WHAT TO EXPECT
Marriage is? It is impossible to reference all the diverse and multifaceted answers to that question. From a strictly secular point of view the definition is layered with different kinds of cultural marriage expression and contractual arrangement commitment. A short research of secular thought on marriage yields these few results. “Marriage is a culturally recognized union between people called spouses”, “Marriage is the process by which two people make their relationship public, official, and permanent”, “is a formal union and social and legal contract between two individuals that unites their lives legally, economically, and emotionally“, “is the state of being united to a person of the opposite sex as husband or wife in a consensual and contractual relationship recognized by law”, “marriage is an acceptance, a total acceptance of another’s life”, “a legally recognized social contract between two people, traditionally based on a sexual relationship and implying a permanence of the union”.
All these things are true in the sense that with marriage we are obligating ourselves to a person, and we are equally sharing life together consensually. However, the Bible makes the definition of marriage clearer by focusing on the who and what of marriage. The who is the male and female, the what is the one flesh relationship. Genesis 1:27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. Genesis 2:24 Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh. Jesus reinforces what marriage is by restating the Genesis account. Matthew 19:4 He answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, 5 and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 
This joining of two separate entities into one flesh is further elaborated upon in Scripture in a fuller more personal way. Ephesians 5:28 In the same way husbands should love their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29 For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ does the church. Here the Scripture is placing tension on personalizing the theology of marriage as a one flesh relationship. Since you are one body/one flesh you will naturally nourish and cherish your one body/one flesh relationship as you do your own personal body. It further anchors this fact by stating, “just as Christ does the church”. Christ nourishes and cherishes His body the church, He sustains and treasures us as one in Him.
So, we could say then that marriage is instituted and formed by God as a sacred and mutual bond between a man and a woman creating a one flesh relationship. Everything else about marriage hangs on this core definition within God’s structure and creative order. The man and woman bonding together in a one flesh relationship. Under the heading of this core definition we can then say that marriage is a covenant promise between a man and a woman sanctioned by God and witnessed by those attending the marriage ceremony. A couple makes a covenant promise between one another before God and before witnesses. This is a serious and solemn binding oath before God, as well as a responsibility toward those who are witnesses. Those who are present should forever after encourage the couple to stay true to the oath they made to each other before God, and to those who witnessed their promises. 
“The most foundational thing we can say about marriage is that it is God’s doing. It’s his doing: because it was his design in creation; because he personally gave away the first bride in marriage; because he spoke the design of marriage into existence: leave parents, hold fast to your wife, become one flesh; and because this one-flesh union is established by God himself in each marriage.” [endnoteRef:1] [1:  This Momentary Marriage: A Parable of Permanence, John Piper] 

Jesus and Paul reference Genesis 2:24 reemphasizing the importance of the dynamic of the one flesh marital union. Paul calls this a mysterious bonding of two into one flesh. Ephesians 5:31 “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” 32 This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church. Marriage is more than a civil ceremony, it is a covenant relationship between God and the couple, one where God mysteriously bonds together two as one. Everything else that marriage is, is placed under the one flesh structure. Everything that God has said, and that the Bible teaches about marriage is within this context. 
If we stop for a moment and think about the one flesh relationship that God created at matrimony, and how it speaks to the deeper one body relationship we have in Christ, our thoughts about marriage goes even deeper and higher. The other mysterious union we have in Christ, John 15, Galatians 3:28, is said in the Bible to “refers to Christ and the church”. Simply our marriage is not first about us, it is first about God and His glory in the ultimate relationship that He has established with man through the gospel of Jesus Christ. “The mystery is this: God did not create the union of Christ and the church after the pattern of human marriage—just the reverse! He created human marriage on the pattern of Christ’s relation to the church.”[endnoteRef:2] [2:  Desiring God, John Piper ] 

A key point to remember about marriage and the church is this. Marriage is a one flesh relationship, where we are joined together by God through marriage. The church is a one body relationship where we are joined as one by God through the gospel. Paul uses the one flesh relationship of marriage learned from Genesis 2, to define and explain the relationship between Christ and the church. This is where the similarity between marriage oneness and gospel oneness comes together as demonstrated in the verses above. Therefore, reproducing the gospel and its attributes in your marriage is crucial to marital oneness. The gospel and its truths are the key to marital harmony, success, and oneness.
Next and most importantly, marriage is not and end in itself, God’s glory is, 1 Corinthians 10:31 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. God’s purpose for your marriage is bigger than your marriage. Its not about a couple building their own lifelong kingdom together but rather it is an expression of seeking God’s kingdom purposes Matthew 6:33, through their marriage for His glory. So ultimately, we should be able to say that our marriage is to seek or pursue God’s kingdom purposes, while being focused on His ultimate glory in and through our marriage. Our goal as the primary focus in our marriage is God’s glory, our primary pursuit in marriage is to reach the goal of pleasing God by being centered upon God’s kingdom purposes. We are one flesh with one goal and one purpose for our marriage. 
What Should You Expect In Marriage Counseling?
1. Primary Focus: The primary focus of our discussions is placed upon Gods glory and what that looks like in your marriage. What does the word focus sound like and look like in your relationship? 
2. Relationship with God: How does the gospel manifest itself in your life and in your marriage? Where does the relationship that both of you have with God come to life within your relationship? Your individual relationship with God should guide and empower your relationship as husband and wife. 
“Your marriage can be built or rebuilt upon a solid and enduring foundation. But we must start where the gospel starts; there lies the hope for sinners who say “I do.””[endnoteRef:3] [3:  When Sinners Say "I Do", Dave Harvey, Shepherd Press] 

