1:
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Partner 2:

5. What specific behaviors should we work on?

Partner 1 commits to:

Partner 2 commits to:

Turning Arguments Into Opportunities for Grace

The goalisn't to never disagree—it's to handle disagreement in ways that build
up rather than tear down. Here's how to use conflict as an opportunity for
growth and grace.

1. See Conflict as Information
Every argument tells you something important:
« What matters deeply to each of you
« Where your expectations differ
« What needs aren't being met
« Where you need to grow individually
o What patterns need addressing
Instead of: "We're fighting again. This relationship is doomed."

Try: "This conflict is showing us something important. What is it revealing?"

2. Practice Radical Empathy
During conflict, work to truly understand your partner's experience:
Ask yourself:
« Whatis my partner actually feeling beneath the anger/frustration?
o Whatfear or hurtis driving this reaction?
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o Ifltruly believed they love me and didn't intend harm, how would |
interpret their actions?

« Whatvalid point might they have, even if | don't like how they're
expressing it?

This doesn't mean:
o Accepting poor behavior
o Dismissing your own needs
o Taking all the blame
It means:
« Seeking to understand before being understood
o Recognizing their humanity

« Finding compassion even in disagreement

3. Remember You're on the Same Team

Conflict can make you forget you love each other and want the same
things: a strong, healthy, loving relationship.

Helpful reminders:
« "We're not enemies—we're partners working on a problem together"
o "Thisisn't me vs. you—it's us vs. the problem"
o "We both want resolution, even if we're going about it differently"
o "Eventhough we disagree, | still love you and we're going to be okay"

Physical reminder: Some couples literally sit on the same side of the table
when discussing conflict, with the "problem" written on paper on the other
side. This physical positioning reminds them they're teammates.
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4. Extend Grace for Imperfection

Both of you will:

Say things you regret

Handle conflict poorly sometimes
Trigger each other's wounds

Fall into old patterns

Violate your ground rules occasionally

Grace means:

Expecting imperfection

Forgiving quickly when they mess up
Asking for forgiveness when you mess up
Believing in their capacity for growth

Not keeping a record of wrongs

Scripture: "Love keeps no record of wrongs" (1 Corinthians 13:5)

5. Celebrate Successful Repair

After you navigate conflict successfully:

Acknowledge it: "We handled that well"

Express gratitude: "Thank you for hearing me and working through that
with me"

Affirm each other: "l respect how you owned your part"

Recognize growth: "That was hard, but we did it"

This builds confidence that you can handle future conflicts.
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6. Learn and Adjust

After each conflict, ask:
o Whatwent well?
o« Whatdidn't go well?
o What will we do differently next time?
« What did we learn about each other?
o What patterns are we noticing?

Keep a "conflict journal" (optional but helpful):
o Date and brief description of conflict
o How itwas resolved
« Whatyou learned
« Whattoworkon

Look for patterns over time.

Repairing Conflict Without Guilt or Blame

One of the most important skills is repair—the process of reconnecting after
conflict. Let's distinguish between healthy repair and guilt-driven
appeasement.

Unhealthy Repair (Guilt-Driven Appeasement)
Characteristics:
o Apologizing when you haven't done anything wrong
« Taking all the responsibility to keep peace
« Soothing the other person's anger without addressing the issue
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« Sacrificing your needs to end discomfort
« Promising to change when the other person needs to change
« Motivated by fear, not genuine remorse

Example:

After a fight where your partner was clearly in the wrong but is sulking:

X "I'm sorry. | shouldn't have brought it up. Let's just forget about it. Want me
to make your favorite dinner?"

This is rescuing, not repair.

Healthy Repair (Genuine Reconciliation)
Characteristics:

o Both people take responsibility for their part

o The actualissue is addressed and resolved

« Apologies are specific and sincere

« Reconnection comes after resolution

« Motivated by love and genuine desire for health
Example:

After a fight where both people could have handled things better:

Person A: "I'm sorry | raised my voice. That wasn't okay. You deserved

better from me."

Person B: "I'm sorry | was defensive instead of listening to your concern. |
hear you now."

Both: "Are we good? | love you. Thank you for working through that with

me.
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This is genuine repair.

The Repair Sequence

1. Cool Down First Don't attempt repair while still flooded. Take your agreed-
upon time-out if needed.

2. Initiate Repair One person reaches out (usually whoever is ready first):
"Can we talk about what happened?"
o "lI'dlike to reconnect. Are you ready?"
o "llove you. Can we work through this?"
3. Exchange Apologies Both people sincerely apologize for their part:
« Be specific about what you're sorry for
o Don'tinclude "but" or excuses
« Ownyourimpact, not just your intention
4. Affirm the Relationship
"We're okay. We can work through hard things."
"l love you even when we disagree."
o "Thankyou for staying and working through this with me."
5. Reconnect Physically
« Hug, hold hands, make eye contact
« Physical connection helps regulate both nervous systems
o Don'trush to sex as repair—emotional connection first
6. Follow Through

« Do whatyou said you'd do
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« Show changed behavior

o Build back trust through consistency

Red Flags: When Conflict Is Dangerous

Some conflict patterns are serious warning signs that professional help is
needed—or that the relationship shouldn't continue.

SEEK HELP IMMEDIATELY IF:
1. Any physical violence or aggression
o Hitting, pushing, restraining
o Throwing things at each other
o Breaking things to intimidate
o Blocking exits or trapping

This is abuse. Get help immediately.

2. Verbal abuse that's consistent
o Regular name-calling
o Character assassination
e Cruel, intentional words meant to harm
e Yelling thatincludes threats

One instance might be a bad moment. A pattern is abuse.

3. Contempt

« Rolling eyes, mockery, disgust
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o Treating partner as beneath you
« Consistent sarcasm meant to wound

Contempt is the #1 predictor of divorce according to research.

4. Complete stonewalling
« Consistentrefusalto engage
o Days or weeks of silent treatment
o Unwillingness to work on conflict
o Pattern of walking out and disappearing

Occasional withdrawal is normal. Consistent stonewalling is serious.

5. Threats used as control
"If you don't X, I'll Leave you"
« Threateningto cancel the wedding
o Threatening to harm themselves
« Threateningto harm you

This is manipulation or abuse.

6. Escalating patterns
o Conflicts getting more intense
o More frequent blowups
« Violence emerging

e Recovery time getting longer
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If things are getting worse, not better, get help.

7. Substance abuse during conflict
o Drinking or using drugs to cope with conflict
o Only able to discuss issues while intoxicated
» Substance use making conflicts worse

This indicates deeper problems.

8. One person refuses to work on conflict
o "Thisisjustwholam"
» Refuses counseling
« Won't read books or do exercises
o Dismisses all concerns

You can't fix a relationship alone.

Practical Scripts for Common Conflicts
Let's apply everything we've learned to common conflict scenarios.

Scenario 1: Partner Forgot Something Important

X Unhealthy (Rescuing): "That's okay, I'll handle it. Don't worry about it.
You've been busy."

X Unhealthy (Attacking): "You ALWAYS forget! You never listen to me! You
don't care about anything important to me!"
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Healthy: "I'm disappointed that you forgot. This was important to me, and
it hurts that it wasn't on your radar. What happened? How can we make sure
this doesn't happen again?"

Scenario 2: Disagreement About Money

X Unhealthy (Accommodating): "Fine, spend whatever you want. | don't
care." [But you do care]

X{ Unhealthy (Competing): "It's my money and I'll spend it how | want. You
don't get to control me!"

Healthy: "We have different perspectives on this purchase. Can we talk
about our priorities and find a solution that works for both of us? What's
important to you about this?"

Scenario 3: Feeling Neglected

X Unhealthy (Passive-Aggressive): "Oh, you have time for your friends but
not for me. That's great. Have fun."

X Unhealthy (Avoiding): [Says nothing, builds resentment]

Healthy: "I'm feeling disconnected from you lately. | miss spending quality
time together. Can we talk about our schedules and make sure we're
prioritizing us?"

Scenario 4: Partner Criticizes You

X Unhealthy (Defensive): "I'm not doing anything wrong! You're the one
who... [counterattack]"

X Unhealthy (Collapsing): "You're right. I'm terrible. | can never do anything
right. I'm sorry."
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Healthy: "Can you help me understand specifically what bothered you? |
want to hear your concern." [Listen.] "l can see how that affected you. Let me
think about that. What would be helpful going forward?"

Scenario 5: In-Law Boundary Issue

X Unhealthy (Avoiding): [Says nothing, lets partner handle it alone,
resentment builds]

X{ Unhealthy (Attacking): "Your mother is so controlling! Why can't you
stand up to her?"

Healthy: "I'm feeling uncomfortable with how involved your mom is in our
decisions. | love her, and | want a good relationship with her, but | think we
need some boundaries. Can we discuss what healthy involvement looks like
for both of us?"

Conclusion: Growth Through Conflict

Conflict is not the enemy. How you handle conflict determines whether your
relationship becomes stronger or falls apart.

Remember:
o Conflictis opportunity for growth, not evidence of failure

« Rescuing prevents growth—let your partner experience natural
consequences

« Fight fair by following your ground rules
« Both people take responsibility for their part
o Repair authentically, not through guilt-driven appeasement

« See yourself as teammates, not opponents
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« Extend grace while also holding boundaries
o« Celebrate successful conflict resolution

The couples who thrive aren't those who never fight—they're those who
fight well.

In the next chapter, we'll bring everything together with a comprehensive plan
for maintaining a healthy, co-dependency-free marriage long-term.

"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God." —
Matthew 5:9

Closing Prayer:

"Father, thank You that conflict can be a tool for growth rather than
destruction. Give us courage to face disagreements honestly rather than
avoiding or rescuing. Help us to fight fair, with respect and love even in
frustration. Teach us to take responsibility for our own actions while releasing
responsibility for our partner's emotions. Help us to repair quickly and
genuinely when we hurt each other. May our conflicts draw us closer together
rather than pushing us apart. Give us grace for each other's imperfections and
wisdom to see conflict as opportunity. Make us peacemakers who pursue
genuine resolution, not false peace. In Jesus' name, Amen."

This Week's Practice:
1. Review and sign your Conflict Ground Rules together
2. Complete the Conflict Style Assessment and discuss results

3. Practice healthy repair after your next disagreement (even small
ones)

4. ldentify one rescuing pattern you need to stop

5. Choose to see your next conflict as an opportunity for growth
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Conflict is inevitable. Growth through conflict is optional. Choose growth.
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Chapter 10: Cultivating Interdependence—Two Whole People, One
Covenant

"The goal of marriage isn't to become one person. It's for two whole
people to become one flesh."

Sarah and Michael stood at the altar eighteen months after completing their
pre-marital counseling. As they exchanged vows, their counselor couldn't
help but smile, remembering their first session.

Back then, Sarah had been a classic over-functioner—doing everything for
Michael, anticipating his every need, sacrificing her own desires to keep him
happy. Michael, meanwhile, had settled into comfortable under-functioning—
letting Sarah manage his life, make his decisions, and carry his emotional
weight. They'd called it love. Their counselor had called it co-dependency.

But they'd done the work. The hard, uncomfortable, transformative work.

Sarah had learned to let Michael experience consequences, to say "no"
without guilt, to pursue her own interests and friendships, to trust that the
relationship would survive without her constant management. She'd stopped
rescuing and started respecting.

Michael had learned to take responsibility for his own life, to manage his own
emotions, to make decisions without constant input, to show up as an adult
partner rather than a dependent child. He'd stopped expecting Sarah to
complete him and started bringing his whole self to the relationship.

Now, as they promised "to have and to hold," they were making a covenant
between two people who were already complete in Christ, already whole in
themselves, already capable of standing alone—but choosing not to.
Choosing instead to intertwine their lives, not out of desperate need, but out
of generous love.
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This is interdependence—the beautiful, biblical model of marriage where
two whole people voluntarily unite their lives, maintaining their individual
identities while creating something greater together.

This final chapter will help you understand what healthy interdependence
looks like and give you practical tools to cultivate it in your marriage. Because
the goalisn't to avoid all traces of dependence (we're created for relationship
and mutual need), and it's not to maintain complete independence (that's
isolation, not intimacy). The goal is interdependence—the sacred balance
where you need each other appropriately while remaining whole in yourselves.

The Biblical Foundation: Two Are Better Than One
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 — The Power of Partnership

"Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor: If
either of them falls down, one can help the other up. But pity anyone who falls
and has no one to help them up. Also, if two lie down together, they will keep
warm. But how can one keep warm alone? Though one may be overpowered,
two can defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken."

This passage beautifully illustrates the principle of interdependence:

"Two are better than one" Not "two become one and lose their individuality,"
but "two distinct people are more effective together than apart.”

"They have a good return for their labor" Partnership multiplies
effectiveness. You accomplish more together than you could separately—not
because you're incomplete alone, but because collaboration amplifies
capacity.

"If either of them falls down, one can help the other up" This is mutual
support, not one-sided rescuing. Either of them might fall, and either can
help the other. It's reciprocal, not hierarchical.
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"But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them up" Complete
independence—refusing all help or connection—leaves you vulnerable. We're
created for relationship. Needing others isn't weakness; it's design.

"If two lie down together, they will keep warm" Physical and emotional
warmth, comfort, and intimacy come through relationship. You can survive
alone, but you flourish together.

"Though one may be overpowered, two can defend themselves" You're
stronger together. When one is weak, the other can be strong. But notice:
both are capable of strength. This isn't one strong person protecting one
helpless person—it's two capable people supporting each other.

"A cord of three strands is not quickly broken" The third strand is God. A
marriage with Christ at the center—where both partners are individually
connected to God and together connected as a couple—has supernatural
strength.

The Interdependence Model
Picture a triangle:
o Top point: God
o Bottom left point: You
« Bottom right point: Your spouse

As each of you moves closer to God individually (vertical relationship),
you naturally move closer to each other (horizontal relationship).

But here's what's crucial: you each have your own relationship with God.
You're not accessing God only through your spouse. You're not depending on
your spouse's faith to sustain you. You each cultivate your own spiritual life,
and those individual spiritual lives enhance your shared spiritual life.

This is interdependence—distinct individuals connected to the same center,
which naturally connects them to each other.
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Defining Interdependence

Let's get crystal clear about what we're building toward. What exactly is
interdependence, and how does it differ from co-dependency and
independence?

CO-DEPENDENCY: Unhealthy Fusion
Characteristics:

o Can't function well without the other person

« Identity is wrapped up in the relationship

« Boundaries are blurred or non-existent

e One orboth people are incomplete without the other

« Needs are enmeshed: "l need you to need me"

« Responsibility is confused: "Your problems are my problems"

« Worth comes from being needed or from the relationship
What it looks like:

"l can't live without you"

« "Youcomplete me"

o "l don't know who | am without you"

o Alltime is spent together; individual pursuits abandoned

« One person rescues; the otheris helpless

« Emotional fusion: your mood entirely determines my mood

Metaphor: Two trees planted so close together that their roots are tangled
and competing for resources. Neither can thrive because they're strangling
each other.
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INDEPENDENCE: Unhealthy Separation
Characteristics:
« Refuseto need anyone
o Maintain complete autonomy at all costs
« Resist vulnerability or asking for help
o Parallel lives with minimal intersection
« '"ldon't need anyone"
o Self-sufficiency is prized above connection
o Walls up, heart protected
What it looks like:
e "I'mfine on my own"
o "l don't need help from anyone"
o "We're just married, but we have our own lives"
« Little to no shared life, goals, or intimacy
« Roommate dynamic
« Fear of dependence leads to isolation

Metaphor: Two trees planted far apart, each growing alone. They survive
individually but never experience the benefits of partnership—shared root
systems, mutual support, combined shade.

