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Where Do We Turn in the Tough Times? 
5th Weekend after the Epiphany – Color: White – February 5/6, 2005 

Sermon Background Study 
Ecclesiastes 4:9-12 (NRSV) 

9Two are better than one, because they have a 
good reward for their toil. 10For if they fall, one will 
lift up the other; but woe to one who is alone and 
falls and does not have another to help. 11Again, if 
two lie together, they keep warm; but how can one 
keep warm alone? 12And though one might prevail 
against another, two will withstand one. A threefold 
cord is not quickly broken. 

Colossians 3:12-14 (NRSV) 
12As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe 

yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 
meekness, and patience. 13Bear with one another and, 
if anyone has a complaint against another, forgive 
each other; just as the Lord has forgiven you, so you 
also must forgive. 14Above all, clothe yourselves with 
love, which binds everything together in perfect 
harmony. 

No marriage is immune to tough times. Two may 
be better than one, but two can still be pretty hard! 
This week, we consider some biblical perspectives on 

how marriages might survive such times. 

Ecclesiastes is such an odd book to find in the Bible. 
It reads pretty much like a textbook on life without 
God! Though often bleak and cynical in its outlook,1 
Ecclesiastes occasionally contrasts the bleak with the 
hopeful. In contrast to the person all alone, having 
neither child nor sibling (Ecclesiastes 4:8), two surely 
are much better than one (4:9). Humans need 
companions and helpers. The union of a man and a 
woman into husband and wife ought to provide each 
with comfort, strength, and support that they could 
find nowhere else. The husband and wife are two 
persons, joined by God into “one flesh.” 

But still, marriage can be difficult, sometimes terribly 
so. We do not always love God as we should. We do 
not always love our neighbor as we should. And we 
certainly do not always love our spouse as we should. 
Even a marriage of two mature persons, both 
committed to lives of Christian discipleship, is not 
immune to troubles. Sometimes these troubles are 
thrust upon a marriage by tragedy, illness, or job loss. 
Sometimes the troubles are born from within the 
marriage. Regardless, any married couple will tell you 
that things can get tough. What guidance does 
Scripture give us about getting through these tough 
times with the marriage intact? Obviously, this is a 

                                                 
1Actually, the bleak outlook of Ecclesiastes is really the point. A life lived without God is futile and meaningless, 
simply from dust to dust (Ecclesiastes 3:20). 

Forgiveness 

“Forgive each other; just as the Lord has 
forgiven.” Sometimes much easier said than 
done! Nonetheless, the practice of 
forgiveness is essential to a strong marriage. 
Couples must learn habits of forgiveness in 
all the small annoyances of marriage so that 
we are equipped for the time when 
forgiveness seems to be beyond us. And one 
of the misconceptions we have to unlearn is 
that repentance must always precede 
forgiveness. 

We are, of course, reluctant to forgive without 
evidence of repentance. “How can I forgive 
him? He isn’t even sorry for what he did, 
much less turned things around!” If we don’t 
demand repentance before we forgive, aren’t 
we opening the door to the abuse of our 
forgiveness? Yet, in his book, Embodying 
Forgiveness, L. Gregory Jones reminds us 
that Jesus sometimes forgave sins in the 
name of God without requiring prior 
repentance and that his disciples did 
likewise. Here is one example. 

In Luke 7, a Pharisee named Simon invites 
Jesus to dinner. A woman comes to the 
dinner, where she proceeds to bathe Jesus’ 
feet with her hair as she weeps. She anoints 
Jesus’ feet with an expensive jar of ointment. 
Basically, she pampers him. Simon knows 
that the woman is a sinner and is upset that 
Jesus would allow this sinful woman to touch 
him. Jesus then asks Simon to consider two 
debtors. The first has a large debt forgiven 
and the second, a small debt. Which debtor 
will love the forgiving creditor more? Simon 
knows that it is the debtor who was forgiven 
much. Jesus then says to Simon, “Therefore, I 
tell you, her sins, which were many, have 
been forgiven, hence she has shown great 
love.” Note the “hence.” The NRSV gets this 
right. It is the power of the woman’s 
“forgiven-ness” that leads her to love. As 
Jones writes, “She has not earned her 
forgiveness through the repentance of 
extravagant love; because she has been 
forgiven, she is able to repent by showing 
such love.” 

In this, I hear Jesus calling us to be bold in 
our forgiving and in our loving. I hear him 
calling us to unlock the transformative power 
of loving forgiveness that leads to genuine 
repentance, reconciliation, and rebirth. It is 
not only God who is able to pour out grace 
upon another! 



bigger topic than we can tackle fully here, but Scripture points married couples in at least three 
directions: toward each other, toward Christ, and toward the community of disciples. 

The practice of love 

In the first week of this series, we saw that the biblical understanding of love is grounded in actions 
more so than sentiments. Agape love is about what we do more than what we feel. We may not always 
feel lovingly toward our spouse, but we can always act lovingly. Indeed, one of the best pieces of advice 
I’ve ever been given about marriage is this: If you don’t feel the way you want to feel toward your spouse, 
then do the things you would do if you felt the way you want to feel. [You might have to read that 
again.] In other words, the practice of love can often lead couples back to the feelings of love. When Paul 
urges the Christians in Colossae to clothe themselves with love, he is speaking of the practice of love, for 
it is in the doing that all things are bound together in harmony. Just imagine a marriage in which each 
spouse always acted compassionately, kindly, humbly, gently, and patiently – these are Paul’s words. 

