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To my Kim 
Your childlike delight in the most ordinary things, 

your revelry in the good and your angry tears over the bad, 
your humility and faithfulness—

in these and a thousand other ways 
you show me the love of Christ every day.
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Preface
If you’ve visited the love/relationships section of a bookstore 
lately, you might well ask whether the world really needs another book 
on marriage. Though you’re obviously holding my answer to that ques-
tion, let me offer a brief explanation of how this book came to be. 

Usually, unhappy couples want change and they want it fast. Who 
can blame them? When the source of your suffering is the relationship 
that stands at the center of your life, the suffering can be intense. In 
their unhappiness they look for solutions that offer the fastest, most 
dramatic change possible. But couples who experience the most signif-
icant, lasting change aren’t the ones who have a dramatic “aha” moment 
or locate some forgotten secret to marriage. Rather, they’re the couples 
who begin to see their day-to-day interactions from a different per-
spective, take simple steps to love one another more effectively, and 
take those steps over and over again. What used to devolve into point-
less annoyances and fights become steps in a journey in which God’s 
activity and love become increasingly evident and powerful. 

The title communicates well what I hope you’ll learn about mar-
riage. First, marriage matters, not only because it’s important to us, 
but also because it’s important to God and he intends to use it in ways 
that you may not have imagined. Second, moments that seem the most 
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ordinary—moments of annoyance, conflict, pain, or cold indiffer-
ence—can become moments in which you’re able to understand God’s 
incredible agenda for love and begin to do something new. Ordinary 
moments are steps that take your marriage to extraordinary places and 
lead you into a deeper relationship with an extraordinary God.

I am especially hopeful that this book will be useful to those who 
find marriage a daily battle. I ask those couples to read this book 
thoughtfully and prayerfully, and with hope. During a difficult time 
in my own life, a wise friend and counselor reminded me of Jacob’s 
wrestling match with God in Genesis 32. After wrestling all night, God 
asked Jacob to let him go and “touched the socket of Jacob’s hip so that 
his hip was wrenched” (Genesis 32:25). But Jacob refused to give up 
and let go. Instead Jacob replied, “I will not let you go unless you bless 
me” (Genesis 32:26). And so God blessed him. “Winston,” my friend 
said, “don’t just wish things were different. Don’t just look for the easy 
way out. Don’t let go until you get every blessing that God is trying to 
give you through this.” I pray that you’ll hold on and wrestle well and 
that God will bless you with more than you’ve dared to ask for.

But I want you to understand, as well, that while a marriage book 
can be a tremendous help, if misused it can do as much harm as good. 
Therefore, let me offer a few precautions to keep you on track:

Don’t read this book simply because you think your spouse needs 
to read it. No doubt, as you read it your spouse’s failings will come to 
mind. But your real focus must be on how you can change. Resist the 
temptation to meditate on your spouse’s shortcomings. Instead, con-
centrate on learning how to live a life of love and trust God with the 
results.

Don’t allow any marriage book to become a substitute for personal 
support and counsel. God designed life and marriage to be community 
enterprises. A book may help, but the complexities of life and marriage 
will always require more than a good book. Strive to include trusted 
friends, godly ministers, and wise counselors on your journey, espe-
cially if your spouse is battling addictions or is abusive.

p r e fa c e
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I hope that this book, in addition to being useful to individuals 
and couples, will be useful in other settings: small group Bible studies, 
Sunday school electives, perhaps even seminary classrooms.

One final note: Some of the examples in the book are fictionalized 
for the purposes of illustration. Others are composites of many differ-
ent couples I’ve seen over the years who embody similar dynamics. 
Illustrations and examples aren’t meant to foster gender stereotypes or 
give license to prejudice and are but an honest reflection on my own 
experience. They aren’t intended to be prescriptive in any way. 
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In chapter 1 we learn that change 
requires seeing from a new 
perspective. We must realize 
that the hurts and frustrations in 
marriage that are common to the 
point of seeming ordinary are, in 
fact, opportunities to know and 
share God’s extraordinary love.

Chapter 2 shows how God 
uses ordinary moments to help 
us see ourselves more clearly 
and recognize what obstacles to 
knowing and sharing his love lurk in 
our hearts.

In chapter 3 we see how 
all struggles to love stem from 

problems of worship. We are 
transformed by God’s love as we 
learn to build not just our marriages 
but our lives around him. 

Chapter 4 reintroduces us to 
love itself—to Jesus. By learning 
love from him we are freed from 
distortions and misunderstandings 
and are empowered to love in new 
and surprising ways.