INTERDEPENDENCE: Healthy Partnership
Characteristics:

« Two whole people voluntarily sharing life

o Clear sense of individual identity AND couple identity
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Healthy boundaries that allow both closeness and autonomy
Can function independently but choose to function together
Mutual support: both give and receive

Needs are distinct but complementary

Worth comes from God, not from the relationship

What it looks like:

"I'm complete in Christ, and | choose to share my life with you"
"We enhance each other's lives but don't complete each other"
"l can stand on my own, but | don't want to"

Time together AND time apart

Both people are capable; both people are supported

Emotional connection without fusion: | care about your feelings without
being controlled by them

"I need you in appropriate, healthy ways, and I'm needed by you
appropriately"

Metaphor: Two trees planted near each other with space to grow. Their

branches intermingle, creating shared shade. Their root systems support each

other during storms. Each tree is fully alive on its own but stronger together.

Birds nest in the combined canopy. The whole is greater than the sum of its

parts—but each part is whole and healthy individually.

The Spectrum of Dependence

Think of dependence as a spectrum, not a binary:

COMPLETE DEPENDENCE <« > HEALTHY
INTERDEPENDENCE « > TOTAL INDEPENDENCE
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Left side (Too dependent):

Can't function without partner
Identity fused with relationship
No boundaries

Rescuing and enabling
Emotional enmeshment

Codependency

Center (Healthy):

Two whole people

Clear boundaries with deep connection
Mutual support and reciprocity
Individual identity + couple identity
Appropriate needs

INTERDEPENDENCE

Right side (Too independent):

Refuse all vulnerability

Walls instead of boundaries
No real intimacy

Isolation disguised as strength
Fear of dependence

Inability to receive help

The goal is the center: interdependence.
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Partnership vs. Possession

One of the clearest distinctions between healthy and unhealthy relationships
is whether you view your spouse as a partner or a possession.

POSSESSION Mentality
Characteristics:
"Mine" — you belong to me
« Ownership language
o Controland jealousy
o Your spouse exists to meet your needs
» Restricted freedom
« "I needyou to stay exactly as you are"
What it sounds like:
"You're MINE"
« "ldon'tlike you spending time with [friends/family]"
e "You need my permission"
e "lcan'tletyou..."
o '"Ifyou loved me, you wouldn't need anyone else"
o "I'muncomfortable with you [growing/changing/pursuing goals]"
What it looks like:
« Monitoring phone, social media, location
o Dictating what they wear
« Isolating them from friends/family

« Making all decisions
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Jealousy and possessiveness

Viewing your spouse as an extension of yourself

Why it's destructive:

Dehumanizes your spouse
Creates parent-child dynamic
Stifles growth

Breeds resentment

Isolates both of you

Prevents real intimacy (you can't be intimate with someone you control)

PARTNERSHIP Mentality

Characteristics:

"Ours" — we belong to each other mutually
Covenant language

Trust and freedom

You exist to serve each other's flourishing
Appropriate freedom within commitment

"l want you to become the fullest version of yourself"

What it sounds like:

"We're a team"
"How can | support your goals?"
"l trust you"

"What do you need to thrive?"
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"Your friendships make you a better person, which makes us better'
"I'm excited to see who you're becoming"
What it looks like:
o Both people have voice in decisions
o Encouragement of individual growth
« Celebration of each other's successes
« Support for each other's callings
« Maintenance of healthy friendships
o Cheering each otheron
Why it's life-giving:
« Honors each other's humanity
o Creates adult partnership
o Encourages growth
o Builds mutual respect
» Strengthens both individuals and the relationship

« Allows true intimacy (you can only be known if you're free to be yourself)

The Difference

Possession says: "You exist for me. Don't change. Don't grow in ways that
threaten me. Stay controllable."

Partnership says: "You exist for God's glory and your own flourishing. Grow.
Change. Become who God created you to be. I'll support you."

Possession is about control. Partnership is about covenant.
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Encouraging Personal Growth and Spiritual Independence

Healthy marriage doesn't just tolerate individual growth—it actively
encourages it. Let's explore what this looks like.

Individual Growth in the Context of Marriage

"Wait," you might be thinking, "aren't we supposed to become one?
Doesn't individual growth threaten unity?"

No. Here's why:

You can't give what you don't have. If you're not growing, learning,
developing, and maturing, you have less to bring to the relationship. A
stagnant person makes for a stagnant marriage.

You can't love from emptiness. If you've abandoned all personal

development, hobbies, interests, and friendships to focus exclusively on the

relationship, you'll eventually resent your spouse for the self you lost.

Unity doesn't mean uniformity. You don't have to be identical to be united. In

fact, your differences—when developed—enhance the relationship.

Growth prevents resentment. When both people are pursuing their God-

given potential, there's no "l sacrificed my dreams for you" resentment.
What Individual Growth Looks Like
1. Spiritual Growth
Each person has their own relationship with God:
o Personal prayer time (not just couple prayer)
« Individual Bible reading and study
e Personalworship
« Own spiritual disciplines (fasting, solitude, etc.)
e Individual calling and ministry

o Personal spiritual mentorship
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Why this matters: You can't depend on your spouse's faith to sustain you.
Your spouse isn't your mediator to God—Christ is. Each of you must cultivate
your own vibrant relationship with God.

What it looks like:
« You each have morning time with God

o You pursue your own spiritual growth through books, podcasts,
conferences

« You each seek God's guidance for your life, not just as a couple

« You encourage each other's spiritual disciplines without taking
responsibility for them

Red flag: If one spouse's faith is completely dependent on the other, orif one
spouse tries to control the other's spiritual life.

2. Intellectual Growth
Each person continues learning and developing:
« Reading books (together and individually)
« Taking classes or pursuing education
o Developing skills and expertise
« Staying curious and engaged with ideas

Why this matters: Intellectual stagnation makes for boring people and boring
marriages. When you're both learning and growing, you have more to talk
about and more to bring to the relationship.

What it looks like:
« You each have books on your nightstand

o Youdiscuss ideas together
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e You pursue education or training relevant to your calling

« You bring new perspectives to conversations

3. Physical Growth
Each person takes care of their body:
« Exercise and physical activity
o Healthy eating
« Sleep hygiene
o Medical care

Why this matters: You can't serve your spouse, family, or calling if you're
running your body into the ground. Physical health affects mental and
emotional health.

What it looks like:
o You support each other's exercise routines
o You encourage healthy habits
» You give each other time and space for physical self-care

e« You model health for each other

4. Emotional Growth
Each person works on emotional health:
o Therapy when needed
o Processing pastwounds
o Developing emotional regulation skills

e Building self-awareness
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Working through family-of-origin issues

Why this matters: Unaddressed emotional wounds leak into marriage. The

more emotionally healthy you are individually, the healthier your marriage will

be.

What it looks like:

Individual therapy (not just couples therapy)
Personal journaling
Addressing your own triggers and patterns

Taking responsibility for your own healing

5. Relational Growth

Each person maintains friendships and community:

Individual friendships (not all shared)
Mentoring relationships
Church community

Extended family relationships

Why this matters: Your spouse cannot and should not be your only

relationship. You need friends, mentors, and community. These relationships

make you a better person and spouse.

What it looks like:

You each have a night out with friends occasionally
You maintain opposite-sex friendships with appropriate boundaries
You have mentors who speak into your life

You're connected to community, not isolated
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6. Vocational Growth

Each person pursues their calling and develops their gifts:

Career development
Ministry involvement
Volunteer work
Creative pursuits

Using God-given talents

Why this matters: God has uniquely gifted and called each of you. When you
both pursue your callings, you're fulfilling your design and bringing glory to

God.

What it looks like:

Supporting each other's career goals
Encouraging ministry involvement
Making room for each other's creative pursuits

Sacrificing for each other's callings when needed

How to Encourage Your Spouse's Growth

1. Celebrate Their Successes

When your spouse achieves something:

Cheer forthem genuinely
Don't minimize it

Don't make it about you
Express pride and joy
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o Tell others about theiraccomplishments

Not: "That's nice." [back to your phone] But: "That's amazing! I'm so proud of
you! Tell me all about it! Let's celebrate!"

2. Give Time and Space for Growth
Practically:

« "Goto that conference/class/event”

» "Take that class you've been wanting to take"
« "Spend Saturday on your hobby"

"I''l handle things here—you go pursue that"

This requires sacrifice—and it's worth it.

3. Ask About Their Growth
Show interest:
o "What are you learning?"
« "How's that project going?"
o "Tell me about what you're reading"
o "What's God teaching you?"

Don't interrogate, but do engage.

4. Don't Feel Threatened by Their Growth
Sometimes your spouse's growth will:

« Make you feel left behind
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« Highlight areas where you need to grow
o Change dynamics
o Require adjustment
Resist the urge to:
o Undermine their growth
o Make them feel guilty
« Compete
o Hold them back
Instead:
» Use it as motivation for your own growth
« Celebrate that you're married to someone who's becoming more
o Adjustto new realities

« Trustthat both of you growing makes the marriage stronger

5. Support Financially and Logistically
Sometimes growth costs money or requires logistical support:
« Payingfor classes or conferences
« Rearranging schedules
o Taking on extra household duties temporarily
« Investing in their education or development

Budget for individual growth. Build it into your plans.

6. Don't Demand They Stay the Same
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The person you marry will not be the person you're married to in 10, 20, 30
years. That's GOOD.

Don't say:
« "You've changed"
e "I married someone different"
"l liked you better before"
Do say:
"l love who you're becoming"
« "You're growing and I'm growing with you"

o "Tell me about this new part of you"

Unity Through Shared Purpose

While individual growth is essential, marriage also requires shared purpose—
things you're building and pursuing together.

The Both/And of Marriage
Marriage requires both:
o Individual identities AND couple identity
o Personal goals AND shared goals
o Time apart AND time together
« Individual growth AND shared growth
It's not either/or. It's both/and.
What Shared Purpose Looks Like
1. Shared Values

You've discussed and agreed on:
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Core beliefs
What matters most
Priorities

Non-negotiables

You don't have to agree on everything, but you need alighment on the big
things:

Faith and spiritual life
Family and children

Money and generosity
Honesty and integrity

Service and calling

2. Shared Vision

You've answered together:

What kind of marriage do we want to build?

What kind of family do we want to create?

What do we want our life to look like in 5, 10, 20 years?
What are we building together?

What legacy do we want to leave?

You're not just drifting—you're directing.

3. Shared Goals

You have concrete things you're working toward together:
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« Financial goals (paying off debt, saving for a house, building wealth to
give)

o Ministry goals (serving together, missions, hospitality)

o Family goals (if/when to have children, how to raise them)
« Personal goals (health, education, experiences)

« Relational goals (growth areas for your marriage)

Some goals are individual. Some are shared. Both are important.

4. Shared Rhythms
You've established regular patterns:
o Weekly date nights
o Daily connection time
o Weekly check-ins
« Monthly budget meetings
o Annual planning retreats
o Regular prayer/devotions together

These rhythms create unity and intimacy.

5. Shared Service

You find ways to serve together:
e Church involvement
o« Community service

o Hospitality
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« Mentoring other couples
» Usingyour gifts together for kingdom purposes

Serving together creates shared meaning and purpose.

The "Three Strands" Principle
Remember Ecclesiastes 4:12: "A cord of three strands is not quickly broken."
The strongest marriages have three strands:

Strand 1: Your relationship with God Strand 2: Your spouse's relationship
with God Strand 3: Your shared relationship as a couple under God

Why All Three Matter

If you only have Strand 3 (shared relationship) without Strands 1 & 2
(individual relationships with God):

o Your faith is co-dependent

o One person's struggle threatens both

o Neither can be strong for the other

« You're leaning on each other instead of God
If you only have Strands 1 & 2 (individual) without Strand 3 (shared):

« You're living parallel spiritual lives

o No spiritual intimacy

« Missing the beauty of growing together

o Not leveraging partnership for spiritual growth
When you have all three:

« Each personisrootedin God individually

e You also grow together spiritually
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« When one is weak, the other (rooted in God) can be strong
« You experience the power of unified prayer, worship, and service

« This creates unbreakable strength

Exercise: Individual Growth Goals

Let's get practical. This exercise will help each of you identify areas for
personal growth that will make you a better person and spouse.

Part 1: Individual Reflection (60 minutes)

Find a quiet place. Pray and ask God to show you areas of growth. Be
honest with yourself.

SPIRITUAL GROWTH
Current State:
1. How would | describe my current relationship with God?
o Thriving / Growing / Stagnant / Struggling / Distant
2. Rate your spiritual disciplines (1-10):
o Prayer:___
o Biblereading:
o Worship: __
o Fellowship:
o Service:____
o Giving:

3. What's one area of my spiritual life that needs attention?
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Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow spiritually by:

Specific action steps:

1.
2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:

EMOTIONAL GROWTH
Current State:

1. What emotional areas do | need to work on? [1 Anxiety L1 Anger
management L1 Depression [ Past trauma 1 Family-of-origin wounds [
Insecurity L1 Fear [ Other:

2. Amlintherapy ordo | need to be? [ Currently in therapy [1 Need to start
therapy [ Have done therapy, continue to process [1 Not needed
currently

3. What emotional pattern most hurts my relationships?

Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow emotionally by:

Specific action steps:
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2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:

PHYSICAL GROWTH
Current State:
1. Rate your physical health (1-10)

2. Current exercise frequency:

3. Current eating habits:

4. Current sleep:

5. What physical area needs most attention?

Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow physically by:

Specific action steps:
1.

2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:
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INTELLECTUAL GROWTH
Current State:

1. What am | currently learning about?

2. How often do | read?

3. What skills do | want to develop?

4. What education or training do | want to pursue?

Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow intellectually by:

Specific action steps:

1.
2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:

RELATIONAL GROWTH
Current State:

1. Dol have healthy friendships? (1-10)
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2. Am |l isolated or connected to community?

3. Do | have a mentor or spiritual director? [ Yes [L1 No, but | want one [
No, don't currently need one

4. What relationship skills do | need to develop? U Listening [J Conflict
resolution [ Boundaries [ Vulnerability L1 Other:

Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow relationally by:

Specific action steps:

1.
2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:

VOCATIONAL GROWTH
Current State:

1. Am |l using my gifts and calling currently? [ Fully 1 Partially (1 Not really
[1Not at all

2. What's my current work/career situation?

3. Am | fulfilled in my work/calling?
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4. What vocational development do | want?

Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow vocationally by:

Specific action steps:

1.
2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:

CHARACTER GROWTH
Current State:

1. What character quality most needs development in me? [ Patience [
Kindness [1Self-control L1 Humility L1 Courage [1 Generosity [1 Honesty
[1 Perseverance 1 Other:

2. What sin pattern do | most struggle with?

3. If l asked my closest friends what | need to work on, they'd say:

Growth Goal:

In the next year, | want to grow in character by:
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Specific action steps:

1.
2.
3.

How my spouse can support this:

Part 2: Couple Discussion (90 minutes)

Set aside dedicated time to share your individual growth goals with each
other.

