PREPARING FOR MARRIAGE
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My wife and I work with young adults. We often pray for them to find good mates. They hear a variety of voices, and we want them to hear ours. Here is some of the advice we share with them in what they often find as a difficult assignment.

1. Give yourself fully to God. The best way to prepare for marriage is to draw close to God. Walking in His will helps us to stay in line with His purposes and to make good decisions. To find the right mate, focus on being the right mate. Put God first in everything.  Don’t expect your friend to be your all in all. Only God can satisfy fully. Don’t lay that burden on any human being, either as a single or married person.

2. If you are at point A, ask a B question, not an E question. The Christian life is described as a walk, not a hop. You get to point E by first going to point B. An appropriate question might be, “God, I feel an interest in this person. What do you suggest that I do?” That could mean praying, talking to a friend, or asking for counsel from parents. When you are moving forward, you tend to walk with more hope than when you are in neutral. Passivity is close to paralysis. Doing something is better than doing nothing. Waiting on God does not mean putting the car in “park.” It means leaning in toward God and taking steps, even small ones, rather than putting your life on hold. Passive people often expect God to answer an E question when they are at point A, and God seldom does it that way. Passive people also can miss God’s direction, because they are waiting for bigger signs than smaller steps.

3. Make a wish list. Tell God what you want. You may think that God isn’t interested in your list. Wrong. He urges you to ask, and you don’t insult Him with specifics. He enjoys giving His children the desires of their heart. The wish list does not mean that you are demanding anything; you are “letting your request be made known to God.” Allow the list to reveal your heart, but don’t turn it into a checklist.

4. Stick with plan A. Don’t settle for plan B. You may feel that you are not that special to God, that He blesses other people more than He blesses you. Maybe you think that your past has disqualified you from plan A. You need to know that the blood of Jesus has handled your past. God does not deal with you today with yesterday in His memory. He has already forgotten your past, so you need not bring it up. He majors in giving you the best. 

5. Keep your morals high. If a friend requires you to loosen up morally, drop your friend now. You are going to the wrong place, and if it leads to the altar, you will regret it. The way to get God’s best is to live in a way that gives Him pleasure, not that gives your friend pleasure. Otherwise, you will end up with plan B, not by God’s choice but by yours. Do not lower your standards if you have waited for a while and feel like your chances are slipping. Joy is found in Christ. Let Him be your center regardless. Live in such a way to invite God’s blessings rather than his discipline.

6. Keep believing in God, even with difficulties. This does not mean that you hide your feelings from God. If you feel that life is passing you by, share it with God. He wants to hear the deepest longings of your heart as well as the disappointments and struggles. Being transparent better allows you to live with hope than pretending that all is well. When you let go of hope, you may give in to plan B. God said, “It is not good for man to be alone.” Tell Him that you agree. The fact that you are not married says one and only one thing about you. It does not say that you are not a good pick, that you don’t have a good personality, that you won’t get married, that no one has eyes for you. It only says that you are—single!

7. Give yourself away. People who are living for themselves are not as attractive as people who are living for others. Happiness is not found in marriage—it is found in God. If you make marriage the end-all, you are setting yourself up for disappointment. Some of the loneliest people alive are married. Better to be single in God than married outside of God. People who need to be married to be happy may put too much pressure on marriage (but don’t put pressure on yourself if you are feeling that you need it. Almost everyone does). If no one is paying attention, don’t panic. Use the time as best you can to serve others. You probably have more time when you are single than when you get married. Whatever our station in life, it should help us to love God more. Paul writes that “an unmarried man is concerned about the Lord’s affairs—how he can please the Lord” (I Cor. 7:32). I am glad that God led me into marriage and fathering, but with six children, I was unable to do some of the things I could do as a single man. Take advantage of your single status. Try not to feel sorry for yourself; you have a future—in God!  You may be tempted to find your romance in other ways, like reading romantic novels or watching soaps. That doesn’t help. Don’t get desperate and grab anything with skin on and moves. Serving others helps to guard your heart.

8. Join the 3M Club! We all make three major decisions in life: Who will be our Master, what will be our mission, and who will be our mate. Don’t be independent as if you can make the third commitment on your own. Trust in the good counsel of mature people who know you and love. They may see opportunities or blindsides that you could miss. Dare to dream that God has a special person for you. And to help you dream in this area, dare to dream concerning your mission. Your sanctified desires are a clue to God’s sovereign purposes in your life. And as God leads you in these decisions, you can help others, because most singles are struggling with major life commitments.