Finally, in chapter 5 we see 
that God’s vision for marriage has 
always been grander than our 
own. All along he intended it to be 
nothing less than a celebration and 
a showcase of his love.

Section ONE

God Is in the Ordinary 
Moments
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one
Marriages Change  

in Ordinary Moments 
What You’ll Learn in This Chapter:
•	 Our marriages are made up of ordinary moments, recurring 

irritations and disappointments. God doesn’t seem involved in 
them, and we don’t really expect them to change.

•	 Ordinary moments become extraordinary opportunities for change 
when we realize that:

~~ God is love and is involved in every moment in which we 
struggle to love.

~~ Jesus empowers us and teaches us how to love in practical, 
concrete ways. 

~~ Change involves making daily choices to love consistently, over 
time.



m a r r i a g e  m at t e r s

4

An Ordinary Moment

I could feel my blood pressure rising. With every passing moment 
I was getting more and more angry. It was 2:30. My son’s baseball prac-
tice was at 3:00, my daughter had a birthday party at 4:00, and I had to 
lead a Bible study at 5:00. What’s more, my wife was not answering her 
cell phone. I’d been calling her every few minutes since 1:00, and now it 
was almost 2:30. She should have been home long ago. She knew what 
was on the schedule, and she’d assured me she’d be home on time. 

How was I going to prepare my Bible study with all this taxiing to 
do? Did she not care that I was juggling this all by myself? My anger 
mounted as I pictured her chatting with friends, while her cell phone, 
set to vibrate, hummed away unnoticed in her handbag.

I resigned myself to plan B: all three kids would come to baseball 
practice, and the girls would play in an empty part of the field, while I 
sat in the van and worked on the Bible study. There would be distrac-
tions. I would want to watch practice, and the girls would need to be 
watched. They would get bored and start asking for things. It was not 
ideal, but it would have to do. 

I barked orders at the kids to get ready to go. There were a hundred 
questions: 

“Where’s mommy?” “Why do we have to go to baseball practice?” 
“Am I going to miss my party?” “Where are my shoes?” “Can we stop 
at the store and get a snack?” 

Every question was a frustrating reminder that I shouldn’t have to 
be dealing with this.

Just then the phone rang, “Win, have you been trying to call me?”
“Yeeeeees,” I replied, injecting as much sarcasm as possible into 

that one word. “I have to get Gresham to practice and Charlotte to her 
birthday party, and I’m not prepared for Bible study. Why haven’t you 
answered your phone?”

“I didn’t hear it ringing in my bag. I’m so sorry. I’ll be home in a 
few minutes. I just couldn’t get away as soon as I thought I could.” 
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Instead of waiting for Kim to return and let her deliver our son to 
practice, I loaded the kids into the car and took them myself. When I 
returned home, fifteen minutes later, Kim was there wondering why I 
hadn’t waited for her.

She retreated to a safe distance. I sat alone staring at the kitchen 
table. I was more than just annoyed; I was fuming. Beneath the anger 
I also felt embarrassed and ashamed. Part of me felt justified in my 
anger, while another part of me wondered why I’d gotten so worked up. 
Irritation would be understandable, but anger? My response was out of 
proportion, and I knew it.

I soon realized that part of my frustration stemmed from the fact 
that this feeling was familiar, even ordinary. How often have I been 
angry with Kim because I felt that she hasn’t stopped to think about 
me? And how often have I had the same pouty reaction and witnessed 
the same destructive result? 

I was tired of reliving this moment, tired of having the same old 
argument and getting the same old result. 

What Makes Ordinary Moments Ordinary? 
Every marriage has these moments—moments marked by frustra-

tion, disappointment, anger, or sadness—when you want things to be 
better but you’ve no idea what to do next or how to do things differ-
ently. We aren’t perfect, and we don’t marry perfect people. 

Moments like these are ordinary in several other important ways.

Ordinary Moments Happen Over and Over Again
Maybe the exact thing happens over and over again. Maybe the 

same familiar thoughts, feelings, actions, and reactions haunt every 
difficult situation. For me, there have been many times when I felt 
that my wants or needs weren’t showing up on Kim’s radar (though on 
many of those occasions that was not actually the case). The situations 
aren’t always the same: it isn’t always baseball practice or errands or 
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Bible study. It can be the way money has been spent, or the status of 
the laundry, or how long it has been since we’ve slowed down enough 
to connect. But there’s a familiar pattern in it all. There’s my sense of 
being forgotten, followed by her surprise, then my smoldering anger, 
then her retreat. It’s just too ordinary.