Ground Rules:
o Listen without judgment
o Celebrate areas of strength
« Support areas of growth
« Don'ttake it personally if their growth requires time away from you
o Ask howyou can help
« Make commitments to support each other
SHARE:

1. Exchange your completed reflections Read each other's growth goals
carefully.

2. Discuss each area:
"What surprised you about my goals?"
"How do you see me in each of these areas?"

"What would help me most as | pursue these goals?"
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3. Make specific commitments:
| commit to supporting your growth by:

Partner 1 commits:

Partner 2 commits:

4. Identify resources needed:
To support each other's growth, we need to:
« Budget$ for classes/books/therapy/conferences

e Setasidetime:

« Arrange childcare/coverage for:

e Other:

5. Schedule check-ins:

We will check in on our individual growth goals: [1 Monthly [J Quarterly [
Other:

Our next check-in is scheduled for:

Exercise: Shared Mission Statement
Now let's identify your shared purpose—what you're building together.
Part 1: Brainstorming Together (30 minutes)

Discuss these questions together:
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1. Values: "What are the 5 most important values we want our marriage to
reflect?"

1.

2
3
4.
5

2. Vision: "When we're old and looking back on our life together, what do we
hope we've built?"

3. Purpose: "Why are we getting married? What's the purpose beyond just
loving each other?"

4. Kingdom Impact: "How do we want to advance God's kingdom together?"
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5. Legacy: "What do we want to be known for? What do we want to leave
behind?"

Part 2: Crafting Your Mission Statement (30 minutes)

A mission statement is a concise declaration of your shared purpose and
values as a couple.

Good mission statements are:
o Clear and concise (2-4 sentences)
« Specific to your unique marriage
o Values-driven
e Inspiring
« Actionable
Examples:

"Our marriage exists to glorify God by loving each other sacrificially, raising
children who love Jesus, serving our community through hospitality, and using
our resources generously to advance God's kingdom."

"We are committed to building a marriage marked by deep intimacy, joyful
service, radical generosity, and faithful witness. We will prioritize spiritual
growth, cultivate community, and leverage our gifts to make disciples."”

"Together, we will create a home filled with grace, truth, and laughter. We will
pursue God first, love each other well, and invite others into the abundant life
we've found in Christ."
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DRAFT YOUR MISSION STATEMENT:
Write your first draft together. Don't overthink it. You can revise it.

OUR MARRIAGE MISSION STATEMENT:

Part 3: Shared Goals (30 minutes)

Based on your mission statement, set specific shared goals for your first
year of marriage.

SPIRITUAL GOALS:

1.
2.
3.

Examples: Establish daily prayer together, attend church consistently, serve in
a ministry together, tithe faithfully, host a small group

RELATIONAL GOALS:
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Examples: Weekly date nights, monthly check-ins, annual marriage retreat,
read a marriage book together, seek pre-emptive counseling

FINANCIAL GOALS:

1.
2.

3.

Examples: Pay off $X debt, save $X emergency fund, give $X to missions,
budget $X for date nights

COMMUNITY GOALS:

1.
2.

3.

Examples: Host dinner twice monthly, mentor engaged couple, join small
group, serve at church together, be hospitable

FAMILY GOALS (if applicable):

1.
2.
3.

Examples: Establish healthy boundaries with extended family, visit both
families quarterly, create new holiday traditions
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OTHER GOALS:

Part 4: Commitment (10 minutes)

Read your mission statement aloud together. Then pray over it.

Sign and date:

WE COMMIT to this shared mission and these goals as we begin our
marriage.

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:

Display your mission statement somewhere visible:
e Frame it
o Putitonyourfridge
o Make it your phone wallpaper
o Include itin your wedding ceremony
Review it:
o Annually on your anniversary
« When making major decisions
« Whenyou feel disconnected from purpose

« Whenyou need to recalibrate
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Bringing It All Together: The Interdependent Marriage

We've covered a lot of ground in this book. Let's bring it all togetherinto a
cohesive picture of what a healthy, interdependent, co-dependency-free
marriage looks like.

You've Learned:
Chapter 1: Family Roots

o Where your patterns come from

« Howto break generational cycles

o Theimportance of understanding your family of origin
Chapter 2: Recognizing Co-Dependency

« What co-dependency looks like

o Therescuer/takerimbalance

« Emotional boundaries vs. fusion
Chapter 3: The Myth of Completion

o Marriage doesn't fix you

« Wholeness in Christ, not in your spouse

« Dependency on God vs. dependency on spouse
Chapter 4: Healthy Expectations

« Realistic vs. unrealistic expectations

« Balancing independence and togetherness

« Managing disappointment
Chapter 5: Boundaries

e Love with wisdom
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« How to say no without guilt
« Privacy vs. secrecy
Chapter 6: Finances and Control
« Money reveals control patterns
o Financialtransparency
« Stewardship together
Chapter 7: In-Laws and Family
o Leave and cleave
» Loyalty conflicts
o Building your own family culture
Chapter 8: Communication Without Control
o Listening without fixing
« Emotionalregulation
o Time-outs and check-ins
Chapter 9: Conflict Without Rescuing
« How rescuing prevents growth
» Fighting fair
o Repairwithout guilt
Chapter 10: Interdependence
o Two whole people, one covenant
o Partnership vs. possession

o Individual growth + shared purpose
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The Interdependent Marriage in Practice
Let me paint a picture of what this actually looks like day-to-day:
Morning:
« You each have your own time with God before connecting
« You come together for coffee and conversation
« You share your days ahead, supporting each other's plans
o You pray together before parting
During the Day:
« You text occasionally but don't require constant contact
e You each focus on your work/calling
o You trust each other to handle your respective responsibilities
o You maintain individual friendships
Evening:
« Youreconnect, sharing about your days
e You work together on household tasks
« You have quality time together
« You also have space for individual pursuits
Weekly:
o You have date night (prioritizing the relationship)
« You each have time with friends
« You serve together in some capacity
« You have a weekly check-in conversation

Monthly:
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You review budget together
You assess how you're doing relationally
You celebrate wins and address concerns

You plan for the month ahead

Annually:

You do a marriage retreat or get away
You review your mission statement and goals
You assess individual and shared growth

You plan for the year ahead

When Conflict Arises:

You address it directly

You fight fair

You take time-outs when needed
You repair authentically

You learn and grow from it

When One Person Is Struggling:

The other provides support without rescuing
Healthy boundaries are maintained
Each person handles their own responsibilities

Love is expressed through presence, not fixing

When Opportunities Arise:

You discuss major decisions together

You support each other's callings
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« You're willing to sacrifice for each other's growth

e You trust each other to make wise choices

The Goal: Glory to God, Good to Each Other

Ultimately, the goal of overcoming co-dependency and cultivating
interdependence isn't just about having a healthier relationship (though that's
wonderful). The goal is bringing glory to God.

When your marriage reflects healthy interdependence:
You glorify God by:
« Demonstrating His design for marriage
« Showing the world what covenant love looks like
» Reflecting Christ's relationship with the church
« Using your gifts for kingdom purposes
« Blessing others through your partnership
You bless each other by:
« Creating space for each person to flourish
« Supporting each other's growth
o Loving without controlling
o Serving without rescuing
o Building something beautiful together
You become:
o Two people who are better together than apart
o Partners who enhance each other's lives
o Individuals who are whole in Christ and united in purpose
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« Acouple who faces life's challenges as a team

« A marriage that inspires others

Practical Commitments for Maintaining Interdependence

As you move toward marriage, commit to these practices that will help you
maintain healthy interdependence:

DAILY:
o Individual time with God
o Connection time together
o Express appreciation
« Physical affection
e Checkin: "How are you?"
WEEKLY:
« Date night
« Weekly check-in conversation
o Sabbath/rest
« Individual time with friends
o Serve together
MONTHLY:
e Budget meeting
o Extended check-in
o Plan forthe month

o Do something fun together
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o Assessrelationship health
QUARTERLY:

o Deeperassessment: "How are we doing?"

o Review goals

« Planforthe season

« Consider counseling if needed
ANNUALLY:

o Marriage retreat or getaway

o Review mission statement

o Setnew goals

o Celebrate growth

« Professional check-up (counseling or pastoral meeting)

Red Flags: When Interdependence Becomes Co-Dependency

Even with the best intentions, you can drift back into co-dependent patterns.
Watch for these warning signs:

WARNING SIGNS:
o You're losing yourself in the relationship
« Boundaries are becoming blurred
o You'rerescuing again
« Individual growth has stopped
« Allyourtimeistogether; no individual pursuits

« You can't make decisions without your spouse
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Your worth is wrapped up in the relationship
You're managing each other's emotions again
Conflict is avoided at all costs

One person is over-functioning; the other under-functioning

IF YOU NOTICE THESE:

Name it: "l think we're slipping into co-dependency"”
Review your agreements and commitments
Reestablish boundaries

Get back to individual growth

Seek counseling if needed

Don't panic—just recalibrate

A Vision for Your Marriage

Let me paint a picture of the marriage you can build:

You wake up next to someone who loves you deeply—not because they
need you to complete them, but because they choose you freely every
day.

You spend your day pursuing your calling, secure in the knowledge that

your spouse is cheering you on, not threatened by your growth.

You come home to a partner who is your teammate, your best friend, your

lover—someone who knows you fully and loves you anyway.

You face challenges together, knowing that when one is weak, the other
can be strong—not because one is always strong and the other always

weak, but because you take turns holding each other up.
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You build something beautiful together: a home marked by grace and
truth, a family rooted in faith, a legacy of love that impacts generations.

You grow old together, more in love than when you started, because
you've been becoming more yourselves and more united simultaneously.

You glorify God through your marriage, showing the world what covenant
love looks like.

This is interdependence. This is the goal. This is the marriage worth
building.

Conclusion: The Journey Ahead

Congratulations. You've done the work that most couples never do—you've
examined co-dependent patterns before marriage and committed to building
something healthier.

But here's the truth: this isn't a destination; it's a journey.

You won't arrive at perfect interdependence and stay there. You'll drift. You'll
fall back into old patterns. You'll struggle. And that's okay.

What matters is:
e You have awareness
« You have tools
e You have commitment
« You have grace for the process
o You have God's help

Marriage is sanctification. God will use it to refine you, grow you, and make
you more like Christ. The challenges you face—including the temptation to fall
back into co-dependency—are opportunities for growth.

Remember:
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« You're complete in Christ, notin each other

« Two whole people are better than one

o Partnership, not possession

o Individual growth strengthens the relationship
o Shared purpose creates unity

« Boundaries are expressions of love

« Communication creates connection

o Conflictis opportunity for growth

« You're on the same team

« Grace covers a multitude of mistakes

As you stand on the threshold of marriage, know this: you're not entering
this covenant alone. God is with you. You have each other. You have
community. You have everything you need.

Build well. Love deeply. Grow continuously. Serve joyfully.

And may your marriage be a beautiful picture of two whole people,
complete in Christ, choosing to intertwine their lives in covenant love—
bringing glory to God and good to each other.

"Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor. If
either of them falls down, one can help the other up... A cord of three strands
is not quickly broken."— Ecclesiastes 4:9-10, 12

Final Exercise: Covenant Ceremony

Before your wedding day, consider doing this private ceremony together
as you complete this book.
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A Ceremony of Commitment to Interdependence

Set aside an evening. Create sacred space—candles, worship music, your
Bibles.

OPENING PRAYER:
Pray together:

"Father, we stand at the beginning of our journey as husband and wife. We've
examined our hearts, identified co-dependent patterns, and committed to
building a marriage of healthy interdependence. We invite Your presence into
this covenant. Make us two whole people who glorify You through our union.
Give us strength to maintain what we've learned. Give us grace when we fail.
Give us Your vision for our marriage. We surrender our relationship to You. In
Jesus'name, Amen."

READING:

Read Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 aloud together.

DECLARATIONS:
Take turns reading these declarations to each other:
Partner 1:

"[Partner's name], | declare to you today: | am complete in Christ, notin you. |
will not look to you to fill God-shaped voids. | will not make you responsible for
my happiness, worth, or fulfillment. | will do my own emotional, spiritual, and
personal work. | will maintain healthy boundaries while pursuing deep
intimacy. | will encourage your growth even when it requires sacrifice from me.
I will be your partner, not your possession. | will love you as a whole person
loving another whole person, not as a half-person seeking completion.”
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Partner 2:

"[Partner's name], | declare to you today: | am complete in Christ, notin you. |
will not look to you to fill God-shaped voids. | will not make you responsible for
my happiness, worth, or fulfillment. | will do my own emotional, spiritual, and
personal work. | will maintain healthy boundaries while pursuing deep
intimacy. | will encourage your growth even when it requires sacrifice from me.
I will be your partner, not your possession. | will love you as a whole person
loving another whole person, not as a half-person seeking completion.”

COMMITMENTS:
Together, read aloud:
"We commit to:
« Maintaining our individual relationships with God
« Growing spiritually, emotionally, and personally
« Supporting each other's callings and growth
« Establishing and honoring healthy boundaries
« Communicating honestly and directly
« Fighting fair and repairing well
o Avoiding rescuing and enabling
o Building a shared life and purpose
« Seeking help when we need it
« Giving grace when we fail

We commit to building a marriage of interdependence—two whole
people, one covenant, three strands not quickly broken."
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SIGNING:
Sign this page and date it. Keep it as a reminder of your commitment.

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:

COMMUNION (Optional):

If appropriate for your tradition, take communion together, remembering
Christ's sacrifice that makes you whole and His grace that covers your
failures.

CLOSING PRAYER:

"Father, seal these commitments in our hearts. When we forget, remind us.
When we fail, extend grace. When we struggle, provide strength. May our
marriage be a testimony to Your desigh—two people made whole in You,
united in covenant, reflecting Your love to the world. We trust You with our
future. We surrender our marriage to You. In Jesus' name, Amen."

CELEBRATION:

End with something joyful—a special dinner, dancing together, watching a
favorite movie, or whatever celebrates this moment.

Resources for Continued Growth
Books:
o Boundaries in Marriage by Henry Cloud and John Townsend

o The Meaning of Marriage by Timothy Keller
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» Sacred Marriage by Gary Thomas
o Codependent No More by Melody Beattie
o Changes That Heal by Henry Cloud
For Couples:
o Find a mentor couple
o Plan annual marriage retreats
o Consider annual counseling check-ins
o Join a couples small group
For Continued Help:
o Individual therapy
o Couples therapy
« Pastoral counseling

« Marriage conferences

A Blessing

As you close this book and open the next chapter of your life, receive this
blessing:

May you know deeply that you are complete in Christ.

May you build a marriage of partnership, not possession.

May you maintain healthy boundaries while cultivating deep intimacy.
May you grow individually and together.

May you fight fair and repair well.

May you communicate to connect, not control.
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May you see conflict as opportunity.

May you support each other's callings.

May you find shared purpose that brings glory to God.

May you be two people who are better together than apart.
May your marriage reflect Christ's love for the church.
May you build a legacy of faith, love, and hope.

May you glorify God in all things.

And may the Lord bless you and keep you. May He make His face shine
upon you and be gracious to you. May He turn His face toward you and
give you peace—today and all the days of your marriage.

Amen.

"Now to him who is able to do immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine,
according to his power that is at work within us, to him be glory in the church
and in Christ Jesus throughout all generations, for ever and ever! Amen." —
Ephesians 3:20-21

THE END

And the beginning.

Final Thoughts from the Authors

Dear reader,
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If you've made it through this entire book, you've done something rare and
valuable: you've invested deeply in your relationship before marriage. You've
examined patterns, established boundaries, set goals, and committed to
health. That's extraordinary.

We won't lie to you—marriage is hard. Even with all this preparation, you'll
face challenges you didn't anticipate. You'll fail at things you committed to.
You'll fall back into old patterns occasionally.