9. If you see yourself married, God probably does, too. The single life is meant primarily for those who are called to it. If you don’t think you are, you most likely aren’t. Those who have the gift for the single life as Paul did view it as preferable to being married. You can cooperate with the will of God for you by keeping yourself pure. If you have compromised your standards, know that God forgives the repentant. And His forgiveness both cleanses and empowers you. Do not let the enemy condemn you or make you believe that you must now settle for an inferior plan. That is given only to those who resist His good will.

10. Demystify the guidance process. Don’t worry about finding “God’s perfect will.” That might put stress on you and make you think that you could make the wrong choice. Look for a special mate that you can love. Waiting for “God’s best” might mean waiting a long time. God gives to His children the mind of Christ, and we can use it to make good, rational, and Spirit-led decisions. I would rather hear a young man say, “I want to marry my friend because I am in love and cannot live without her,” than hear him say,” God told me to marry her.” God guides us into marriage through our sanctified desires, decisions, and emotions. Those who say, “God told me…” may not be prepared to exercise responsibility for their decision. I am not saying that God does not lead us, because He promises to lead us in every area of our lives, but His leading is usually more than a still small voice when it comes to marriage, and it most likely corresponds to our desires.

11. Find a vital church home. You may think that you need to hop around looking for a mate. That could get frustrating real fast. While you do need to move from passivity to active involvement in the process, you don’t need to jump from church to church and group to group. God knows your situation, and He usually acts within your circle of acquaintances, references, and referrals. You don’t need to go on a frantic search, but it wouldn’t hurt if the church of your choice includes a healthy young adult group. Most churches do not. If you hear of one at another church, you might want to try it out, although you probably don’t want to try out every young adult group in town.

12. Let God heal you. The process of moving from single life to marriage often includes wounding. Keep your spirit open to God by forgiving people who hurt you, who give you advice that you don’t want, or who give the impression that married people are automatically more mature than singles. Try to accept the help that people desire to give you. Their motives may be right, even if their counsel may not be. Bitterness does not improve your looks; walking in forgiveness does! Don’t expect marriage to solve problems—it intensifies them. Work on your issues now. 

13. Check out values. The most important thing to find out about prospective mates is their values. Those are often hidden in a dating relationship. A guy sweeps a girl off her feet with his charm and generosity. What she had better find out is if he can hold down a job. To marry quickly without knowing the values a person lives with could mean marrying the wrong person. If a guy is lazy, he won’t change for you once he has you. Make sure if the person you marry lives by convictions that you can agree with, and listen to any warnings that come from his or her friends or family. God may be warning you! See your friend in the context of family. Observe how he/she relates to dad, mom, and siblings. It is harder to fake it at home, and you will likely see what a person values in the home setting. Love may be blind, but it shouldn’t be!

14. “Do not arouse love before its time.” Paul says that “it is better to marry than to burn with passion.” Stay friends. You will have a lifetime to enjoy the physical side of the relationship. A dating/courtship relationship allows you time to get to know your friend personally, psychologically, and spiritually. You don’t need to worry about physical compatibility. God has already taken care of that! I found it helpful to stay accountable to my mentor while dating Karen. We set boundaries for ourselves; then I told my mentor that I would let him know if I crossed them. That aided me in exercising restraint. When the physical overrides the other aspects of the relationship, it will keep you from getting acquainted with each other, so you don’t really know the person you are planning to marry. You just know that you like the physical relationship. But if that’s all you have, it’s not enough. And crossing the line may keep your love from growing, as it did for a foolish young man in the Bible, who hated the woman he thought he loved after sleeping with her (2 Sam. 13:14,15). Sexual longing are powerful at times, and society plays on those. Do your best to separate yourself from the kind of influences that make it harder to walk in purity.

15. Compartmentalization creates problems. Singles add as much to the life of a local church as do married people. “God sets the solitary in families” (Ps. 68:6). Families who include singles are enriching their own lives as much as the singles, so don’t isolate yourself. Seek to flow naturally with the larger body of Christ. The church helps singles by: understanding their needs, teaching positively about the single life, giving them meaningful relationships in the church, seeking to take the pressure off they sometimes feel, receiving their gifts (which are much more than babysitting or housecleaning), giving them counsel, and offering them practical help as needed. For their part, singles should: get involved, be a positive example of an alternative life style as long as they are in that station, seek to live with contentment, and be honest with close friends. 

16. Invest in the kingdom. Young adults have been responsible for most of the major missionary movements in the last six centuries. And yet they are largely an un-reached people group in the church. You as a single person can help to turn around this unfortunate condition by 1) loving God with all your heart, and 2) making yourself available to a healthy local church. Young adults attract young adults, especially when they are living for others and not for themselves.