In Ordinary Moments God Seems Uninvolved 
Because these moments happen again and again, it may be 

difficult to detect God’s involvement. Perhaps you’ve never even 
thought to ask God for help precisely 
because these moments are so ordinary. 
Why bother God?

Maybe you’re afraid to ask God to get 
involved because you’re ashamed. You 
should be able to do better. God must be 
disappointed in you.

Or maybe you asked God for help, but 
there was no answer. God’s apparent silence after prayer is especially 
hard. He seems more than uninvolved; he seems to have abandoned or 
forgotten you.

Whether or not you’ve sought God’s help, these moments feel ordi-
nary because they aren’t accompanied by miracles or dramatic changes; 
they’re God-less moments. If you don’t see—or can’t see—how God fits 
into the picture, it doesn’t really matter whether you consider yourself 
a religious person or not.

Recall my own frustration with Kim when I was being denied 
time that I deemed necessary to prepare a Bible study. My mind was 
engaged in trying to know God’s Word so that I could help others, and 
yet my heart was far from him. In the moment, it didn’t occur to me to 
turn to God for help or to believe that he was concerned or involved. 
No matter how spiritual we think we are, it’s easy to find ourselves liv-
ing as if God were far, far away. 

No matter how 
spiritual we think 
we are, it’s easy 

to find ourselves 
living as if God 

were far, far away.
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We Don’t Expect Ordinary Moments to Change
If you’ve experienced enough of these ordinary moments without 

sensing any change, you either become accustomed to the annoyance 
and indifferent to it or, worse, you abandon any hope for change. Indif-
ference and hopelessness are both dangerous. The danger isn’t simply 
that you’re unhappy or that your marriage is less than it could be; it’s 
that God becomes increasingly irrelevant to your marriage, the rela-
tionship that defines your life more than any other. 

God, in his mercy, has prevented Kim and me from ever reaching 
that point. As I sat fuming at the kitchen table, God, as always, began to 
work in my heart, reminding me of important truths, softening me so 
that we could move forward. Knowing God makes ordinary moments 
extraordinary.

How Ordinary Moments Become Extraordinary 
In marriage, the biggest obstacle to change is our attitude toward 

it. Often we expect change to be ushered in by a dramatic turning point 
that can forever be remembered as the moment things got better. 

We wish this turning point—this momentous change—would hap-
pen for our spouse rather than for us, right? They’re the ones who need 
an experience like Ebenezer Scrooge had. Your spouse goes to bed 
dour and embittered, three spirits (or a marriage counselor) visit in the 
night, and the next morning he or she wakes up generous and joyful.

Sometimes lasting change happens quickly and dramatically, but 
usually this kind of change requires deliberate, careful steps over a long 
period of time. People who insist on quick fixes and dramatic turning 
points often miss the path to real, lasting change. What’s more, the 
longer path to change is what the Bible holds out to us as the more typi-
cal way that God works in our lives. Usually, change is more like the 
Israelites’ long trek to the Promised Land than like the apostle Paul’s 
dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus.
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Staying on the long path to change requires understanding how 
God operates in the ordinary moments. The path to change in your 
marriage is built on this truth: God is involved in every moment of 
your marriage. In that sense, there are no ordinary moments, only 
moments filled with God’s activity, of which you may or may not be 
aware and in which you may or may not choose to participate. God is 
the ruler of the entire universe, and yet, he has a special concern for 
you, and he wants you to see him act in the ordinary details of your 
marriage. More than that, he wants you to be a part of that work. 

Active Ingredients 
In his first letter, the apostle John explains how God wants to make 

a difference in our relationships:

Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from 
God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows 
God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because 
God is love. This is how God showed his love among us: He 
sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live 
through him. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he 
loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 
Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love 
one another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one 
another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us. 
(1 John 4:7–12)

This passage identifies three ingredients necessary for the ordi-
nary moments of marriage to become extraordinary moments of 
change. These are the three critical ingredients that this book will 
build upon. 
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1. Marriages change when we recognize God’s agenda for 
so-called ordinary moments 

“Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. 
Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever 
does not love does not know God, because God is love” (1 John 4:7–8, 
italics mine).

“God is love.” We all want more love in 
our marriages. Who doesn’t love love? For 
the most part, we marry because of love—or 
at least because we hope for love. But in the 
most difficult moments we don’t feel loved, 
and we find it hard to love. God may not 
seem to make much difference in these moments; however, his involve-
ment is crucial because God is love. When we find it hard to love, we 
need him all the more. A lack of love should prompt us to not just look 
more closely at our marriage but at our relationship with God. 

