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It was your stereotypical chick-flick – “Sleepless In Seattle” starring Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan.  But let’s be honest.  Even though there were no explosions, no car chases and no fights, most of us still enjoyed the movie.  To this day something inside me gets a little mushy when I hear the movie’s signature song, “When I Fall In Love.”  Do you remember how that song goes?  “When I fall in love, it will be forever.  Or I’ll never fall in love.  In a restless world like this is, love is ended before it’s begun.  And too many moonlight kisses seem to cool in the warmth of the sun.  When I give my heart, it will be completely, or I’ll never give my heart.  And the moment I can feel that you feel that way too, is when I fall in love with you.”
Whether you like the song or not, that’s what we all want for our relationships.  When we fall in love, we want it to be forever.  None of us go into a relationship thinking, “When I fall in love, it will be for three months.”  None of us go into a marriage thinking, “When I get married, it will be for three years.”  The plan, the goal, the intention, is that this relationship, this marriage, will last forever.
But we all know the statistics.  Fifty percent of first marriages end in divorce, 65% of second marriages end in divorce, and 75% of third marriages end in divorce.  Getting married is one thing; staying married is clearly something altogether different. 

We’ve just finished the series called 40 Days of Purpose, in which we discovered the five purposes God has for each of our lives.  We’ve talked about the value of living life on purpose instead of drifting through life, just sort of passing the time.  Today we’re starting a new series called “Being A Family On Purpose.”  Here’s the big thought of this series, the main theme we will be coming back to each Sunday – the happiest, most enduring families are the families that are families on purpose, the families that are intentional about being strong, healthy families.  Strong marriages don’t just happen – they happen on purpose.  Healthy parent-child relationships don’t happen by accident – they happen on purpose. 
This morning our topic is how to stay married, how to make your marriage last a lifetime.  Actually it’s a little more than that – we’d actually like to learn how to be happily married for a lifetime.  The point isn’t to learn how to suffer through a marriage, but how to succeed in marriage.  And as we get started, let me make this point.  If you’re divorced, or if you’re in a second or third marriage, please don’t worry that the pastor is going to beat you over the head for what happened in a prior relationship.  That’s the past and as Rick Warren writes in “The Purpose-Driven Life,” while we are products of our past, we are not prisoners of our past.  Hopefully we all can learn from mistakes we’ve made in the past, but this morning our focus is on the future, on the relationship we’re in right now and what we can do to make this marriage last a lifetime.  It will surely do none of us any good to let our guilt or our anger or our bitterness over past relationships bleed into our present relationships.  
So with that said, what can we do right now to make our relationship as cute and cuddly as Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan in “Sleepless In Seattle”?  What can we do to stay married on purpose?  When we talk about love a Bible reader’s first thoughts are of what is known as “the love chapter,” which is found in 1 Corinthians 13.  When you read that chapter you will notice that Paul talks about certain things that love does and certain things love doesn’t.  For example, Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 13:5 that love is not rude, and in verse 7 he writes that love protects.  Love does this, he says, and love doesn’t do that.  So that’s how I’m going to organize our study this morning, by telling you that if you want to stay married to do this and don’t do that.  So here we go.

Do Edify Your Partner
The first “do” is this – “do” edify your partner.  The word “edify” means “to build up.”  In 1 Thessalonians 5:11 the Bible gives us this command: “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up.” 
On Father’s Day I had the honor of officiating at the wedding of my oldest daughter Stephanie and her husband Scott.  And during the ceremony I told them something very similar to this point.  The way I put it to them was like this – if you want to stay married, don’t try to change your spouse but do try to challenge them.  In fact when I do premarital counseling this is what I always tell the couple – don’t go into this marriage expecting to change your partner.  If you can’t love and live with your partner just the way he is, then you shouldn’t marry him.  If you think you’re going to get him to give up NASCAR and start going to the opera once you marry him, you will be sorely disappointed.  Romans 15:7 says, “Accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you,” and that applies especially to husbands and wives.  We need to accept each other and treasure each other just the way we are.
But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t challenge each other to keep growing.  In Hebrews 10:24 the Bible says this: “And let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds.”  Now the context of that verse is the church; the Bible is telling us that it is our responsibility as brothers and sisters in Christ to spur each other on, to motivate each other, to challenge each other to live lives of love and good deeds.  But if that’s something we’re supposed to do for each other as a larger group of believers, then certainly we need to do that with those we love the most.  As husbands and wives, we are called to challenge each other to grow in love and to mature in our faith.  
Now let me be quick to say this – when I use the word “challenge” please don’t substitute the word “nag.”  The Bible does not say, “Point out your partners’ faults.”  It is extremely easy to be critical and negative with our partners, but it is also extremely ineffective.  Notice how the Bible puts it – “let us consider how we may spur one another on.”  In other words, let’s think about this.  Let’s use some creativity.  Let’s come up with some positive, healthy, effective ways to challenge each other to grow.  

