
V
E

R
T

IC
A

L
 M

A
R

R
IA

G
E  

ihopkc.org

Marriage is one of the most signifi cant commitments any person can make in this life. 
Amongst the myriad of preparations you can make, what is most important for a lasting, 
healthy relationship? Understanding that marriage is not eternal—but its fruit is—Mike 
and Anne Rizzo, seasoned marriage counselors, turn our gaze Godward. A vertical 
focus, on the Creator of marriage, becomes the best foundation for building a beautiful, 
life-long bond with your future spouse.

How does Scripture’s bridal paradigm play into your daily relationship, and what is the 
ultimate goal of your union? Practical and visionary, Vertical Marriage will help you 
evaluate your relationship, establish a marital vision, understand God’s unique design 
for your marriage and future, and set expectations for the nitty-gritty details of life 
together. For use with a marriage counselor or independently, Vertical Marriage is a 
premarital manual designed for engaged couples and those already married who desire 
to establish a powerful partnership of eternal signifi cance.

“Vertical Marriage is a weighty, no-holds-barred approach to get your marriage started
 on the right spiritual footing. Wise and spiritually penetrating . . . highly 

recommended, especially for serious believers.”
Gary Thomas, Author of Sacred Marriage and The Sacred Search

“A powerful blueprint for a beautiful union that will help any couple, young or old,
to revive their perspective on deep partnership and worship.”

Sara Hagerty, Author of Every Bitter Thing is Sweet 

“Mike and Anne have craft ed a tremendous tool to help you navigate your courtship skillfully. 
Th eir wisdom will prepare you for a loving marriage fi lled with joy and hope—with Jesus 

at the center. I recommend this one highly!”
Bob Sorge, Author of Secrets of the Secret Place

Mike and Anne Rizzo have been in pastoral ministry for over thirty years and 
currently serve as directors of Marriage and Family Ministries at the International 
House of Prayer in Kansas City, Missouri. Th ey carry a passion for personal 
mentoring, teaching, and raising up marriages that exalt the name of Jesus. Mike 
and Anne have three grown children and one grandchild, and are the authors of 
Longing for Eden: Embracing God’s Vision in Your Marriage.
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FOREWORD
If you are browsing this book, chances are that you are in a dating or en-

gaged relationship, or you want to be prepared ahead of time for when that 
happens. The purpose of entering into a dating relationship is to discover if the 
other person is someone you would want to marry — to get acquainted with 
their life vision, values, personality, gifts, and weaknesses to decide if you want 
the relationship to progress to engagement. This manual that Mike and Anne 
Rizzo have written will help you in this process. 

One purpose of engagement is to establish the relational and lifestyle pat-
terns that will be foundational to your marriage relationship. These involve how 
you will communicate, spend time and money, and solve conflicts, and how you 
view sexuality, children, raising children, planning the future, seeking God, do-
ing ministry, and relating to the local church. All of these topics, and more, are 
covered in these pages. 

We have found that the best preparation for dating and marriage is to work 
on yourself. Work through your own brokenness with the help of wise counsel. 
Grow in your true identity and gain tools to help you continue to live authenti-
cally by owning your sin, asking for and extending forgiveness, and taking your 
thought life captive. 

Deep love is built on respect. The most important question is not, “Will I be 
attracted to this man or woman for the rest of my life?” Attractions can change 
very quickly. The question is, “Will I respect him or her for the rest of my life?” 
Are they interesting in ways that go beyond physical attraction? Is his or her 
heart set on the right things, and do they consistently follow through on their 
convictions over time? 



A strong foundation for godly marriage involves being equally yoked. Each 
one sets their heart to seek first Jesus and His kingdom, to verbally encourage 
each other to press in to their relationship with Jesus wholeheartedly, and to 
obey God’s will in their life and relationships. 

We love each other more now, at the thirty-eight-year mark of our marriage, 
than ever before. We believe in humility, serving one another, and obeying Jesus. 
One purpose of marriage is to develop a strong partnership in doing God’s will 
together as a couple and family. This involves enjoying His blessings, enduring 
hardships, and obeying Him in small things and the routines of everyday life. 

We are so grateful for Mike and Anne’s life and ministry at the  
International House of Prayer — many lives have been changed by it.

Mike & Diane Bickle
International House of Prayer



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Are We Ready for Marriage?
Mike

This is a question asked by many singles as they ponder marriage. It is also a 
question asked by many who are married, feeling overwhelmed by the challenge, 
and wondering if they made the right decision.

A decision of great magnitude requires great consideration. Jesus made this 
clear to the multitudes that followed Him: “If anyone comes to Me and does not 
hate his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters, yes, and his 
own life also, he cannot be My disciple” (Lk. 14:26).  This is the essence of being 
joined to Christ. He must become the transcendent object of love among all of 
our relationships.