The bad news: your love problems are bigger than you think because 
love problems are God problems. The good news: the solution is bigger 
than you think because God cares and is involved. Having more love 
in your marriage means having more of God in your marriage. Hav-
ing trouble loving is evidence either that you don’t know God or that 
something is interfering in your relationship with God.1

As a little girl my daughter, Sydney, earned a reputation for being a 
picky eater. We even found it hard to entice her with fast-food burgers 
and fries! Once when my mother-in-law learned that we’d eaten at a 
McDonald’s, she asked, “Sydney, what did you eat at McDonald’s?”

“I ate a cheeseburger,” she replied proudly.
“You ate a cheeseburger!” my mother-in-law said with surprise. “I 

thought you didn’t like cheeseburgers.”
“I just take off all the stuff I don’t like,” Sydney explained. “First, I 

take off the pickles and the onions, and then the cheese, and then the 
ketchup and the mustard, and finally the big round brown thing in the 

Having more love 
in your marriage 

means having  
more of God  

in your marriage.
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middle.” My daughter had discovered the secret to liking cheeseburg-
ers: remove the hamburger itself and just eat the bread!

We can all be like Sydney. We may pay lip service to the notion that 
God is love and that we want to be more loving, but then we remove 
God from the discussion. If we believe that God is love, then he must 
be part of the solution. In fact, he must be the most important part—
the “big thing in the middle,” if you will.

2. Marriages change when we’re willing to love in practical, 
Christlike ways, especially in the difficult moments

“This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and 
only Son into the world that we might live through him. This is love: 
not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an aton-
ing sacrifice for our sins” (1 John 4:9–10).

Ask ten different people what love is, and chances are you’ll get ten 
different answers. Love isn’t quite the mystery it seems. Based on what 
we hear on the radio, see on television, or read in magazines, we might 
get the idea that love is a wonderfully indescribable something that 
happens to us, an uncontrollable and unpredictable thing that comes 
and goes. That makes for great romance novels, but it doesn’t offer 
much hope for our marriages. 

The Bible tells us specific things about love. In the passage above, 
we learn that love became a human being named Jesus who lived 
among us. While love can be exciting and feel wonderful, ultimately, 
love is a person, not an experience. When you need help loving your 
spouse, you don’t have to wait to feel loving or yearn for lost romance 
or guess what love is; you can look to Jesus and learn from him. Jesus, 
as love, took action. He spoke and acted in ways that made a difference, 
ways that made love visible among us. As we trust him and learn from 
him, we can do love too. 

There are two critical ingredients to loving in a Christlike way. 
The first ingredient is connecting with and depending on Christ, not 
as a religious man who lived two thousand years ago, but as God’s own 
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Son who’s with you and able to help you in the most difficult moments 
of your marriage. The second ingredient is knowing what love looks 
like in the details of the moment. Jesus 
doesn’t just motivate us to love; he teaches 
how to love in the moment—what it looks 
like and how to do it.

As a four-year-old, my son was en-
thralled with the Bible story of how the 
shepherd boy David courageously kills the 
giant Goliath, by striking him with a single 
stone flung from his sling. (Though David 
carried five rocks with him, he only needed 
one.) Pretending to be David, my son would run through the house 
with one of my socks wadded up and stuffed inside of the other, swing-
ing it madly over his head looking for giants to slay. Hoping to help 
him reflect on the deeper meaning of the story, I commented to him 
once as he stalked giants, “David sure had a lot of faith to go up against 
that giant, didn’t he?” Without a moment’s hesitation, my son replied, 
“He had a lot of faith and a lot of rocks!” 

Maybe you’re facing giants in your marriage, and being asked to 
look to Jesus feels like being offered faith without rocks! Remember 
that faith is only a prelude to action. You need faith that Jesus will help 
you every step of the way, but you also need to take concrete action. In 
every area of marriage we examine, we will explore both the whys and 
the hows of love.

When the Bible tells us that Jesus is “an atoning sacrifice for our 
sins,” that means that Jesus is able to remove from your heart all obsta-
cles to loving others. Sin isn’t a very popular topic, but we must take 
it into account. Some of the biggest giants in our marriages reside 
in our own hearts. As much as we say we want to love, sin squashes 
our best efforts. Jesus isn’t just an encouraging coach or an example 
to follow but our champion who’s able to defeat giants we’d never be 
able to tackle on our own. We will explore these giants in the next few 

Jesus isn’t just an 
encouraging coach  

or an example  
to follow but our 
champion who’s 
able to defeat 

giants we’d never 
be able to tackle 

on our own.



m a r r i a g e  m at t e r s

12

chapters, but for now understand that for love to make a difference it 
must be more than an emotional boost. It can only be found in Jesus 
and it has to show up in the details of your marriage.