Years ago I was in a master’s program in pastoral counseling at Santa Clara University, and in one of my classes we were learning how couples can help each other make healthy changes in the way they talked to each other.  The usual way of doing it is for one spouse to tell the other, “Don’t talk to me like that!”  Once in awhile that can work, but usually the other partner does not respond well to being lectured.  So our teacher brought in a couple that was having some issues and showed them right in front of our class one way the couple could make some changes in a more productive fashion, which was to have the couple role play.  Our teacher had the wife act and talk like her husband and he had the husband act and talk like the wife.  First he had them act out a typical scene in which the wife was supposed to talk like she contended her husband would usually talk to her, and the husband was supposed to talk and act like he contended she acted.  You can guess how that went.  The woman, pretending to be the husband, acted and talked like a real jerk, and the man, pretending to be the wife, did the same thing.  And guess what?  That just made the two of them angrier and more defensive.  It did not inspire change.

So then our professor tried something else.  He still wanted the couple to take the role of the other person, but this time he wanted them to talk and act like they wanted the other person to talk and act toward them.  So the wife, acting as the husband, showed her husband how she would like for him to talk to her when he came home from work.  She showed him how to express tenderness toward her in a way she would appreciate; she demonstrated to him what questions she would like him to ask her.  And while I appreciate that this doesn’t work for every couple, I will never forget what happened in that class.  The husband’s response when his wife acted out how she would like him to treat her was, “Oh!  OK, I get it.  Well I can do that.”  What this guy needed was not to be told how he was doing it wrong; what he needed was to be shown how to do it right.
And that’s one of the most effective ways we can challenge our partners to grow – through our example.  Instead of telling our partner what we think they should do, we need to show them what they can do by doing it ourselves.  That doesn’t mean there isn’t a time to use your words – there certainly is.  But our words have a lot more credibility when they are preceded by an example.  Challenge your partner to be a person of prayer by praying.  Challenge your partner to be a servant by serving.  Challenge your partner to care about your neighbors by caring about your neighbors.  Challenge your partner to be patient and forgiving by being patient and forgiving.
Here’s the theme verse for this point again, from 1 Thessalonians 5:11 – “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up.”  To stay married on purpose, we need to edify each other, to build each other up, to encourage each other to keep growing spiritually, intellectually, physically and socially.  That’s a “do.”

Don’t Embarrass Your Partner
And here’s a don’t – don’t embarrass your partner.  Something in me says I shouldn’t need to say this, that this is something we should all know.  But the reality is that this is something we’ve all done.  I am a prime offender.  I like to make jokes.  And sometimes my wife does funny things, and I have this very strong urge to share those things with people.  

Now Brenda and I are pretty secure with ourselves and with each other, and we really don’t mind when the other person tells people about something dumb we’ve done.  But over the years we’ve discovered that there is a fine line between the stories we don’t mind being shared and the stories that are really embarrassing.  My kids are learning this too.  We’re learning that when someone in our family says something that is really foolish, it’s OK to a point for us to tease each other about it.  My family has a running tally of stupid things I’ve said over the years and can recite that list for you at the drop of a hat, like the time I was naming the states I had driven through on a trip and I called the state of Rhode Island “Rhode Hampshire.”  You cannot imagine the joy it brought to my family when their allegedly educated father called that state Rhode Hampshire.  

But as a family we’ve learned that it’s OK to tease each other about certain things, and it’s OK to share some of those things with a few close friends, but beyond that those are things we keep to ourselves.  My wife, for example, is directionally-challenged.  When we were first married I could not understand how she could so consistently go the wrong way, and so I was fairly merciless in teasing her about it.  But that was wrong.  It went beyond good-natured fun and it became embarrassing to her.  
And here’s one practical piece of advice.  Ask your partner in private whether it’s OK to share a particular story in public.  Don’t start telling the story to a group of friends and then stop and say, “Honey, can I tell this story?”  If she says no, she looks like a poor sport.  Now she’s going to be embarrassed if you tell the story or if you don’t tell the story.  Each couple obviously has to draw their own lines, but the principle is this – if you want to stay happily married on purpose, don’t embarrass your partner.