But you have what you need:
o Awareness of co-dependent patterns
« Toolsto build healthy interdependence
o« Community to support you
« God's grace to sustain you
« Each other
Our prayer for you is simple:

May you build a marriage so beautiful, so healthy, so life-giving that others
look at you and say, "That's what | want." May your interdependence be a

testimony to God's design. May your partnership glorify Him. And may you,
decades from now, look back on this season of preparation with gratitude,
knowing that the work you did here laid a foundation that lasted a lifetime.

We're cheering for you.

Build well.

Love deeply.

Live fully.

And may God bless your marriage abundantly.

With hope and prayers,

352



[Your pre-marital counselors, mentors, and the body of Christ who supports
you]

P.S. Keep this book. Return to it in your first year of marriage, fifth anniversary,
tenth anniversary. The wisdom doesn't expire. The tools remain relevant. The
commitment to interdependence is lifelong.

P.P.S. When you've built the marriage you're dreaming of, mentor another
couple. Pass on what you've learned. The cycle of health spreads through
intentional investment.

P.P.P.S. Remember—you're not alone in this. God is with you. Always.

"And now these three remain: faith, hope and love. But the greatest of these is
love."— 1 Corinthians 13:13

Go love well.
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Chapter 11: Grace for the Journey—When Co-Dependency Shows Up
Again

"The goal isn't perfection. The goal is progress covered by grace."

Three years into marriage, Elena found herself in the kitchen, tears streaming
down her face, feeling like a failure.

She'd done the work. She and Marcus had completed pre-marital counseling.
They'd read the books, done the exercises, established boundaries,
committed to interdependence. Their first year of marriage had been
beautiful—challenging, yes, but healthy. They were partners. They were whole.
They were thriving.

But lately, old patterns had crept back in.

Marcus had been under intense stress at work—a demanding project, an
unreasonable boss, long hours that left him depleted. And Elena, seeing him
struggle, had slowly shifted from supportive partner back to rescuer. She was
managing his emotions again. She was taking on responsibilities that were
his. She was lying awake at night worrying about his problems as if they were
her own. She'd stopped going to her book club because he seemed stressed
when she went out. She'd canceled coffee with her mentor because Marcus
"needed her." She was people-pleasing, over-functioning, and slowly losing
herself again.

And the worst part? She knew exactly what she was doing. She recognized
every pattern. She could name each behavior. And she felt like she'd failed.

We were supposed to be past this, she thought. Why am | back here again?
After all that work, all those commitments, all that growth—how did | end up
right back where | started?

What Elena didn't yet understand is something that every married couple
eventually learns: Growth isn't linear. Sanctification isn't a straight line
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from broken to healed. And co-dependent patterns don't disappear
forever just because you've identified and addressed them once.

Marriage is a journey, not a destination. And on that journey, you will stumble.
You will fall back into old patterns. You will forget what you've learned. You will
break commitments you made with the best intentions.

This doesn't mean you've failed. It means you're human.

And more importantly, it means you have an opportunity: an opportunity to
extend grace, to practice forgiveness, to grow forward, and to experience
Christ's power made perfect in your weakness.

This chapter is for the moments when co-dependency shows up again—
because it will. It's about how to handle those moments with grace rather than
shame, how to repair and recalibrate, and how to keep moving forward on the
journey of sanctification that marriage truly is.

The Biblical Foundation: Grace for the Imperfect Journey

Before we dive into practical tools, let's establish the theological foundation
that makes grace-filled growth possible.

2 Corinthians 12:9 — Grace Is Sufficient

"But he said to me, 'My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect
in weakness.' Therefore | will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses,
so that Christ's power may rest on me."

Paul had a "thorn in the flesh"—some struggle, pattern, or weakness that
wouldn't go away despite his prayers. God's response wasn't to remove the
thorn. It was to promise sufficient grace.

What this teaches us about marriage:

1. You will have weaknesses that persist

355



Co-dependent patterns are deeply ingrained. They've been developing since
childhood. They're wired into your brain through years of repetition. They
won't disappear completely just because you've identified them.

You might think: If I just try hard enough, pray enough, do enough therapy, read
enough books—I can eliminate these patterns forever.

But that's not how sanctification works. You will struggle with these patterns
in varying degrees for the rest of your life. That's not pessimism—it's realism
rooted in Scripture.

2. Grace is sufficient for your weaknesses

You don't need to be perfect to have a healthy marriage. You need grace—
God's grace and your spouse's grace.

God's grace isn't just for salvation. It's for sanctification. It's for every moment
when you fail, stumble, or fall back. It's sufficient—enough, adequate,
abundant—for every weakness.

3. God's power works through weakness

Here's the paradox: your awareness of your weakness—your co-dependency,
your struggles, your failures—can actually become the place where God's
power is most evident.

When you acknowledge your weakness and depend on God's grace, you're
living in reality rather than illusion. And in that place of honest dependence,
transformation happens.

What this means practically:
« You don't have to hide your struggles
« You don't have to pretend you're doing better than you are
o You can be honest about relapses without shame
o Yourweakness creates space for God's power

o Graceisthe atmosphere in which growth happens
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Philippians 1:6 — The Work Continues

"Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on
to completion until the day of Christ Jesus."”

God isn't finished with you. The work He started—the transformation, the
sanctification, the growth—continues throughout your life.

What this teaches us:
1. God initiated the work

You didn't decide to grow; God did. He's the one who brought conviction about
co-dependency. He's the one who led you to this book. He's the one who's
been transforming you. This isn't about your willpower—it's about His work in
you.

2. God will complete the work

He won't abandon you mid-process. Even when you stumble, He's still
working. Even when you fall back into old patterns, He hasn't given up on you.

3. The work continues "until the day of Christ Jesus"

This is lifelong. You won't arrive at perfect health in this lifetime. The work of
sanctification continues until Jesus returns or you meet Him face-to-face.

What this means practically:
« Don't expectto "arrive" at perfect interdependence
« Godisn't surprised or disappointed by your struggles
o Everyfailure is an opportunity for more grace and growth
« Thejourneyislong, and that's okay

o Progress, not perfection, is the goal
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Other Key Scriptures on Grace and Growth

On confession and forgiveness: "If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just
and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9)

On restoration: "Brothers and sisters, if someone is caughtin a sin, you who
live by the Spirit should restore that person gently. But watch yourselves, or
you also may be tempted." (Galatians 6:1)

On perseverance: "Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper
time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.” (Galatians 6:9)

On patience with the process: "And we all, who with unveiled faces
contemplate the Lord's glory, are being transformed into his image with ever-
increasing glory, which comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit." (2 Corinthians
3:18)

The key phrase: "being transformed"—present continuous tense. It's
ongoing, not completed.

Normalizing Relapses: You Haven't Failed

Let's address the elephant in the room: falling back into co-dependent
patterns doesn't mean you've failed or that your marriage is doomed.

Why Relapses Happen
1. Old Patterns Are Deeply Ingrained

Neural pathways developed over decades don't disappear overnight. When
you're stressed, tired, or triggered, your brain defaults to familiar patterns.
That's neuroscience, not moral failure.

Think of it like this: Imagine you've walked the same path through the woods
every day for 20 years. The path is clear, automatic, easy. Then someone tells
you there's a better path—one that doesn't lead through thorns and mud. You
start taking the new path. It's harder at first, requires conscious thought, feels
unfamiliar.
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But what happens when you're exhausted, it's dark, and you're in a hurry? You
default to the old path. Not because you don't know better, but because it's
automatic.

Co-dependent patterns are the old path. Interdependence is the new path.
Relapses are moments when stress, exhaustion, or triggers lead you back to
the familiar old path.

2. Marriage Itself Creates Stress
Even healthy marriages involve:
o Conflict and disagreement
e Financial stress
« Major life transitions (moves, job changes, pregnancies, loss)
o Extended family challenges
o Healthissues
« Parenting stress
o Career pressures

Stress lowers your capacity for conscious, intentional behavior. When
you're stretched thin, old patterns resurface.

3. Triggers Activate Old Wounds

Your spouse will inevitably trigger family-of-origin wounds. When that
happens, you react from the wounded place, not from your healthy, mature
self. And those reactions often look like the co-dependent patterns you're
trying to leave behind.

Example:
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Your partner forgets something important. This triggers your childhood wound
of feeling invisible. Suddenly you're not responding as your adult self who can
express hurt and set boundaries. You're responding as your child self who
learned to people-please and suppress needs. Before you know it, you're over-
apologizing, taking on their responsibilities, and abandoning your own needs.

4. Seasons of Life Vary

Some seasons of marriage are harder than others:
« New baby (sleep deprivation + role changes)
o Career transitions
« Caring for aging parents
o Health crises
« Financial struggles
o Major loss or grief

During these seasons, you're both depleted. The capacity for healthy patterns
decreases. Co-dependency may temporarily increase—and that's normal.

5. You're Both Growing at Different Rates

Sometimes one partner grows faster in certain areas. Sometimes one partner
slides back while the other maintains progress. Growth isn't synchronized.
This can create tension and trigger old patterns.

What Relapse Is NOT
Relapse is NOT:

o Proofthat you're fundamentally broken
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o Evidence that your marriage is doomed
« Reason to give up on growth
« Indication that the work was worthless
o Permission to stop trying

Relapse IS:
o Normal part of the growth process
« Opportunity to practice grace and repair
« Information about what needs attention
« Invitation to recommit to health

 Reminderthat you need God's grace continually

The Growth Trajectory Isn't Linear

If you graphed your growth over time, it wouldn't look like this:

/
/

It would look more like this:
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Ups and downs, forward movement with occasional backward slides, but
an overall upward trajectory.

That's normal. That's healthy. That's how sanctification works.

Common Ways Co-Dependency Shows Up in Marriage

Let's get specific about how co-dependent patterns typically resurface in
marriage so you can recognize them when they happen.

Pattern #1: The Rescuer Returns
Triggered by: Your spouse struggling with something
What it looks like:
o You start managing their emotions again
o You take over their responsibilities
« You fix their problems without being asked
« You lie awake worrying about theirissues
« You sacrifice your needs to accommodate their struggles
« Youenable rather than support
Example:
Your spouse is stressed about a work project. Instead of supporting them

("That sounds hard. How can | help? What do you need?"), you:

362



Take on all household duties so they don't have to think about it
Skip your own commitments to be available

Offer constant unsolicited advice

Manage their emotions: "Don't worry, it'll be fine"

Can't focus on your own life because you're so consumed with their
problem

Why it happens:

Watching someone you love struggle is hard. Your instinct is to make it better.

And under stress, you revert to the familiar role: the fixer, the rescuer, the one

who holds everything together.

Pattern #2: Boundaries Erode

Triggered by: Desire for closeness, fear of conflict, or guilt

What it looks like:

You say yes when you mean no

You don't express your real feelings or needs
You allow boundary violations to avoid conflict
You give up personal time, space, or activities

You stop maintaining the healthy limits you established

Example:

You committed to having one evening per week for individual friendships. But

your spouse seems sad or anxious when you go out, so you:

Cancel plans

Feel guilty the whole time you're out
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« Stop scheduling individual time

« Convince yourself you don't really need it

o Prioritize their comfort over your boundaries
Why it happens:

Boundaries require ongoing enforcement, which requires emotional energy.
When you're tired, it's easier to let them slide. Also, your spouse's
disappointment or sadness triggers guilt, and you sacrifice boundaries to
alleviate that guilt.

Pattern #3: People-Pleasing Resurfaces
Triggered by: Conflict, disappointment, or criticism
What it looks like:
« You over-apologize for things that aren't your fault
e You change yourself to match what you think they want
o You suppress your real thoughts and feelings
« You monitor their mood constantly
o You adjust your behavior to keep them happy
o Youwalk on eggshells
Example:

You and your spouse have a disagreement. Instead of holding your ground or
working toward genuine resolution, you:

« Immediately back down
o Apologize profusely even though you weren't wrong

o Change your position to match theirs
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« Spend the rest of the day trying to make it up to them
« Vow to never bring up difficult topics again
Why it happens:

Conflict feels scary. Your nervous system remembers childhood experiences
where conflict meant loss of love. So you revert to the survival strategy that
worked back then: making yourself smaller, more pleasing, less troublesome.

Pattern #4: Control Creeps Back
Triggered by: Anxiety, fear, or feeling out of control
What it looks like:
« You start micromanaging your spouse
« You offer unsolicited advice constantly
« You feel anxious when they make decisions without you
« You try to manage their schedule, choices, or emotions
« You get upset when things don't go according to your plan
Example:

Your spouse handles something differently than you would. Instead of trusting
their judgment, you:

o Critique their approach

o Take over: "Just let me do it"

« Getanxious about potential negative outcomes
« Offer constant direction

o Can'tlet go untilthey do it your way

Why it happens:
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When life feels chaotic or unpredictable, control feels like safety. Anxiety
drives you to try to manage outcomes by managing your spouse. It's not about
being domineering—it's about managing your own anxiety through control.

Pattern #5: Emotional Fusion Returns
Triggered by: Stress, insecurity, or relationship anxiety
What it looks like:

« Yourmood is entirely dependent on their mood

« You can't enjoy your day if they're having a bad day

o Their problems become your obsession

« You've lost track of where you end and they begin

« You feelresponsible for their emotions

« You need constant reassurance and connection
Example:

Your spouse comes home in a bad mood. Instead of empathizing while
maintaining your own emotional equilibrium, you:

o Also become upset
o Make their bad mood about you
o Can'tdo anything until you've "fixed" their mood
o Spend all evening trying to cheer them up
o Feelresponsible for their emotional state
Why it happens:

Emotional fusion feels like intimacy when you're insecure. When you're
anxious about the relationship, merging emotionally feels like proof that you're
connected. But it's actually enmeshment, not intimacy.
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Pattern #6: Avoiding Conflict

Triggered by: Fear, exhaustion, or past conflict going poorly

What it looks like:

You stop bringing up issues that bother you

You smooth over conflict before it's actually resolved
You withdraw rather than engage

You minimize your own hurt: "It's fine"

You let resentment build rather than addressing issues

Example:

Your spouse does something that hurts you. Instead of addressing it directly,

you:

Pretend it didn't bother you
Tell yourself it's not a big deal
Stuff down your feelings
Hope it doesn't happen again

Store it in your mental list of grievances

Why it happens:

Conflict is exhausting. If you've had several difficult conversations recently,

you might avoid new ones even when they're necessary. Or maybe past

conflicts went poorly, so you've decided it's safer not to rock the boat.

Pattern #7: The Pursue-Withdraw Cycle

Triggered by: Relationship anxiety or need for space
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What it looks like:

One person pursues (needs connection, discussion, reassurance)
Other person withdraws (needs space, quiet, distance)

Pursuer escalates (more desperate for connection)

Withdrawer retreats further (more desperate for space)

Neither gets their needs met

Example:

You sense distance from your spouse. Instead of calmly bringing it up, you:

Text constantly when they don't respond
Follow them around demanding to know what's wrong
Get increasingly anxious and clingy

Or alternatively: You withdraw completely and wait for them to pursue
you

The dynamic becomes about managing anxiety rather than connecting

Why it happens:

Different attachment styles activate under stress. The anxiously attached

partner pursues; the avoidantly attached partner withdraws. Both are trying to

manage their anxiety, but they end up triggering each other's core fears.

How to Recognize You've Slipped Back

Sometimes relapses are obvious. Other times they're subtle—a slow drift

rather than a dramatic fall. Here's how to recognize when co-dependent

patterns are returning.