2. Equal Love: We are not for the husband or the wife, but for both of you. We will encourage both of you equally. You may be tempted to think we have a bias if we spend more time talking with your mate during our sessions, but issues or subject matter may determine how our conversation flows. We want to express Gods love equally to both of you by being on God’s side. We all want to come down on God’s side because we all share in our relationship with Him through equal love by the gospel.
3. Listen: Listening is showing love. Be careful to pay attention whenever your spouse speaks. Turn toward your spouse when they speak. Listen with your ears, eyes, and heart and try not to be defensive. We may ask you questions based on what your spouse just shared so listening closely is important.
Good listening involves three things. Listening without interrupting. Giving undivided attention. Making sure I understand what is being said. [endnoteRef:4] [4:  Brad Hilgeman homework, 7 Conflict Resolution bah.docx] 

4. Draw Out: Ask your spouse questions based on what you hear. Ask clarifying questions, draw out your spouse’s heart (Thoughts, Emotions, Desires) with a loving curiosity. Be a learner, asking questions in a non-provocative way. Seek to understand what you hear, try not to be frustrated or aggravated.
5. Talk to Each Other: There will be times when we will ask you a question and ask you to respond toward your spouse with an answer to the question. We want to hear you talk and interact through the question that has been presented and is relevant to your struggle. Talking through something with someone else present can be very helpful even if it is a hard thing to talk through.
6. Talk about Yourself: We want you to share about your own struggles in your life with God, your spouse, and others. We will step in and redirect if there is blame shifting or communication that is harmful. Don’t be afraid to let down your guard, it will be very enlightening and helpful to your spouse, they may need a clearer picture about what is going on in your heart, things they may not realize or you have not divulged. Restrain yourself from accusations against your spouse for not being fully informed, this may be a very important learning process for both of you. 
7. Not Heard Before: Let us know when your spouse shares something that you have not heard before. This will help us to understand your marriage and how God is at work. We may simply ask, “Have you heard this before?” Try not to be critical toward new information, be thankful for the openness of your spouse first.
8. Draw Near to God: Encourage each other in your life with God and others. Help one another to remember God’s presence, promises, power, and pursuing love toward you, that Jesus continually invites us to come to Him and find rest Matthew 11:28-30. Help each other to fight the good fight of faith by faith in God’s solutions to your marital conflict. Simply draw near to God and fight for your marriage, do not give up!
9. Effort: Marriage requires effort. Remember, God has called you to fight FOR each other, not fight AGAINST each other. God’s Spirit will empower you to do what you cannot do in your flesh. God always does so much more than what we ask or imagine Ephesians 3:20.
10. Homework: Be intentional to do what we ask you to do between meetings. Husbands do not force your wife to remind you to complete the assignment the night before our next meeting. Take the lead. Be intentional. Wives stay consistent as well and be encouraged by what you are learning, things take time, both of you will change in time. The assignments should be done separately and then you should take time to discuss your reflections with each other. The assignment is for you to connect with God and one another. We will be covering a lot of important information, take notes, jotting down key thoughts, words, themes, Scripture passages and other observations, in the notebook that we provide. The assignments that you will be placing in your notebook will be one of the key factors to growth and change in your marriage. It will also be a source of growth and change in your marriage in the future.  
11. Hopefulness: Expect that God can and will work in your marriage. He allowed you to be united in the beginning, He is for your marriage and for you and your spouse. Losing hope in your marriage is losing hope in a person. When you become so indifferent toward a spouse that you think they are hopeless, that indifference only fuels additional unholy and unhelpful feelings toward them. “Indifference 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 relationship that defines your life more than any other.”[endnoteRef:5] Be watchful for ways in which God’s Spirit is moving in your heart and within your spouse. Be patient and hopeful. Trust in the God who gives us hope and saved us from our sins when we were truly hopeless. [5:  Marriage Matters: Extraordinary Change through Ordinary Moments, Winston T. Smith, New Growth Press. ] 

12. Participate: You have freedom to ask questions. Do not be afraid to participate, we are all growing and changing together. Engage yourself and speak what you are thinking and observing. Share things that are on your heart, things that resonate with your marital struggle. Don’t clam up and be silent.
13. Pursue and Pray: Be intentional to pursue one another between our meetings as you try to live life together. Encourage one another in Christ regularly. Pray for and with one another. Share your homework and thoughts along the lines of things you are doing together in those studies. You may not think that you have anything in common, but you do if you know Christ, and you are doing the same assignments together. Reflect upon how God is using this entire process to bring about change for Christs sake together.
14. Partner: find a couple to partner with you through this journey. The strengths of an accountability partner in marriage or in our personal lives are so significant. We need each other, so find a couple to journey with you.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  You are free to distribute this paper as a homework assignment or use its contents for other useful means, as long as it is not altered, and credit is given to the author Brad Hilgeman. https://christinyoucounseling.com] 
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