And for a biblical example of this you can go to the Old Testament book of Ruth, one of the greatest love stories in the Bible.  Ruth was living in poverty after her husband died, so she had to essentially become a dumpster-diver.  She would go out into the fields after the grain had been harvested and pick up any grain that had been left over (the Bible uses the term “gleaning” for this).  Boaz, who was falling in love with Ruth and who was a rich landowner, gave his workers this instruction: “Even if she gathers among the sheaves, don’t embarrass her.  Rather, pull out some stalks for her from the bundles and leave them for her to pick up.” (Ruth 2:15-16)  And if you know the story, you know that Ruth and Boaz got married and had a son, and from that son eventually came a boy by the name of David, who himself was the ancestor of Jesus the Christ.  Don’t embarrass your partner – always treat each other with dignity and respect and kindness.
Do Enjoy Your Partner
Here’s another “do” for staying married on purpose – do enjoy your partner.  Now guys, I know what you’re thinking, and the good news is that you’re right.  God does want us to enjoy each other physically.  There’s an entire book of the Bible devoted to just this point; it’s called the Song of Solomon.  And listen to what the book of Proverbs teaches us about this:  “May your fountain be blessed, and may you rejoice in the wife of your youth.  A loving doe, a graceful deer – may her breasts satisfy you always, may you ever be captivated by her love.”  (Proverbs 5:18-19)  
Now certainly we are to enjoy each other in more ways than this, but I don’t want to skip over this too quickly.  In his book “Relationship Rescue” Dr. Phil addresses what he calls nine myths of a great relationship, and myth no. 7 is this: “A great relationship has nothing to do with sex.”  Listen to what Dr. Phil has to say about this:
“Don’t believe it for a minute.  Sex provides an important time-out from the stresses and strains of a fast-paced world and adds a quality of closeness that is extremely important.  Sex is a needed exercise in vulnerability wherein you allow your partner to get close … I’m not saying sex is everything.  If you have a good sexual relationship, it registers about ten percent on the “important scale” – meaning it makes up about ten percent of what’s important in the relationship.  But if you do not have a good sexual relationship, that registers about ninety percent on the “important scale” … The belief that sex is not important to a relationship is a dangerous and intimacy-eroding myth.”  (Page 64)
I’m gratified to know that Dr. Phil and modern psychologists agree with God on this.  If we want to stay married on purpose, we need to enjoy each other.  In the words of the Bible, we need to rejoice in the wife of our youth, and we need to be captivated by each other’s love.  
And of course it has to go beyond that.  And here’s where being purposeful about your relationship comes into play.  This is where we need to put some thought into it, where we need to sit down and talk about what we might enjoy doing together.  There’s a very helpful marriage website called marriagebuilders.com that is put out by Dr. Willard Harley.  On this website and in his book “How To Survive An Affair,” Dr. Harley offers this warning.  He says that if all of a husband’s most enjoyable activities are done apart from his wife and if all of a wife’s most enjoyable activities are done apart from her husband, sooner or later that will be a marriage in trouble.  He’s not saying we need to do everything together or that we can’t have any hobbies on our own.  But he is saying that if we want to keep our marriages together we need to intentionally find things that we enjoy doing together and make it a priority to do those things.
So let me just ask you – what’s fun for you and your spouse to do together?  Maybe it’s going to the movies together, or watching certain shows together.  Maybe it’s traveling together or working on your house together.  And if nothing comes to mind, then you need to set aside some time to figure this out on purpose.  You need to be intentional about discovering things you can do together that will make your marriage fun for both of you.  If you want to stay married on purpose, do enjoy each other.

Don’t Expect From Your Partner
Here’s another “don’t” – if you want to stay married on purpose, don’t expect from your partner.  This is largely a communication issue.  Let me explain what I mean by this.  When we are first married we take certain expectations into the relationship, and that can be dangerous.  The husband expects his wife to cook his favorite meal for him exactly the way his mother did.  The wife expects her husband to be a Mr. Fix-It because her dad was.  The husband expects his wife to wear a red silk nighty to bed every night because, well, he just does.  The wife expects her husband to buy her roses once a week because, well, she just does.