Christ at the center 

In the movie, About a Boy, after his mother’s attempted suicide, young Marcus comes to realize that 
while two may be better than one, it is really still not enough. As Marcus puts it, “We need back-up . . . 
everybody needs back-up.” If one person gets in trouble, it all falls on the other. Marcus knows that he 
and his Mom need a third, at least. Early in the last century, the sociologist Georg Simmel wrote 
extensively about the power of three. He noted that three close, mutually supporting friends or loved 
ones can create a bond capable of withstanding troubles that might crush a pair. The third person, he 
said, created opportunities for mediation and compromise that weren’t available to a pair. 

In the marriage of disciples, there is, of course, always a third -- Jesus Christ. At the end of today’s 
passage, Paul goes on to say, “And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were 
called in the one body. And be thankful. Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly . . . ” (Colossians 
3:15-16). A marriage without Christ is like a three-legged stool that has had one of its legs cut off. I think 
that many Christians underestimate the power of Christ in a marriage; I know that I once did. In 
Christ, we have been reborn, filled with the Spirit of God. We just often seem to forget this. We 
imagine that all is well, even though we try to confine Jesus to a small portion of our lives. How many 
couples worship together – every week of every month? How many couples pray together? Read and 
study the Bible together? Each week, less than a third of the adults in worship at St. Andrew are also in a 
Sunday morning class together – and that is on a good week. Is it any wonder that when our marriages 
hit tough times we feel like God has forsaken us. It isn’t God who has moved away from us; it is we who 
have moved away from God. We need to consider not only our personal relationship with Christ, but 
also our relationship with Christ as a couple.2 

A community of support 

Christ is not only the third in our marriages, he also created a church, one body, a community of 
disciples to whom we can turn, to whom we are supposed to turn when we face difficulties. Too often, 
couples go outside the marriage for help only when it is too late, when we seek help to survive the 
divorce rather than to renew the marriage. We forget that the body of Christ is a family. As in all 
families, we will be closer to some persons in the family than to others. Our closest Christian kinship is 
to those who journey with us as part of a small group – perhaps a covenant group, or a Sunday School 
class, or a Bible study, or a choir. These are friends, family really, with whom we are meant to share our 
problems as well as our joys. We sometimes forget that God’s grace usually works through other people. 
And our family in Christ is blessed to include disciples who are especially gifted and trained to help us. 
It might be a Stephen Minister who is a really great listener. It might be a Christian marriage counselor 
who has helped countless disciples to strengthen their marriage. It might be a program like Crown 
Ministries which is designed to help couples become better stewards of their finances so that their 
marriages are not sunk by the stress of financial pressures. 

Marriage is a gift from God. It is an enduring covenant and sign to God’s love in this world. God joins us in this 
covenant and, by his grace, there is hope for every marriage. In this, we are not alone. 

                                                 
2Perhaps somewhere in this lies the reason Paul urged Christians to marry other Christians. At the same time, we 
need to remember Paul also instructed that believers already married to unbelievers were to stay married to them, 
so that through the believing spouse, the unbelieving spouse might come to know and trust Jesus as well. 



Daily Bible Readings 
(more on forgiveness and getting through tough times) 

Before reading each passage, take a few minutes to get a sense of the context.  Your study bible 
should help.  Jot down a few questions that come to mind from your reading of the passage. 
Day 1    Luke 7:36-50  A sinful woman’s 
“forgiven-ness” generates extravagant 
repentance and love. 

Day 2    John 8:1-11  Jesus saves a woman 
caught in adultery, refuses to condemn her, 
sends her home toward repetence. 

Day 3    Philippians 4:4-9  Read these familiar 
verses with marriage in mind. How do we 
spend our time? 

Day 4    Colossians 3:1-17  The entire passage 
about our new life in Christ. 

Day 5    1 Peter 3:8-17  Again, read this in light 
of marriage. Tough times in marriage should 
never lead us to do what is wrong. 

Weekly Prayer Concerns 
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Questions for Discussion and Reflection 
1. You might begin by reflecting upon or sharing some stories of times that your own marriage has 
experienced some rocky times. If you are unmarried, you probably still have experience with difficulties 
that beset a committed relationship. These don’t have to be stories of problems that threatened to blow 
up the marriage. There are lots of smaller problems that drive wedges and create distance between 
husbands and wives. How did you get through the tough times? What advice would you give to a couple 
experiencing problems? What do you think of the advice to practice love even if you don’t feel it? 

2. What do you think are some ways that the church can help couples whose marriage is in a rocky 
period? Robert Hasley envisions a Christian counseling center that provides “wellness checks” for 
married couples. What do you think he means by a “wellness check?” What are some of the questions 
that a Christian marriage counselor might ask if you went in for a wellness check? How might that differ 
from a non-Christian marriage counselor? 

3. In the text box, I wrote about forgiveness leading to repentance. Is this practical in a marriage? Are 
we capable of truly forgiving an unrepentant spouse? How could we begin to build habits of forgiveness 
that would help us unleash its transformative power? Does this come down to our willingness to set 
aside our pride? In fact, what problems does pride create in marriage? How might we overcome them? 

Fearfactor 
Next Sunday, we’ll begin our Lenten sermon and teaching series: Fear factor.  

God wants us to be free from worry, fear, and anxiety. But who really is?! In this series, we’ll look 
at stories of people who had to deal with fears: fear of the unknown, fear of change, fear of failure, 

fear of death, and more. We hope you’ll join us as we learn how God helps us to overcome the 
fears that plague us. 

February Book Recommendation 
The Jesus I Never Knew by Philip Yancey 

This month’s selection is another book about Jesus and one of the best. Philip Yancey is a writer 
who never disappoints me. Though a lifelong Christian, Yancey only recently took a long, hard look 
at the Jesus described in the Gospels. He found, as I have found, a very different Jesus from the 

one he learned about in Sunday School – more comforting and more terrifying. Yancey’s faith was 
strengthened by the writing of this book. Yours will be strengthened by the reading of it. 

Available at Inspiration, the St. Andrew bookstore. 