Internal Warning Signs

Emotional signs:
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Anxiety that's out of proportion to the situation

Feeling responsible for your spouse's emotions

Guilt when you prioritize your own needs

Resentment building up

Feeling exhausted from constantly managing the relationship
Loss of peace or joy

Fear dominating your decisions

Mental signs:

Obsessing about your spouse's problems
Can't focus on your own life

Constant worry about the relationship
Mind-reading attempts

Catastrophizing about normal conflict

Difficulty making decisions without their input

Physical signs:

Tension in your body
Difficulty sleeping
Stomach problems
Headaches

Feeling drained or depleted

Spiritual signs:

Your relationship with God has taken a backseat

You're not spending personal time with God
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Your worth feels dependent on the relationship, not on Christ

Prayer is more about your marriage than your personal relationship with
God

Relational Warning Signs

In your interactions:

You're walking on eggshells again

Honest communication has decreased

You're hiding thoughts, feelings, or actions

Conflictis being avoided or is becoming destructive

One person is doing most of the emotional/relational work
Boundaries are being violated regularly

There's a rescuer/rescued dynamic

In your dynamic:

One person is over-functioning; the other under-functioning
There's no reciprocity in giving and receiving

All your time is together; individual pursuits have stopped
Friends and community have been abandoned

The relationship feels suffocating or distant (extremes)

In the atmosphere:

There's tension you can't quite name
You feel like you're "managing" the relationship constantly

Spontaneity and joy have decreased
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o Everything feels heavy or serious

« You're exhausted rather than energized by the relationship

External Warning Signs
From others:
o Friends or family express concern
o "You seem different lately"
» "Is everything okay with you two?"
« "lfeellike | haven't seen you in forever"
o Your mentor/counselor notices patterns
In your life:
o Yourindividual growth has stalled
« You've abandoned personal goals
o Work performance is suffering
o Healthis declining

o You'reisolated from community

The Most Important Question
Ask yourself regularly:
"Am | losing myself in this relationship, or am | bringing my full self to it?"

If you're losing yourself—your identity, boundaries, interests, friendships,
goals, peace—you've likely slipped back into co-dependency.
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The Process: How to Address Relapses with Grace

When you recognize co-dependent patterns returning, here's a grace-filled
process for addressing them.

Step 1: Notice and Name
Without judgment, simply notice:
e "I'mrescuing again"
o "We're in the pursue-withdraw cycle"
o "l've lost my boundaries"
o "I'mpeople-pleasing"

Naming it takes its power away. It moves it from unconscious to conscious,
from automatic to addressable.

Don't skip this step out of shame. You can't address what you won't
acknowledge.

Step 2: Extend Grace to Yourself
Before you do anything else, practice self-compassion:

"I've fallen back into an old pattern. That's normal. It doesn't mean I've failed.
It means I'm human, and I'm on a journey. God's grace is sufficient for this. |
can give myself the grace to stumble and get back up."

Shame doesn't produce growth—grace does.

Research shows that self-compassion (treating yourself with the kindness
you'd show a friend) is more effective than self-criticism for motivating
change.

Scripture: "There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus."
(Romans 8:1)

Godisn't condemning you. Don't condemn yourself.
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Step 3: Examine the Context
Ask yourself:
o What triggered this relapse?
« What was happening in our lives when this pattern returned?
o Was | stressed, tired, triggered, or depleted?
« What need was | trying to meet through this behavior?
o What am | afraid of?

Understanding the context helps you address root causes rather than just
symptoms.

Example:

"| started rescuing again when my spouse was stressed about work. | was
triggered because watching them struggle reminded me of watching my dad
struggle when | was young, and | learned that the only way to feel safe was to
fix everyone's problems. The fear underneath is: if they're not okay, I'm not
okay."

That awareness is gold. It allows you to address the real issue: your own
anxiety and the need to develop healthier ways of managing it.

Step 4: Confess to Your Spouse
Confession isn't about groveling—it's about honesty and accountability.
Use this simple formula:

"I've noticed that I've been [specific pattern]. | can see how that's affected
us [impact]. I'm sorry for [your part]. | want to get back to [healthy
behavior]. Will you help me?"

Example:
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"Hey, I've noticed that I've been rescuing you again—taking over your
responsibilities and managing your emotions. | can see that this probably
makes you feel like | don't trust you to handle your own life, and it's exhausting
me. I'm sorry for slipping back into that pattern. | want to get back to
supporting you without rescuing you. Will you help me by calling it out when
you see it happening?"

What this does:
o Takes ownership
« Names the pattern specifically
o Acknowledges impact
o Expresses desire to change

« Invites partnership

Step 5: Listen to Your Spouse's Experience
They may have their own observations:
« How the pattern has affected them
o Their own patterns they've noticed
« Concernsthey've had
« Reliefthatyou're naming it
Listen without defending.
"Thank you for telling me. | hear you. That makes sense."

This might be a longer conversation. Give it space.

Step 6: Forgive Each Other

Forgiveness isn't optional in Christian marriage—it's foundational.
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Both of you likely need to forgive:
» Forgive yourself for slipping back
« Forgive your spouse for their patterns
« Receive God's forgiveness
o Extend and receive grace
Forgiveness doesn't mean:
e Pretendingit didn't happen
« No consequences
o Immediate trust restoration
« No needtochange
Forgiveness means:
« Releasing resentment
« Choosing not to hold it against them
« Giving grace for imperfection
o Trusting God with the outcome

Simple words: "| forgive you." "Will you forgive me?" "Let's move forward
together."

Step 7: Make a Plan for Moving Forward
Don't just confess and move on—create a concrete plan:
Ask:

« What specifically needs to change?

« What will we do differently?
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« What are the early warning signs to watch for?
« How will we hold each other accountable?
« Whatresources do we need?

Create specific commitments:

"Going forward, when | notice myself rescuing, I'll pause and ask myself:
'Whose responsibility is this?' If it's not mine, I'll step back."

"When you notice me people-pleasing, please call it out: 'Is that what you
really want, or are you just trying to make me happy?'"

"If we notice these patterns persisting for more than two weeks, we'll
schedule a counseling session."

Step 8: Repair and Reconnect

After confession, forgiveness, and planning, you need to repair the
relationship:

Emotional reconnection:

o Express love and commitment

o Physical affection (appropriate to the moment)

« Reassurance: "We're okay. We're going to grow through this."
Practical reconnection:

e Do something fun together

« Have a date night

o Praytogether

o Serve together

The goal: Move from addressing the problem to celebrating the relationship.
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Step 9: Follow Through
This is where the rubber meets the road.
o Actually do what you said you'd do
« Monitor your patterns
o Checkinregularly
o Make adjustments as needed
o Celebrate progress

Follow-through builds trust that the confession was genuine and change
is possible.

Growing Forward: Not Just Confessing and Repeating

The goalisn't just to confess when you fail and then keep failing the same way.
The goal is forward movement—growing through your failures.

The Difference Between Repentance and Remorse
Remorse: "| feel terrible about what | did. I'm so sorry." [But nothing changes]

Repentance: "l feel terrible about what | did, I'm sorry, and I'm turning away
from this behavior toward something different." [And action follows]

2 Corinthians 7:10: "Godly sorrow brings repentance that leads to salvation
and leaves no regret, but worldly sorrow brings death.”

Godly sorrow leads to repentance—change of mind and behavior.
Worldly sorrow leads to death—shame spiral without change.
How to Grow Forward

1. Identify the Pattern
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Don't just confess "l messed up." Get specific:

What exactly did you do?

When does this pattern typically emerge?
What triggers it?

What need are you trying to meet?

What fear drives it?

The more specific you are, the more you can address root causes.

2. Understand the Root

Ask:

Where did | learn this pattern?

What wound is driving this behavior?
What am | really afraid of?

What lie am | believing?

What truth do | need to embrace?

Example:

Pattern: Rescuing Root: Learned as a child that love must be earned through
service Fear: If | stop helping, I'll be abandoned Lie: My worth comes from
being needed Truth: My worth comes from being loved by God, not from what |

do for others

3. Replace the Pattern with Something Healthier

Don't just stop the behavior—replace it.
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Old: When spouse is struggling, | rescue New: When spouse is struggling, |
empathize and ask how | can support (without taking over)

Old: When conflict arises, | immediately apologize to make it go away New:
When conflict arises, | stay present, listen, and work toward genuine
resolution

Old: When | feel anxious, | try to control my spouse New: When | feel anxious, |
pray, journal, or call a friend—managing my own anxiety

Give yourself a concrete alternative behavior.

4. Build New Neural Pathways

Remember: Old patterns are well-worn paths. New patterns require
repetition to become automatic.

Practice the new behavior:
o Deliberately
o Repeatedly
o With support
o Celebrating smallwins

Each time you choose the new pattern instead of the old one, you're
building the new neural pathway and weakening the old one.

Brain science: It takes 30-90 days of consistent practice for new behavior to
become habitual.

Be patient with the process.

5. Address Underlying Issues

Sometimes relapses reveal deeper issues that need attention:
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e Unresolved trauma

o Untreated mental health conditions

o Unprocessed grief

o Unhealed family-of-origin wounds

e Spiritualissues
Don't just work on the surface behavior—address the roots.
This might require:

o Individual therapy

« Trauma therapy (EMDR, etc.)

o Spiritual direction

o Deeperwork on family-of-origin issues

o Medicalintervention (if mental health is a factor)

6. Develop Early Warning Systems
Relapses are easier to address early than late.
Create systems to catch patterns early:

« Weekly check-ins where you ask each other: "Have you noticed any old
patterns returning?"

o Monthly review of your commitments and boundaries
o Regular counseling (quarterly or as needed)

» Trusted friends who can speak into your life

« Personaljournaling to track patterns

The earlier you catch it, the easier it is to course-correct.

380



7. Celebrate Progress
Don't just focus on failures—celebrate growth:
o "I noticed myself starting to rescue, and | stopped!"
o "We addressed a conflict without falling into old patterns!"
« "I maintained my boundaries even when it was hard!"
« "We've gone three months without a major relapse!”

Celebrating progress reinforces new patterns and builds confidence.

Inviting Christ's Grace into Marital Transformation

Ultimately, transformation isn't about trying harder—it's about depending
more fully on Christ's grace.

The Role of the Holy Spirit

You can't transform yourself. Willpower alone won't break co-dependent
patterns.

Romans 8:13: "For if you live according to the flesh, you will die; but if by the
Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, you will live."

Notice: "by the Spirit." Transformation is the Spirit's work, not primarily yours.
What does this mean practically?
1. Acknowledge your need for God

"Lord, | can't do this on my own. | need Your help. | need Your power. | need
Your grace."

2. Invite the Spirit's work

"Holy Spirit, show me where I'm slipping. Convict me. Change me. Give me
strength to choose differently."
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3. Cooperate with the Spirit

God's grace doesn't make effort unnecessary—it makes effort effective. You
still choose, act, and grow—but you do it in dependence on Him.

Philippians 2:12-13: "Continue to work out your salvation with fear and
trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his
good purpose.”

You work—but God is working in you.

The Power of Prayer

Prayer isn't just asking God to change your circumstances—it's inviting
Him to change you.

Prayers for transformation:

"Search me, God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.
See ifthere is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting."”
(Psalm 139:23-24)

"Create in me a pure heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me."
(Psalm 51:10)

"Lord, show me where I'm being co-dependent. Give me eyes to see and
courage to change. Fill the empty places that I've been trying to fill through my
spouse. Help me find my security in You."

Pray together:
o Foryour marriage
o Foreach other's growth
« For strength to break patterns
» Forgrace to forgive

o Forwisdom to know when to seek help
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The Practice of Confession

James 5:16: "Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each
other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person is powerful
and effective.”

Confession to each other is spiritually powerful:
« It brings patterns into the light
« Itinvites accountability
o Itcreates intimacy through vulnerability
« It breaks the power of shame
« Itallows for prayer and healing
Regular practice:

In your weekly check-ins, include: "Is there anything | need to confess to you?"
"Is there anywhere I've wronged you?" "How can | pray for you?"

The Sacrament of Marriage

Marriage itself is a means of grace—a context in which God works to
sanctify you.

The very challenges that trigger co-dependent patterns are opportunities
for grace:

« Yourspouse's struggles reveal your need to control

o Conflict reveals your fear of abandonment

o Theirneeds reveal yourtendency to rescue

« Theirindependence reveals your need for enmeshment

These aren't obstacles to growth—they're the curriculum of growth.
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God uses your marriage to make you more like Christ:

More loving

More patient
More humble
More trusting

More secure in Him

The relapses, the struggles, the failures—all of it is part of the

sanctification process.

When to Seek Help from Mentors or Counselors

Sometimes you need outside help. Here's how to know when and how to seek

it.

When to Seek Help

SEEK HELP IF:

1. Patterns persist despite your efforts

You've tried to address it yourselves repeatedly
The same patterns keep returning
You're not seeing progress

You feel stuck

2. One personisn't willing to work on it

One spouse denies there's a problem
One refuses to engage in growth
One dismisses concerns

One won't honor commitments
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3. The patterns are causing significant damage
e Trustiseroding
« Intimacy is decreasing
« Resentmentis building
e One orboth of youis deeply unhappy
« Therelationship feels unhealthy or unsafe
4. Mental health concerns emerge
o Depression
« Severe anxiety
« Addiction
« Suicidal thoughts
o Trauma symptoms
5. You're repeating destructive cycles
« Confess > repeat > confess > repeat
o No actual change happening
o Feeling hopeless about change
6. Abuse is present
« Anyform of physical, emotional, sexual, or financial abuse
o Controlling behavior that's escalating
« Patterns that are dangerous
7. Major life transitions amplify patterns
« New baby

o« Jobloss

385



« Move
e lllness
e Loss
8. You just want a check-up
o Even ifthings are going well
o Preventive care is wise

« Outside perspective is helpful

Types of Help Available
1. Mentor Couple

Who: Older, wiser couple who's been married longer and navigated similar
challenges

Good for:
« Generalguidance
o Accountability
« Wisdom from experience
o Spiritual encouragement
e Normalizing struggles
How to find:
e Askatchurch
o Lookforcouplesyou admire
o Askyour pastor forrecommendations

Frequency: Monthly coffee/dinner
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2. Pastoral Counseling
Who: Pastor or church leader trained in counseling
Good for:
« Biblical guidance
« Spiritual perspective
o Church community context
o Prayer and spiritual direction
Limitations:
« May not have clinical training for deeper issues
o Dualrelationship (they're also your pastor)

Frequency: As needed, often every few weeks

3. Christian Counselor/Therapist
Who: Licensed therapist with Christian worldview
Good for:
o Clinical expertise
o Deeper psychologicalissues
o Trauma work
« Evidence-based interventions
« Confidential space
How to find:

« American Association of Christian Counselors directory
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e Church recommendations
« Insurance provider list
» Psychology Today directory (filter for Christian/faith-based)

Frequency: Weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly depending on need

4. Marriage Intensive or Retreat
Who: Structured program with trained facilitators
Good for:

« Focused, intensive work

« Whenyou need a jump-start

» Breaking through stuckness

o Learning skills in concentrated time
Options:

o Weekend retreats

o Week-longintensives

o Conferences

Frequency: As needed, perhaps annually

5. Support Group
Who: Group of couples working on similar issues
Good for:

« Notfeeling alone

e Learning from others
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o Accountability

o« Community support

o Church-based groups

o Celebrate Recovery (for addiction-related co-dependency)
e Al-Anon (for families of alcoholics)

o Co-Dependents Anonymous

Frequency: Weekly or bi-weekly

How to Choose
Ask:
1. What's the severity of our issue?
o Minor: Mentor couple
o Moderate: Pastor or counselor
o Severe: Licensed therapist
2. What's the nature of ourissue?
o Spiritual: Pastor or Christian counselor
o Psychological/trauma: Licensed therapist
o Relational patterns: Any of the above
3. What's our budget?
o Mentor: Usually free
o Pastor: Often free or donation

o Counselor: $100-$200/session (check insurance)

389



o Intensive: $2000-$5000

4. What's our comfort level?

o Some people prefer pastoral care
o Others prefer clinical therapy

o Both are valuable

What to Expect

Good counseling/help includes:

Listening to both perspectives
Identifying patterns

Teaching skills

Giving homework/exercises
Holding you accountable

Providing hope and encouragement

Knowing when to refer out if beyond their expertise

Red flags:

Taking sides consistently

Dismissing one person's concerns

Not addressing abuse

Pushing agenda or advice rather than helping you discover
No homework or growth between sessions

Making you dependent on them

390



Making the Most of Help
1. Be honest

o Don't hide or minimize

o Share the full picture

o Admit where you're struggling
2. Do the work

o« Complete homework

e Practice new skills

o Don'tjusttalkin sessions withoutimplementing
3. Give it time

o Progress takes time

o Don't quit after two sessions

« Commit to at least 6-8 sessions before evaluating
4. Both engage

o Both partners should be invested

« Ifoneisresistant, that's information to share
5. Stay humble

« Beteachable

o Don't be defensive

 Receive feedback

Exercise: Grace & Growth Plan
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When co-dependent patterns return, having a plan helps you address them
constructively rather than reactively.