 Now the reason I say this is a communication issue is this – the reason we have those kinds of expectations of each other is that we haven’t talked about those things beforehand.  In one of the books I use in my premarital counseling called “Fit To Be Tied,” the authors – pastor Bill Hybels and his wife Lynne – write about one of their first fights.  Something broke in their apartment.  Lynne expected Bill to fix it because her dad could fix everything.  But Bill never had any intention of fixing it.  He had no interest in or ability to fix the problem.  So he did what his dad always did – he handed his wife the Yellow Pages and told her to call a repairman.  Bill Hybels, by the way, is my hero, because that’s exactly what I do.  But his wife wasn’t thrilled; she was disappointed and hurt and angry, and she let him know it.  And it was that experience that clued them into the fact that there were a lot of things they hadn’t talked about before they got married, a lot of things they didn’t know about each other.  Their expectations of each other were largely based on ignorance.  
So let’s fast forward a few years.  Let’s say you’re like us – you’ve been married for nearly 30 years.  You’ve talked about a lot of things in that time.  You know each other well.  Now your expectations aren’t based on ignorance; they’re based on detailed knowledge and years of experience with each other.  So what do you expect now?  You expect your partner to know what you want and what you’re thinking and what you’re planning even though you haven’t told them.  Have you ever had this discussion?  “I didn’t know you were going to spend all day Saturday with your friends!”  “But you should have known that – I always spend the second Saturday in November in odd years with my friends; I shouldn’t have to tell you that!”  Or maybe you’ve had this discussion:  “Why aren’t you talking to me?” “You know why I’m not talking to you.”  “No, I really don’t; that’s why I’m asking.”  “If you really loved me, you would know why I’m not talking to you.”  

Here’s the basic principle – don’t expect.  Don’t expect your partner to be like your parent or like any other person you admire.  Your partner is unique; take time to explore their uniqueness and to appreciate it.  And don’t expect your partner to read your mind.  Tell them what you’re thinking and how you’re feeling and what matters to you and what really doesn’t matter to you.  The flip side of this “don’t” – don’t expect – is to express.  Do express your thoughts, your feelings, your desires, your doubts and your dreams.

Do Empathize With Your Partner
Here’s another “do.”  This is one that requires some effort and practice and skill.  You need to be very purposeful about this, because for many of us this is not natural.  Do empathize with your partner.  Enter into your partner’s feelings; enter into their world.  Let them know that whatever is important to them is just as important to you.
In 1 Corinthians 12 the Bible compares we who follow Jesus to a physical body, and teaches us that we are all members of the same body.  Near the end of that chapter Paul writes this:  If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it.” (1 Corinthians 12:26)  As I think back on our marriage, the times I have felt closest to my wife have been those times when I had a very clear sense that she not only felt for me, but she felt with me.  That’s how I know that I really matter to her.  If something goes well for me, she doesn’t take it as her job to keep my humble, though there might be a need for that later on; she enters into my excitement with me and lets me know how proud she is of me.  And when I experience a loss or a failure, she’s right there with me, feeling my pain.  If I am suffering, she is suffering.  

You know how it is when you’re around someone who is sick, especially if it’s the flu or something contagious – you want to stay away from that person, because you don’t want to catch what they’ve got.  That’s fine when you’re at school or at work; then it’s appropriate to sort of keep your distance.  But keeping your distance doesn’t work in a marriage, not if you’re going to stay married on purpose. 
Do Endure With Your Partner 

Which takes us to our last “do” – do endure with your partner.  There are seasons in every marriage that are just plain hard.  But you made a commitment.  You said you would be there no matter what.  And you meant it.  So when that hard time came along, you just sucked it up and endured it for the sake of your partner and for the sake of your marriage.  And we applaud you.  We applaud a Matt and Meg Walsh, who were married for a matter of weeks before Matt went off to serve our country in Iraq, leaving Meg behind alone.  There was nothing romantic about that; that was a matter of endurance.
We applaud the many of you who have stuck together through some very hard economic times.  Your partner has always been the breadwinner, but he lost his job, and despite his best efforts he’s been out of work for more months than you want to count.  But together you have endured.  You’ve scratched together some odd jobs, you’ve adjusted your lifestyle.  You haven’t pointed fingers at each other; you haven’t blamed each other.  You’ve sucked it up and made the best of it and somehow you are making it together.  
And we applaud a Jim and Marion Keaney.  Jim and Marion were married on June 23, 1951.  In 2002 Jim was diagnosed with Idiopathic Pulmonary Fibrosis, a disease for which there is no cure.  Breathing is a challenge for Jim.  His life and Marion’s life have been seriously impacted by Jim’s disease.  For the last seven years their lives have been anything but normal and anything but easy.  But they have endured, and they are an example to us all of how to stay married on purpose.  No one is married for 58 years by accident.  That kind of a marriage happens only on purpose.  May God give us the grace to stay happily married for the rest of our lives.
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