17. Don’t compare yourself with others. The foot doesn’t come off well when it compares itself to the hand (I Cor. 12:15). Your station and gifting is right for you now. Comparison brings discontentment. It made the foot say, “I do not belong to the body,” and it might make you say the same thing. In America the majority rules, and it can be that way in the church as well. So we focus more on married life than single life. Don’t let that keep you from embracing your present calling and letting God use you where you are. All of life is a struggle, whatever our situation. Singles are tempted to say, “If only I were married.” And mates often think, “If only my partner would change.” Persevere—in Christ, and accept hardship as your opportunity to go the way of the cross. God promises us something better than marriage; He promises us Himself. This can scare singles, but it can also challenge you to give yourself wholly to God.

18. One single told a group of older people, “Invite us to your homes. Give us hugs. Tell us that we are important. Believe in us; you can count on us. Pray for us and see our potential to advance the kingdom cause. We know you have problems in marriage, so don’t over-spiritualize it.”

19. Don’t feel shame if you live at home. Jesus lived with his parents to the age of thirty. In some cases, leaving home better prepares you for your future, but the primary reason for leaving from a Biblical perspective is marriage: “For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife…” (Genesis 2:24). 

20. Advantages of the single life: a) Greater potential for single-mindedness. b) Good historical tradition for singles. c) Restraint helps bring maturity. d) Freedom and independence. Some disadvantages: a) Living singly is not the norm in Scripture nor in society. b) Stigma attached to living singly. c) Need to deal with many feelings (loneliness, self-pity, jealousy, resentment, insecurity). d) Help is not always available for needs.

21. Questions to help you evaluate potential mates:
a) Do they share my strongest convictions? Are life styles compatible?

b) Do they treat their family and my family with respect?

c) Are they committed without question to the will of God? Do they listen to God and can they hear Him? (Don’t think they will change when you marry them). 

d) Do the people that are closest to me and that I respect the most approve of them?

e) Can I trust them without any doubt?

f) Do I enjoy being with them, even if we are silent, or am I sometimes bored?

g) Can I live with their values? Do I know them, like how they handle money, how they work, how they treat children? Have I known them long enough to see their values?

22. Break up well.  Most people carry unhappy memories of a painful breakup. The sorrow at the back end trumps the happiness at the front. Wounds can remain long after the friendship ends. Two words of counsel: first, try to bring closure in a Christ-like manner. Don’t attempt to hurt the person who hurt you. It may weaken your chances to enter successfully into a future relationship. God looks down with much mercy on those who take pain graciously and without attempting to get revenge. They are responding in the Spirit rather than in the flesh. Those who choose instead to malign the other party may carry that destructive behavior long after the door closed. If a girl, for instance says, “He can’t break my heart and get away with it. I’ll break his,” she is showing that she was not mature enough for the relationship in the first place. And if she cannot deal with her pain in a constructive manner, she will keep the wound and transfer it to others. We all know that wounded people wound people. Whole people can be wounded without retaliating. They acknowledge that living on the planet includes suffering. They don’t claim the right to a smooth ride. They know their resume will include disappointments that don’t feel good. They don’t try to ride above pain. They accept it as part of the process. Do it wrong—and you lose more than the one you try to hurt. Do it right—and you are building a strong foundation for a secure future. The second word of counsel: let God heal you. You can be marred by a difficult ending but you don’t have to remain marked for life. That breakup need not define you. We are not defined by our failures or the failures of others, or by the sadnesses of life. We are marked by our relationship to Jesus Christ. He determines our ultimate destiny, not the circumstances of life that interrupt our joy.

23. Learn to receive. The Christian life is more about receiving that doing. The prodigal, though he had messed up his life, knew how to receive the gifts that came from a compassionate father. The elder brother, on the other hand, frustrated the father’s kindness. He said, “All these years I have served you…yet you never gave me a kid…” The father’s answer: “All that is mine is yours.” Think of your Father as the Bible portrays Him, as one who wants to pour out blessings upon your life, as one who loves to share what is His with you, including a spouse. Anger will close your heart to His love, while repentance opens it up.

24. Expect God to surprise you. Many relationships that end at the altar come unexpectedly. God loves to meet our needs, and He loves to surprise us. He is good at it.

God has proved able down through the centuries to bring together a man and a woman. And He can do it for you as well. Our prayers are with you that God will demonstrate His love for you in this important area as well and lead you into a satisfying married life!