Part 1: Individual Reflection (30 minutes)

Complete these questions honestly:

CURRENT ASSESSMENT:

1. Have | noticed any co-dependent patterns returning lately?

[1Yes > Specify:
[1No, but I'm vigilant

] Not sure

2. 0On a scale of 1-10, how healthy is our relationship right now?
Rating:

What would move it toward 107

3. What old pattern am | most likely to slip back into?

[1Rescuing [1People-pleasing [1Control L1 Avoiding conflict L1 Emotional
fusion L Boundary violations [1 Other:

4. What triggers this pattern for me?

[1Stress [1 My spouse struggling L1 Conflict [ Feeling disconnected [1 Anxiety
about the relationship [ Fatigue/depletion [ Other:

5. What's the earliest warning sign that I'm slipping?
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6. What do | need from my spouse when I'm struggling with old patterns?

7. What grace do | need to extend to myself right now?

8. What's one specific change | need to make?

Part 2: Couple Discussion (60 minutes)
Share your individual reflections with each other.
Ground Rules:

o Grace-filled, not accusatory

o Curious, not defensive

« Honest about struggles

» Hopefulabout change

o« Committed to growth

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:
1. What patterns have we each noticed returning?

Partner 1:
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Partner 2:

2. How have these patterns affected our relationship?

3. What do we each need to confess or ask forgiveness for?

Partner 1:

Partner 2:

Exchange forgiveness.

4. What's triggering these patterns?

L1 Life stress (specify: ) U Specific conflict L Transition/change

L1 External pressures [ Internal wounds being triggered [1 We've gotten lazy
about our commitments [1 Other:

5. What specific changes do we need to make?

6. What resources or help do we need?

[1 Return to weekly check-ins [1 Re-establish boundaries [ 1 Schedule
counseling [ Connect with mentor couple LI Individual therapy for one or
both [1 Marriage retreat [ 1 Read/re-read a book [1 Other:
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Part 3: Creating Your Grace & Growth Plan

Together, complete this plan:

OUR GRACE & GROWTH PLAN
Date:
Current Situation:

The co-dependent pattern(s) we're addressing:

Our Commitment to Grace:
We commit to extending grace:
» Toourselves (acknowledging we're on a journey)
o To each other (forgiving stumbles)
o Tothe process (trusting God's timing)
We recognize that:
o Relapses are normal, not failures
o God's grace is sufficient
« We're being transformed, not instantly perfected

« Progress, not perfection, is the goal

Our Commitment to Growth:
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Specific Action Steps:

Partner 1 commits to:

1.

2.

3.

Partner 2 commits to:

1.

2.

3.

Together we commit to:

Early Warning Signs to Watch For:

Partner 1:

Partner 2:

How We'll Hold Each Other Accountable:

What We'll Do When We Notice Patterns Returning:
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[1 Callit out lovingly: "l notice [pattern]. Let's address it." [1 Take a time-out to
recalibrate [1 Have a check-in conversation using this plan [ Schedule a
counseling session [1 Review our commitments and boundaries [ Pray
together L1 Other:

Help We're Seeking:

[1 Reconnecting with mentor couple (Name: ) O Scheduling
counseling (Counselor: ) 1 Joining a support group [
Individual therapy for: L] Marriage retreat/intensive [J Not

needed currently, but we'll reassess in 30 days

Check-In Schedule:
We will check in on this plan:

[1Weekly (Day: Time: __) O Bi-weekly 1 Monthly [ Other:

Next check-in scheduled for:

Scripture We're Claiming:

Choose a verse to anchor your growth. Write it here and commit it to memory:

Prayer:

Pray together:
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"Father, we come to You acknowledging our weakness and Your strength.
Thank You that Your grace is sufficient for every stumble. Thank You that You're
not finished with us yet. We confess where we've slipped back into old
patterns. Forgive us. Transform us. Give us strength to choose differently. Help
us to extend grace to ourselves and each other. Make us more like Christ
through this marriage. We trust the work You're doing in us. In Jesus' name,
Amen."

Both Partners Sign:
"We commit to this plan, to extending grace, and to pursuing growth together."

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:

Part 4: Implementation
Don't just create the plan—live it.
This Week:
o Postyour scripture somewhere visible
o Schedule your first check-in
« Take the first action step from your plan
o Reach out for help if you identified that need
This Month:
o Follow through on all action steps
« Monitor for warning signs
« Have check-ins as scheduled

o Celebrate progress
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This Quarter:
» Reviewthe plan
o Assess what's working
o Adjustwhat's not

o Continue or graduate from more intensive help

A Long-Term Vision: Marriage as Sanctification

Let's zoom out and look at the big picture: Marriage is one of God's primary
tools for making you more like Christ.

The Purpose of Marriage

Marriage exists for:

1. God's Glory Reflecting Christ's relationship with the church (Ephesians 5)
2. Companionship Solving the problem of aloneness (Genesis 2:18)

3. Partnership Multiplying effectiveness for kingdom work (Ecclesiastes 4:9-
12)

4. Family If blessed with children, raising godly offspring (Malachi 2:15)
5. Sanctification Refining you into the image of Christ

That last one—sanctification—is what this whole book has been about.

How Marriage Sanctifies
Marriage reveals:

e Your selfishness

e Your controlissues

e Your fears
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o Yourwounds

« Your sin patterns

o Youridols
Marriage requires:

o Dyingto self

o Practicing forgiveness

o Extending grace

« Serving sacrificially

o Growing in patience, kindness, humility
Marriage develops:

o Character

« Emotional maturity

o Spiritual depth

o Christlikeness

The very struggles you face—including co-dependent patterns—are the
curriculum through which God is shaping you.

The Lifelong Journey

1-5 Years: Learning each other, establishing patterns, navigating early
challenges

5-15 Years: Deepening intimacy, possibly raising children, career building,
addressing patterns that cause pain

15-30 Years: Maturing together, empty nest transitions, caring for aging
parents, redefining relationship
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30+ Years: Enjoying fruit of years of growth, legacy focus, deepening spiritual
intimacy

Throughout: Cycles of growth, struggle, relapse, grace, and transformation

At every stage, co-dependent patterns may resurface in different forms.
And at every stage, grace is sufficient.

The Ultimate Goal
The goal isn't:
o Perfect marriage
o No struggles
« Constant happiness
« Neverslipping into old patterns
The goal is:
o Becoming more like Christ
o Loving each other well despite imperfection
o Extending and receiving grace
« Growing through challenges
« Glorifying God in the journey

When you stand before Jesus one day, He won't ask: "Did you have a
perfect marriage?"

He'll ask: "Did you love? Did you grow? Did you reflect Me? Did you extend
My grace?"

And if you've been on this journey—messy, imperfect, full of stumbles and
recoveries—you'll be able to say: "By Your grace, yes."
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Conclusion: Grace for the Journey

So here you are, at the end of this book and the beginning of your marriage
journey. You've learned about co-dependency. You've identified patterns.

You've made commitments. You've created plans.

And you will still stumble.

Not might. Will.

You'll fall back into rescuing. You'll blur boundaries. You'll people-please.

You'll try to control. You'll avoid conflict. You'll enmesh.

And when you do:

Remember:

God's grace is sufficient

Your spouse's grace can be extended
Relapses are normal

You haven't failed

You can confess, forgive, and grow forward
The journey continues

Progress is happening even when you can't see it

Return to:

Your commitments
Your community

Your counselor/mentor
Your Scripture

Your God

Keep:
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o Extending grace
o Doingthe work
« Staying humble
o Being honest
o Moving forward
And trust:
o Godisn't finished with you
o His poweris made perfect in weakness
« He who began a good work will complete it
« Your marriage can be a beautiful picture of redemption

« The journey, though imperfect, is worth it

You're not alone. Countless couples before you have walked this journey—
stumbling, recovering, growing. You're part of a great cloud of withesses who
know that marriage is hard, patterns are persistent, and grace is sufficient.

You're not hopeless. God is at work in you. Change is possible. Growth is
happening. The trajectory is upward, even with the dips and valleys.

You're not perfect. And you don't need to be. You need to be faithful, humble,
and dependent on grace.

Welcome to the journey. Grace for every step.

"But he said to me, 'My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect
in weakness.' Therefore | will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses,
so that Christ's power may rest on me."— 2 Corinthians 12:9
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Final Prayer:

"Father, thank You for Your grace—grace that covers every failure, grace that
empowers every attempt, grace that sustains us on this journey. We know we
will stumble. We know we will slip back into old patterns. We know we will
need Your grace daily, hourly, moment by moment.

Help us to extend to ourselves and each other the grace You've extended to
us. Give us humility to confess, courage to change, and patience for the
process. Remind us that You're not surprised by our struggles, not
disappointed by our imperfection, and not finished with us yet.

Make our marriage a testimony to Your redeeming, transforming, sanctifying
grace. May our stumbles and recoveries point others to You. May our
imperfect love reflect Your perfect love.

We trust You with our marriage. We surrender our efforts to Your power. We
rest in Your sufficient grace.

In Jesus'name, Amen."

A Benediction

May you stumble forward with grace.

May you confess quickly and forgive freely.

May you grow through every relapse.

May you extend to each other the grace God extends to you.

May you remember that God's power is perfected in your weakness.
May you trust that He who began a good work in you will complete it.
May your marriage be marked not by perfection, but by grace.

And may you, after decades of stumbling and recovering, growing and
transforming, look back and see that His grace was sufficient all along.
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Go in peace. Love with grace. Grow in Christ.

Amen.

THE END

Note to Readers:

If you've completed this book and are preparing for marriage or are newly
married, please know: You've done something significant. You've invested in
your relationship in a way that many never do. You've examined patterns that
most couples don't identify until years into marriage, if at all.

The work you've done here—the awareness you've gained, the tools you've
acquired, the commitments you've made—will serve you for decades. Return
to these chapters when you need them. Review your exercises. Recommit
when you drift.

And remember: The goal isn't perfection. It's faithfulness to the journey,
dependence on grace, and trust in God's transforming work.

We're cheering for you. God is with you. You're equipped for this.
Build well. Love deeply. Extend grace freely.

And when you stumble—because you will—get back up, dust yourself off, ask
for forgiveness, and keep walking forward.

Grace for the journey.
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Chapter 12: Before the Altar—Your Covenant of Healthy Love

"You stand at a threshold. Behind you: months of preparation, hard
conversations, examined patterns, and committed work. Before you: a
lifetime of partnership, growth, and covenant love. This moment—this
sacred pause before you say 'l do'—is holy ground."

There's something profound about the moment just before a wedding
ceremony begins. The guests have arrived. The music is playing softly. The
flowers are in place. The officiant stands ready. And somewhere in a quiet
room, the bride and groom wait—hearts pounding, minds racing, spirits lifted
in anticipation.

In that liminal space—no longer simply engaged but not yet married—there's
a holy pause. A breath. A moment of final preparation before everything
changes forever.

This chapter is that moment.

You've done the work. You've examined family patterns, identified co-
dependency, established boundaries, learned to communicate, made
financial commitments, addressed conflict, and planned for
interdependence. You've confessed, forgiven, grown, and stumbled forward
with grace.

Now it's time to seal it all with a sacred covenant.

Not just the wedding ceremony covenant—though that's coming and is
beautiful and essential. But a covenant between yourselves and God that
articulates the specific, intentional, healthy marriage you're committing to
build. A covenant that names the co-dependency you're leaving behind and
the interdependence you're stepping into. A covenant that will guide you
through decades of marriage.
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This chapter will help you:
o Understand covenant vs. contract
o Articulate your specific commitments
o Write your covenant statement
« Dedicate your marriage to God
« Receive blessing and charge for the journey ahead

This is sacred work. Create space for it. Light a candle. Play worship
music. Approach it prayerfully. This matters.

The Biblical Foundation: Covenant Love

Before you write your covenant, let's understand what covenant actually
means—because it's radically different from how our culture thinks about
marriage.

Covenant vs. Contract

Our culture understands contracts: conditional agreements based on
performance.

A contract says:
« "lI'ldo XifyoudoY"
« "Aslong as you meet these conditions, I'll stay"
« "Ifyou breakyour end, I'm released from mine"
« "This works as long as both parties benefit"
Contracts are:
« Conditional

e Performance-based
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« Temporary (with exit clauses)
« Transactional
« Aboutrights and obligations

Marriage-as-contract says: "I'll love you as long as you make me happy, meet
my needs, and don't change in ways that threaten me. But if you fail to
perform, I'm out."

But God designed marriage as COVENANT, not contract.
A covenant says:
« "l commit to you regardless of circumstances”
« "My commitmentisn't based on your performance"
« "I'm bound to you even when it's hard"
« "We're in this for life, no matter what"
Covenants are:
« Unconditional
o Grace-based
« Permanent (no exit clauses)
« Sacrificial
o About love and faithfulness

Marriage-as-covenant says: "l bind myself to you in love, for better or worse,
richer or poorer, sickness or health, until death parts us. My love isn't based
on your performance but on my commitment. | will work through struggles
rather than escape them. | will extend grace when you fail. | will love
sacrificially even when it's costly."

The Covenant Pattern in Scripture
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God's relationship with His people is covenant:

With Noah: "l establish my covenant with you: Never again will all life be
destroyed" (Genesis 9:11)

e Unconditional promise
o Marked by the rainbow
« Based on God's character, not humanity's worthiness

With Abraham: "l will make you into a great nation, and | will bless you"
(Genesis 12:2)

e Unconditional promise
o Marked by circumcision
« Based on God's choice, not Abraham's merit

With David: "Your house and your kingdom will endure forever" (2 Samuel
7:16)

o Unconditional promise
« Fulfilled in Christ
« Based on God's faithfulness, not David's perfection
The New Covenant: "This cup is the new covenant in my blood" (Luke 22:20)
« Established by Christ's sacrifice
o Marked by communion
« Based on grace, not works

« This is the ultimate covenant—sealed in blood, offered to
undeserving people, maintained by God's faithfulness

Marriage Reflects God's Covenant
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Ephesians 5:31-32: "'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother
and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.' This is a
profound mystery—but | am talking about Christ and the church.”