3. Marriages change when we’re willing to love consistently, over 
time, not because our spouses change but because we’re in a growing 
relationship with God 

“Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one 
another. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God 
lives in us and his love is made complete in us” (1 John 4:11–12).

If you aren’t seeing miracles, it might be that you don’t know how 
to recognize them. The apostle John tells us that learning to love each 
other involves at least two miracles: first, God lives in us, and, second, 
God becomes visible. “God lives in us and his love is made complete.” 
The invisible becomes visible. That is a miracle.

At some point in marriage, you have to realize that you can’t make 
your spouse change. If your happiness hinges on your ability to control 
your spouse, you doom yourself to the frustration and hopelessness of 
trying to do the impossible.

God offers something much better than a changed spouse; he 
promises to change you. He gives himself to you. When you’re tempted 
to believe that your spouse stands between you and all the joy you 
hoped to find in marriage, hear God’s invitation to something far bet-
ter. This doesn’t mean that your spouse won’t change; it means that 
whether your spouse changes or not, you’re invited to become part of 
the most important program in history—the program of letting God 
live inside of you so that his love becomes visible in our broken world.

It may be that your spouse does begin to change once you stop try-
ing to change him or her and focus instead on being all that you can be. 
Or maybe not. But your marriage will change when you make different 
choices and keep making those choices in light of your relationship 
with God—a relationship that’s bigger than your marriage. 
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But how can my marriage change if my spouse doesn’t change? 
Think of your marriage as a dance. Dancing is most enjoyable and 
beautiful when both dancers are hearing the same music and are in 
step with one another. When the dancers are hearing different music 
and don’t know the steps, it becomes an awkward and painful ordeal. 
The dancers step on each other’s toes as they stumble along. You can’t 
make your spouse a better dancer, but you can become a better dancer. 
Even if only one partner improves, the dance improves. Your toes are 
safer, spills are less frequent, and you may enjoy the dance even though 
your spouse is never quite in rhythm with you. On the other hand, 
your spouse may begin to notice that you’re becoming a better dancer 
and want to improve as well. When you’re living for more than mere 
marital happiness, you have staying power. Rather than looking for a 
gimmick, you’re willing to embark on a journey that lasts a lifetime but 
is lived one day at a time. 

Where Are We Going?
The book is built around these three central ideas: 

Section 1: God Is in the Ordinary Moments
This section makes the connections between the details of your 

marriage relationship and the reality of your relationship with God, 
so that you see a bigger purpose and new possibilities in the ordinary 
moments of your marriage. You’ll be challenged to examine yourself to 
recognize how you make ordinary moments difficult. You’ll learn how 
knowing and worshipping God transforms the details of marriage, and 
you’ll learn how Jesus makes all the difference. 

Section 2: Extraordinary Love in the Details of Marriage
This section gets practical. You need to know what love looks 

like in the details of the moment. You’ll learn how honesty, conflict,  
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confessing wrongs, and forgiving can be expressions of love and a criti-
cal part of God’s activity in your marriage. 

Section 3: Staying on the Path
Whether your spouse changes or not, there are many joys and 

riches to encounter on your journey with God. In this section you’ll be 
invited to understand how your story fits into the story of your mar-
riage and your story with God. You’ll be challenged to pursue the high-
est manifestation of love there is: loving when you’re being wronged. 
You’ll also learn how to cultivate hope.

Sometimes ordinary moments never become much more than 
regular irritations; sometimes they explode into angry tirades, shout-
ing matches, or worse. But as ordinary as these moments may seem, 
they have the potential to radically change your marriage.

Think about It
•	 What are some of the ordinary moments in your marriage? What 

are some of the aggravations, conflicts, or disappointments that 
happen over and over again? Are there thoughts and feelings that 
are common to all of them?

•	 Have you asked God for help? If so, have you seen any change? If 
you haven’t seen any change, how do you make sense of that? Do 
you wrestle with feelings of abandonment, anger, hopelessness?

•	 Think of one of the ordinary moments in your marriage. How 
might you change just one thought, attitude, word, or action to 
make God’s love more visible? How might this ordinary moment 
be different if you realized in that moment that God was loving and 
supporting you as you worked to make his love visible? 