Your marriage is a living picture of Christ's covenant with the church:
o Christ's love for the church isn't conditional on the church's perfection
o He committed to the church before she was pure
« He sacrificed for the church when she was still sinful
o He remains faithful even when we're faithless
o The covenantis sealed in blood and cannot be broken
This is the model for your marriage:
« Lovethatisn'tdependent on performance
« Commitment made before you know all the struggles ahead
« Sacrifice that's willing to lay down life for the other
« Faithfulness even when your spouse fails

« Abond that's sacred and unbreakable

1 John 4:18-19 — Perfect Love Casts Out Fear

"There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to
do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfectin love. We love
because he first loved us."

The connection to co-dependency:
Co-dependency is fundamentally fear-based:
o Fearof abandonment drives rescuing

o Fearofrejection drives people-pleasing
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o Fearof being alone drives enmeshment

« Fear of conflict drives avoidance

o Fearofinadequacy drives control
But perfect love—God's covenant love—casts out fear.
When you know you're loved with covenant love:

« Youdon'tfear abandonment (they're committed regardless)

You don't fear rejection (grace covers failure)

You don't fear being alone (you're secure in yourself and in God)

You don't fear conflict (the covenant is strong enough to handle it)

« Youdon'tfearinadequacy (you're accepted as you are)
"We love because he first loved us."

Your capacity to love your spouse with healthy, covenant love flows from your
experience of God's covenant love for you. You can't give what you haven't
received.

This is why your individual relationships with God are foundational to your
marriage: You need to deeply know God's unconditional love so you can
extend covenant love to each other.

Song of Solomon 8:7 — Love Strong as Death

"Many waters cannot quench love; rivers cannot sweep it away. If one were to
give all the wealth of one's house for love, it would be utterly scorned.”

This passage describes covenant love:
"Love strong as death"
« Unbreakable

e Permanent
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o Fierce

o Powerful beyond measure
"Many waters cannot quench it"

« Trials, hardships, suffering can't destroy it

o Itenduresthrough storms

o It perseveres through everything
"Rivers cannot sweep it away"

o No force can dissolve it

« It stands against overwhelming odds

« Itremains when everything else is lost
"All the wealth... would be utterly scorned"

o This love can't be bought

o It'sgiven freely

« It's beyond transaction

o It's priceless

This is the love you're committing to—love that endures, perseveres,
overcomes, and cannot be destroyed by any hardship you'll face.

The Covenant You're Making

Your wedding vows will be beautiful, traditional, and sacred. But this covenant
statement is different—it's specific to your journey, your struggles with co-
dependency, and your commitment to healthy interdependence.

What This Covenant Includes

Your covenant will articulate:
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1. What you're leaving behind

Co-dependent patterns
Unhealthy family patterns
Fear-based relating

Enmeshment and control

2. What you're stepping into

Interdependence
Healthy boundaries
Grace-filled partnership

Covenant love

3. Specific commitments

Spiritual, emotional, relational, practical

Based on your unique journey and struggles

Grounded in Scripture

Actionable and measurable

4. Your shared mission

Purpose beyond yourselves

Kingdom impact
Legacy vision

God's glory

5. Your dependence on God

Acknowledgment that you can't do this alone

Invitation of God's presence and power
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« Surrender of your marriage to Him

o Trustin His grace

Writing Your Covenant of Healthy Love

Now it's time to write your covenant. This will take time—don't rush it. Set
aside several hours, perhaps over multiple sessions, to craft this thoughtfully
and prayerfully.

Part 1: Individual Preparation (60 minutes)

Before writing together, each person should complete these questions
privately:

REFLECTING ON THE JOURNEY

1. What have | learned about myself through this pre-marital process?

2. What co-dependent patterns have | identified in myself?

3. What am | committing to leave behind?
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4. What healthy patterns am | committing to build?

5. What specific commitments do | want to make to my spouse?

6. What do | most want our marriage to reflect?

7. What's my prayer for our marriage?

Part 2: Couple Discussion (90 minutes)

Share your individual reflections. Then discuss:

1. What themes do we see in both our reflections?
2. What are we BOTH committing to leave behind?
3. What are we BOTH committing to build?

4. What does "healthy love" mean specifically for us?
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5. What does interdependence look like in our marriage?
6. What's our shared vision and mission?
7. How do we want to honor God through our marriage?

Take notes on your discussion—you'll use this to craft your covenant.

Part 3: Crafting Your Covenant Statement (2-3 hours, possibly multiple
sessions)

Using your individual reflections and couple discussion, write your
covenant statement together.

STRUCTURE:
I. Preamble: Who We Are
e Your names
o Date
« Context of this covenant
« Whyyou're making it
Il. What We're Leaving Behind
o Specific co-dependent patterns
o Fear-based relating
o Unhealthy family patterns
« Whatyou're choosing to release
lll. What We're Stepping Into
« Interdependence
o Healthy love
« Biblical marriage
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o Thevisionyou're embracing
IV. Our Specific Commitments
e Spiritual commitments
o Relational commitments
o Practical commitments
o Unique to your journey
V. Our Shared Mission
o Purpose and vision
o Kingdom impact
o Legacy
VI. Our Dependence on God
o Acknowledgment of need for grace
o Surrender of marriage to Him
e Trustin His faithfulness
VII. Our Promise
« Final covenant pledge

» Signature and date

EXAMPLE COVENANT STATEMENT

Use this as inspiration, but make yours unique to your story:

OUR COVENANT OF HEALTHY LOVE
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We, [Your Names], on this [Date], before God and as withesses to each
other, make this covenant of healthy love as we prepare to enter into
marriage.

I. WHO WE ARE

We are two children of God, redeemed by Christ's blood, made whole in Him,
and called into covenant partnership. We have walked a journey of
preparation for marriage—a journey that has required honesty about our
struggles, courage to examine co-dependent patterns, and commitment to
build something different, something holy, something reflecting Christ's love
for His church.

We acknowledge that we are imperfect people who will continue to struggle,
stumble, and need grace. But we also acknowledge that God's grace is
sufficient, His power is made perfect in weakness, and He who began a good
work in us will complete it.

We stand on the threshold of marriage not as two people who have "arrived"
but as two people committed to the journey of transformation together.

Il. WHAT WE'RE LEAVING BEHIND
We covenant to leave behind:
Co-dependent patterns:
o Rescuing and enabling
o People-pleasing and self-abandonment
o Control and manipulation
o Emotional fusion and enmeshment

« Boundary violations
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o Fear-based decision-making

« Making each other our source of identity and worth
Unhealthy family patterns:

o [Specific patterns from your families of origin]

« Enmeshment with parents

o Loyalty conflicts that compromise our marriage

« Generational cycles of dysfunction
Destructive communication:

o Withdrawal and stonewalling

« Attacking and contempt

o Defensiveness and blame-shifting

« Avoidance of necessary conflict
False beliefs:

"You complete me"

« "Marriage will fix me"

« "Love means having no boundaries"

« "Sacrifice means self-erasure"

« "Conflict means failure"

We declare: These patterns end with us. We choose a different path.

l1l. WHAT WE'RE STEPPING INTO
We covenant to step into:

Interdependence rooted in Christ:
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« Two whole people, complete in Christ, choosing to unite our lives
o Individual relationships with God that strengthen our shared life
o Healthy dependence on each other within appropriate boundaries
o Partnership that enhances without requiring
o Lovethat's chosen, not compulsive
Biblical marriage:
o Mutual submission out of reverence for Christ
« Sacrificial love modeled on Christ's love for the church
« Honor, respect, and dignity for each other
o Covenant commitment that's unconditional
o Grace-filled partnership that reflects God's heart
Healthy communication:
« Honest, direct, grace-filled words
« Listening to understand, not to fix or defend
« Addressing conflict constructively
o Speakingtruth in love
« Regular check-ins and intentional connection
Appropriate boundaries:
o Clear limits that protect our relationship
o Freedom within commitment
e Individual identity within unity
« Respectfor each other's time, space, and personhood

« Privacy balanced with transparency
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Shared mission:
« Marriage that brings glory to God
« Home marked by grace, truth, and love
o Partnership in ministry and service
« Legacy of faith passed to future generations

o Kingdom impact through our union

IV. OUR SPECIFIC COMMITMENTS
SPIRITUAL COMMITMENTS:
We commit to:

« Maintaining our individual relationships with God through daily prayer,
Scripture, and worship

« Growing together spiritually through shared prayer, devotions, and
service

o Making Christ the center of our marriage, not each other

o Seeking God's will together in all major decisions

« Giving generously (starting with a tithe) to support God's work
« Servingtogetherin the local church

« Praying for each other and for our marriage daily

RELATIONAL COMMITMENTS:
We commit to:
« Communicating honestly, directly, and gracefully

« Addressing conflict within 24 hours rather than letting issues fester
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« Taking time-outs when flooded, always returning to resolve

« Forgiving quickly and completely

« Confessing when we fail

o Repairing after conflict

o Weekly date nights to prioritize our connection

o Weekly check-ins to assess our relationship

« Annual marriage retreats or intensive focus on our relationship
« Seeking help when we need it (counseling, mentorship, etc.)

o Never threatening divorce or using it as manipulation

« Honoring our marriage covenant even when it's hard

BOUNDARY COMMITMENTS:

We commit to:
« Maintaining healthy boundaries with extended family
o Prioritizing our marriage over parents when loyalties conflict
« Supporting each other's individual friendships and pursuits
» Respecting each other's need for alone time
« Saying "no" without guilt when necessary

o Beingtransparent about finances while respecting agreed-upon
personal spending

« Keeping the intimate details of our marriage private
« Protecting our marriage from inappropriate opposite-sex relationships

« [Add specific boundary commitments unique to your situation]
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GROWTH COMMITMENTS:

We commit to:

Each pursuing individual growth (spiritual, emotional, intellectual,
physical)

Supporting each other's callings and goals, even when it requires
sacrifice

Celebrating each other's successes without competition or jealousy

Encouraging each other to become the fullest version of who God
created us to be

Not demanding the other stay the same
Growing together while maintaining individual identities

Being lifelong learners committed to becoming better spouses

PRACTICAL COMMITMENTS:

We commit to:

Financial transparency and joint decision-making
[Specific financial commitments you've made]
Creating a home that reflects our values
Hospitality and welcoming others

Sabbath rest and intentional downtime together

[Add practical commitments specific to your life]

COMMITMENTS SPECIFIC TO OVERCOMING CO-DEPENDENCY:
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We specifically commit to:
« Notrescuing each other, but supporting appropriately
« Maintaining boundaries even when it's uncomfortable
« Managing our own emotions rather than making the other responsible
« Allowing each other to experience natural consequences of choices
« Not people-pleasing at the expense of honesty
o Speaking truth even when it's hard
« Asking for what we need rather than expecting mind-reading
« Respecting "no" from each other

« Calling out patterns when we see them returning: "l notice we're
slipping into [pattern]. Can we address this?"

« Extending grace when old patterns resurface

« Recommitting to health as many times as necessary

V. OUR SHARED MISSION

We believe God has brought us together not just for our own happiness
but for His purposes.

Our mission as a married couple is to:

o Glorify God through our marriage, showing the world what covenant
love looks like

« Reflect Christ's love for the church through how we love each other
« Build a home marked by grace, truth, laughter, and welcome
« Serve our community through hospitality, generosity, and practical love

o [Add your specific mission elements]
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« Make disciples by living out our faith authentically

« Impact generations by breaking cycles of dysfunction and establishing
patterns of health

o Point others to Jesus through our marriage

We exist not for ourselves alone but for God's glory and the good of
others.

VIi. OUR DEPENDENCE ON GOD
We acknowledge:

We cannot build a healthy marriage in our own strength. We are weak, fallen,
and prone to slip back into old patterns. We will fail. We will struggle. We will
need grace every single day.

We declare:

God's grace is sufficient for every weakness. His power is made perfect in our
weakness. He who began this good work in us will complete it. We are not
alone in this.

We surrender:

Our marriage to God's authority and purposes. We hold this relationship with
open hands, trusting Him with outcomes. We invite the Holy Spirit to
transform us, convict us, guide us, and empower us. We depend not on our
own wisdom but on God's Word and Spirit.

We trust:

That God is faithful even when we're faithless. That His covenant love never
fails. That He can redeem every failure, heal every wound, and use even our
struggles for His glory and our good.

We pray:
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"Father, we cannot do this without You. Make us one as You and Christ are
one. Transform us into the image of Your Son. Give us grace for every failure,
Strength for every challenge, and wisdom for every decision. Make our
marriage a testimony to Your redeeming love. Use us for Your kingdom
purposes. We surrender our marriage to You. May Christ be glorified in all we
do. Amen."

VIl. OUR COVENANT PROMISE

Before God, as withesses to each other, with full awareness of our
weaknesses and dependence on grace, we make this covenant:

I, [Partner 1], covenant with you, [Partner 2]:

| promise to love you with Christ-like, covenant love—love that isn't based on
your performance but on my commitment. | promise to extend grace when
you fail, to forgive quickly, and to repair authentically. | promise to maintain
healthy boundaries while pursuing deep intimacy. | promise to support your
growth even when it requires sacrifice. | promise to communicate honestly,
address conflict constructively, and work through challenges rather than
escaping them. | promise to keep Christ at the center of my life so | can love
you from fullness, not emptiness. | promise to honor our covenant even when
feelings fade, to choose you daily, and to fight for our marriage through every
season. | promise to be your partner, not your possession. Your teammate, not
your adversary. Your equal, not your superior or inferior. | promise to walk this
journey of transformation with you, extending grace at every stumble,
celebrating every victory, and trusting God for every outcome. This is my
sacred covenant to you, witnessed by God, sealed in love, and unbreakable by
any earthly circumstance.

I, [Partner 2], covenant with you, [Partner 1]:

[Same promises, in your own words]
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SIGNED AND SEALED:

This covenant is made on [Date], at [Location], as we prepare for our
marriage.

We will review this covenant annually on our anniversary, recommitting to
these promises and adjusting as we grow.

We invite God as withess, the Holy Spirit as guide, and Christ as the
foundation of this covenant.

Partner 1 Signature: Date:
Partner 2 Signature: Date:
Witnessed by (optional): Date:

Part 4: Sealing Your Covenant
Once your covenant is written, create a sacred moment to seal it.
Consider:
1. A Private Ceremony
o Justthe two of you
o Create sacred space (candles, worship music, your Bibles)
« Readyour covenant aloud to each other
o Exchange symbols (rings, tokens, etc.)
o Praytogether
« Sealwith communion (if appropriate for your tradition)
2. Include Your Officiant
« Share your covenant with the person marrying you

« Askfortheir blessing and prayer
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« Some couples incorporate elements into the wedding ceremony
3. Include Witnesses

« Parents, mentors, or close friends

« Have them sign as witnesses

« Receive their prayers and blessings
4. Frame and Display

o Print a beautiful copy

o« Frameit

« Hangitinyourhome

« Some couples have it professionally printed/calligraphed

Prayer of Dedication Before Marriage

After signing your covenant, pray this prayer together (or use it as a guide to
write your own):

A PRAYER OF DEDICATION

[Kneel together if possible, holding hands, looking at each other or bowing
before God]

Together:

"Holy Father, we come before You in awe and humility. You created marriage.
You designed covenant. You model perfect love. And You have brought us to

this moment—on the threshold of making vows that will bind us together for

life.

We acknowledge that we are weak, broken, and entirely dependent on Your
grace. We have examined our hearts and found co-dependent patterns,
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unhealthy wounds, and sinful tendencies. We know that without You, we will
fail.

But we also know that Your grace is sufficient. Your power is made perfectin
weakness. You who began this good work in us will complete it.

Partner 1:

"Father, | bring [Partner 2] before You. | dedicate this person—Your beloved
child—to You. Thank You for creating them, saving them, and bringing them
into my life. | ask You to bless them, protect them, and continue the
transforming work You've begun in them.

| confess that | cannot be their savior, their completion, or their ultimate
source of happiness. Only You can be those things. Help me to love them well
without trying to be their god.

Give me grace to keep the covenant I'm making. Give me strength to love
sacrificially. Give me wisdom to know when to speak and when to listen. Give
me patience for their weaknesses and humility to acknowledge my own.

Use our marriage to make me more like Christ. Shape me, refine me,
transform me. And use me as an instrument of Your grace in [Partner 2]'s life.

| dedicate myself to [Partner 2] and to You. Make our marriage a testimony to
Your love.

In Jesus'name, Amen."

Partner 2:

"Father, | bring [Partner 1] before You. | dedicate this person—Your beloved
child—to You. Thank You for creating them, saving them, and bringing them
into my life. | ask You to bless them, protect them, and continue the
transforming work You've begun in them.
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| confess that | cannot be their savior, their completion, or their ultimate
source of happiness. Only You can be those things. Help me to love them well
without trying to be their god.

Give me grace to keep the covenant I'm making. Give me strength to love
sacrificially. Give me wisdom to know when to speak and when to listen. Give
me patience for their weaknesses and humility to acknowledge my own.

Use our marriage to make me more like Christ. Shape me, refine me,
transform me. And use me as an instrument of Your grace in [Partner 1]'s life.

| dedicate myself to [Partner 1] and to You. Make our marriage a testimony to
Your love.

In Jesus' name, Amen."

Together:

"Father, we dedicate our marriage to You. We surrender it to Your purposes.
We invite You to be the foundation, the center, and the Lord of our home.

We pray:

For ourwedding day: Let it be a sacred celebration of Your covenant love, not
just a party.

For our first year: Give us grace as we learn to live together, patience as we
adjust, and joy in the journey.

Forour lifetime: Make us faithful to this covenant through every season—joy
and sorrow, health and sickness, wealth and poverty, ease and difficulty.

Forourlegacy: Use our marriage to impact generations, to bring others to You,
to reflect Your glory.

We commit to: - Keeping You at the center - Pursuing individual and shared
growth - Extending grace at every failure - Seeking help when we need it -
Never giving up on each other - Loving sacrificially - Forgiving freely
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We trust You with our future. We believe You are faithful. We rest in Your
sufficient grace.

May Christ be glorified in our marriage from this day forward and forevermore.

In the powerful name of Jesus, Amen."

Embracing Marriage as a Discipleship Journey, Not a Destination

As you seal this covenant and move toward your wedding day, embrace this
final truth: Marriage is not a destination you arrive at; it's a discipleship
journey you walk together.

What This Means
1. You're Always Learning

You don't graduate from needing to grow. Every season brings new lessons,
new challenges, new opportunities for transformation.

Your 1st year: Learning to live together, blend lives, establish rhythms

Your 5th year: Deeper intimacy, addressing persistent patterns, possibly
navigating parenthood

Your 10th year: Maturity, renegotiating roles, deepening partnership

Your 25th year: Empty nest transitions, rediscovering each other,
grandparenting

Your 50th year: Facing aging, health challenges, celebrating legacy

At every stage: You're disciples—learners, followers, those being transformed
by the Master.

2. You're Becoming More Like Christ

The goal of discipleship is Christlikeness. And marriage is one of God's
primary tools for producing it.
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Through marriage, God develops:

Love: True sacrificial love that gives without counting cost
Patience: With each other's flaws, growth rates, and weaknesses
Kindness: Choosing gentleness even in frustration

Faithfulness: Keeping covenant when feelings fade

Self-control: Managing your words, reactions, and impulses
Humility: Admitting wrong, asking forgiveness, serving lowly

Perseverance: Not quitting when it's hard

Every challenge you face is an opportunity to become more like Jesus.

3. You're On Mission Together

Disciples are sent. You're not married just for your own happiness—you're

married for God's purposes in the world.

Together you are:

Ambassadors of Christ

Ministers of reconciliation

Living testimonies to gospel grace
Agents of kingdom work

Disciple-makers

Your marriage is a platform for ministry, not just a private relationship.

4. You Need Community

Disciples don't journey alone. You need:
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« Mentors who've walked the path before you

o Peerswalking alongside you

« Those you're mentoring who come behind you
o The church as spiritual family

o Accountability and encouragement

Don't isolate your marriage. Stay connected to the body of Christ.

5. You Have a Master

Christis Lord, not you. This means:
« His Word guides your decisions
» His Spirit empowers your growth
o His will directs your path
« His grace covers your failures
o His glory is your ultimate goal

Submit your marriage to His lordship daily.

The Journey Metaphor
Think of your marriage as a journey through varied terrain:
Sometimes you'll walk through valleys:

o Dark seasons of struggle

o Grief, loss, hardship

o Conflict and disappointment

« Times when you can barely see the path
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In these times: Cling to each other and to God. Remember your covenant.
Trust that morning comes.

Sometimes you'll climb mountains:
« Challenging seasons that require all your strength
« Career pressures, financial struggles, health crises
o Major life transitions
« Timesthat test everything you've learned

In these times: Pace yourselves. Support each other. Celebrate when you
reach each summit.

Sometimes you'll walk through meadows:
o Beautiful seasons of peace and joy
o Times when marriage feels easy
o Connection, laughter, romance
« Times when you marvel at how blessed you are

In these times: Enjoy them fully. Store up memories. Build each other up for
the valleys ahead.

Throughout all seasons:
e You're walking together
o Christisyour guide
« The covenantis your compass

o Graceisyour provision
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« The destination is Christlikeness and God's glory

The journey IS the point, not just reaching some destination.

A Blessing and Charge

As you prepare to stand before the altar, receive this blessing and charge:

THE BLESSING
May the Lord bless you and keep you.

May He bless your marriage with His presence, His power, and His peace. May
He keep you faithful to each other and to Him through every season.

May the Lord make His face shine upon you.

May you see God's favor on your marriage. May His joy fill your home. May His
light guide your path.

May the Lord be gracious to you.

May His grace cover every failure. May His mercy meet you in every weakness.
May His love sustain you through every trial.

May the Lord turn His face toward you and give you peace.

May you know His nearness in your marriage. May you experience His peace in
your home. May you rest in His faithfulness.

May your marriage glorify God, bless each other, and impact the world for
Christ's kingdom.

May you grow old together, more in love than when you started, bearing
witness to covenant love that endures.

May your story be a testimony to grace—grace that transforms, redeems,
and never gives up.
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This is our prayer for you. This is our blessing over you.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

THE CHARGE
Now receive this charge as you prepare for marriage:

Remember who you are: You are children of God, redeemed by Christ,
empowered by the Spirit. Your identity is secure in Him, not in each other.

Remember whose you are: You belong to God first, each other second. Keep
your vertical relationship primary so your horizontal relationship thrives.

Remember your covenant: Love is not a feeling—it's a commitment. When
feelings fade (and they will at times), return to your covenant. Choose love
again and again.

Remember grace: You will fail. Your spouse will fail. Grace is the atmosphere
in which marriage flourishes. Extend it freely, receive it humbly.

Remember your mission: Your marriage exists for more than your happiness.
You're on mission for God's kingdom. Let that purpose guide your decisions.

Remember you're not alone: God is with you. Community surrounds you.
Help is available. You don't have to do this perfectly or alone.

Now go:
o Build your marriage on the rock of Christ
« Love each other with covenant love
« Extend grace at every failure
o Pursue growth all your days
o Fight for your marriage through every challenge

« Keep your covenant until death parts you
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And when you stand before Jesus one day, may He say:

"Well done, good and faithful servants. You loved well. You kept covenant. You
glorified Me. Enter into My joy."

This is your calling. This is your charge. This is the journey before you.
Go in peace. Build in faith. Love with grace.

Amen and Amen.

Final Preparation: Before the Wedding Day
In the days leading up to your wedding, consider these final preparations:
One Week Before
Spiritually:
« Spend extratime in prayer
o Fasttogether if appropriate
o Read through your covenant
o Journal about your anticipation and any fears
o Thank God for bringing you to this moment
Relationally:
« Have afinal pre-marital check-in
« Address any lingering concerns
o Express appreciation and affection
« Discuss expectations for the wedding week
« Plan for post-wedding adjustment

Practically:
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o Finalize wedding details

« Restand avoid stress where possible
o Limit alcohol (stay clearheaded)

o Getenough sleep

« Take care of your bodies

The Night Before

Consider a Daniel Fast: Like Daniel prepared for meeting the king, prepare for
your wedding covenant by abstaining from certain things and focusing on
God:

« Fastfrom food, alcohol, or media
« Spendtime in prayer and Scripture
« Write a letter to your future spouse (to be read the morning of)
o Sleep early and well
Write Love Letters: Each write a letter expressing:
« Whyyou're choosing to marry them
« What you're most excited about
o Yourcommitment and promises
« Your prayers for your marriage

Exchange these letters the morning of the wedding.

The Morning Of
Before the ceremony, each of you individually:
o Spend time with God in prayer
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Read your spouse's letter
Review your covenant
Pray the dedication prayer again

Quiet your heart and prepare spiritually

This is sacred. Don't let the chaos of wedding logistics steal the spiritual

significance of this moment.

During the Ceremony

Remember:

You're not just getting married—you're making a covenant before God
The ceremony isn't a performance—it's a sacred act of worship

Every word of your vows matters—mean them deeply

God is present—acknowledge His presence

This changes everything—receive it with full weight

Be fully present:

Not distracted by guests or details
Focused on your spouse and God
Aware of the sacredness of the moment
Receiving the blessing and charge

Making vows with full intention

After the Wedding: The Journey Begins

Your First Year
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Expect:
o Adjustment (living together is different than dating)
o Conflict (you'll discover irritations you didn't know existed)
o Growth (you'll both change and mature)
« Joy (despite challenges, marriage is a gift)
« Opportunities to practice everything you learned
Commit to:
o Weekly check-ins
« Monthly review of your covenant
o Quarterly counseling sessions or mentor meetings
« Addressing co-dependent patterns when they arise

o Grace foryourselves and each other

Your Annual Tradition
Every anniversary:
o Review your covenant together
» Assess howyou're doing
« Celebrate growth
o Confess failures
o« Recommit to your promises
« Praythe dedication prayer again
« Make any necessary adjustments to the covenant

This keeps your covenant alive and central to your marriage.
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When You Struggle
Return to:
o Your covenant (what did we promise?)
o Your Scripture (what does God say?)
o Yourcommunity (who can help us?)
o Your God (what is He teaching us?)
Remember:
« Struggles don't mean you've failed
« Growth happens through challenges
« Grace s sufficient
« You're notalone

« The covenant holds even when feelings don't

For Your Children (Future Vision)

One day, if you're blessed with children, you'll have the opportunity to pass on
what you've learned.

Imagine:

Your adult child comes to you before their wedding and asks: "How did you
build such a strong marriage? What's your secret?"

You'll be able to say:

"Before we married, we did hard work. We examined co-dependent patterns.
We learned about boundaries. We made specific commitments. We wrote a

covenant that guided us through every season. We stumbled—many times—
but we always returned to grace and growth. We kept Christ at the center. We
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never gave up on each other. And that's why we're still here, more in love than
when we started."

And then you'll share:
o Your covenant (worn, coffee-stained, but treasured)
« Your story (honest about struggles, celebrating victories)
» Your wisdom (hard-won through decades of marriage)
« Your faith (tested, strengthened, unshakeable)
And the legacy continues.

This is why the work you're doing now matters. You're not just building
your marriage—you're establishing patterns for generations.

A Love Letter from God

As you close this chapter and this book, receive this word from your Heavenly
Father:

My beloved children,

| have watched your journey through this book. | have seen your honesty about
brokenness, your courage to examine painful patterns, your commitment to
build something different. | am pleased.

You are not entering this marriage because you've perfected yourselves.
You're entering it as two broken people covered by My grace, empowered by
My Spirit, and secure in My love.

| designed marriage. | know it will be hard. | know you'll struggle. | know you'll
fail at times.

But | also know this: My grace is sufficient. My power is made perfectin
weakness. And | who began this good work in you will complete it.
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I have not called you to perfect marriage. I've called you to faithful covenant-
keeping.

| have not called you to never struggle. I've called you to struggle together, with
Me.

| have not called you to independence. I've called you to interdependence
rooted in Me.

When you feel alone, remember: | am with you always.
When you feel weak, remember: My strength is made available to you.
When you fail, remember: My grace covers all sin.

When you question whether you can do this, remember: You can't—but | can
work through you.

I love you with an everlasting love. | have drawn you together for My purposes. |
will sustain your covenant. | will transform you both. | will use your marriage
for My glory.

Trust Me. Depend on Me. Return to Me. And watch what | do.
I am faithful. My covenant never fails. My love never ends.
Go now and build your marriage on this solid foundation: Christ alone.

Your loving Father

Closing Words
Dear reader,

You've reached the end of this book. You've done the work—examined
patterns, established boundaries, made commitments, written a covenant.
You're as prepared for marriage as pre-marital work can make you.

But preparation isn't the journey. Now the real work begins.

Remember these final truths:
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Marriage is a covenant, not a contract. Love when you don't feel like it. Stay
when it's hard. Keep your promises even when your spouse fails.

Co-dependency will try to return. Be vigilant. Call it out. Address it with
grace. Don't be surprised—be prepared.

Grace is the atmosphere of healthy marriage. Extend it constantly. Receive
it humbly. Live in it daily.

You're not alone. God is with you. Community surrounds you. Help is
available. Ask for it when you need it.

The journey is the point. Don't wait to "arrive" at a perfect marriage. Engage
fully with each season. Grow through every challenge.

Christ must be the center. When He's not, everything else falls apart. When
He is, everything else finds its proper place.

Your covenant matters. Return to it often. Let it guide you. Keep it central.

You can do this. Not perfectly, but faithfully. Not in your strength, butin God's
power. Not alone, but together and with Him.

We're honored to have walked this preparatory journey with you. We're
cheering for you. We're praying for you.

Now go:
« Stand before the altar
o Make your vows
« Keep your covenant
e Love sacrificially
o Build faithfully

o Glorify God continually
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And may your marriage be a beautiful, grace-filled, Christ-centered
testimony to covenant love that endures.

Amen.

"Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud.
It does not dishonor others, itis not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it
keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the
truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love
never fails."— 1 Corinthians 13:4-8

Your Covenant Statement (Template to Complete)

[This is a blank template for your use. Create your covenant on separate
paper/document, using the example earlier as inspiration but making it
uniquely yours.]

OUR COVENANT OF HEALTHY LOVE

Date: Location:

[Write your covenant here, including all sections: Who We Are, What We're
Leaving Behind, What We're Stepping Into, Our Specific Commitments, Our
Shared Mission, Our Dependence on God, Our Covenant Promise]

Partner 1: Date:

Partner 2: Date:

Witnessed by (optional):

Post-Wedding: First Anniversary Letter

[Include this blank page in your covenant document. On your first anniversary,
write to each other here:]
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ONE YEAR LATER:

Date:

Looking back on our first year:

Partner 1:

Partner 2:

How we've kept our covenant:

Where we've struggled:

What we're celebrating:

Our recommitment for year two:

THE END

And the beginning.
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"For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons,
neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth,
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of
God thatis in Christ Jesus our Lord."— Romans 8:38-39

May this truth anchor your marriage through every season.
Grace and peace be with you.

Amen.
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