His instruction is to “count the cost” before deciding. The two parables of 
Jesus’ following this passage serve as an illustration (Lk. 14:28–33). One: before 
you build a tower be sure you have access to all the materials you will need to 
complete it. Two: before going to war consider your military resources, mea-
sured against those of your enemy. 

Are we ready to count the cost of what it takes to build a marriage over 
decades? Are we ready to consider whether we have the strength to stand against 
the army of darkness that will come against our marriage union? Are we aware 
that the strength will come only when our relationship with Christ is priori-
tized above all? 

A covenant pledge to Christ is not to be entered into lightly. In like manner, 
choosing to spend the rest of our earthly days in a marriage covenant with one 
person requires a skillful and wise decision-making process.
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Most of us are familiar with the invitation to receive Christ, given at  
evangelistic crusades. Various estimates I have seen over the years indicate that 
a low percent of respondents (anywhere from 6 to 25 percent) continue on in a 
vibrant faith. Listen to these words of a famous evangelist who preached the gos-
pel in the American colonies during the Great Awakening: “There are so many 
stony-ground hearers that receive the word with joy, that I have determined 
to suspend my judgment, till I know the tree by its fruits.”1 The evangelist was 
George Whitefield.

I advise singles who think they have found their marriage partner to first 
evaluate their ability to build a solid foundation in the relationship, which rests 
on the reality of each partner’s commitment to Jesus. Only marriages with a  
vertical focus on God successfully enter into all that He designed marriage to 
be. The sets of questions throughout this manual are for self-examination as well 
as a lens through which to evaluate that potential future spouse. Is the fruit 
of the Spirit evident? How have we navigated seasons of transition? Have we 
walked with Christ, rooted and built up in Him, established in the faith (see 
Colossians 2:7)? 

In our own premarital season, Anne asked these same questions of me and I 
of her. As our friendship was initially budding with promise of perhaps a longer 
future, we began to count the cost and take stock of our relational resources. 
Throughout this book we have both endeavored to share highlights of our jour-
ney with you, and you will note our names prior to each major section.

My life in Christ is the ultimate source for my married life. Granted, I don’t 
always feel qualified, much less prepared, to run hard after God every day. Nor 
do I rely on feeling like a great husband to determine whether I choose to act like 
one. But if we count the cost on the front end of every day and nurture the “Yes, 
Lord” on the inside, His grace will be sufficient. Together, your source in God 
will be the source in your marriage.

Nearing thirty-five years of marriage at this writing, I am filled with con-
tented reflection, looking back over decades of partnership with my wife. “For 
I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure is 
at hand. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith”  
(2 Tim. 4:6–7).  Seeking to pour out my life daily is what will enable me in the 
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end to look back on a life poured out. Husbands and wives who find common 
ground here, will go the distance. 

From another perspective, Jesus described it as laying up “treasures in heav-
en, where neither moth nor rust destroys and where thieves do not break in and 
steal” (Mt. 6:20). Divided allegiance, the attempt to serve two masters, results in 
both treasure and heart remaining earthbound and exposed to loss. A husband 
and wife who join forces unto this end make a powerful team!

Consider Second Corinthians 4:11–12: “For we who live are always being 
given over to death for Jesus’ sake, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in 
our mortal flesh. So death is at work in us, but life in you” (esv). Every believer has 
read this passage at one time or another and felt a connection to the hardships 
Paul lists in preceding verses: afflicted, hedged in, perplexed, persecuted, struck 
down. The key phrase in this passage is “for Jesus’ sake.” He Himself must be 
our reward.

Always being given over to death, followed by the life of Jesus being mani-
fested, is more or less a basic pattern for Christian living, right? Death at work 
in me, as I lay down my life and pick up my cross, and life released to you — this 
brings me joy. If you embrace the same posture towards me, then together we 
can endure any test. 

Imagine such a vertical marriage: two lives poured out for Jesus and one 
another, laying up eternal treasure in heaven — life-releasing death working in 
each spouse. In today’s economy, this is the most fruitful investment of all.

Notes
1    George Whitefield to Mr. M--, London, 10 March 1753, in A Select Collection of Letters of 
the Late Reverend George Whitefield, 1734-1770, Vol. III (London, 1772), 8.
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One practical way that you can begin to live out your relationship for God’s 
glory is by obeying Him in the areas of moral purity. Read the following declara-
tion and the scriptures below. Is this something you can both commit to?

I pledge to protect your sexual purity from this day forward. I choose to 
respect and honor you by building up the inner person and maintaining ap-
propriate physical boundaries.

For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from sex-
ual immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own body in 
holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not 
know God; that no one transgress and wrong his brother in this matter, 
because the Lord is an avenger in all these things, as we told you before-
hand and solemnly warned you. For God has not called us for impurity, 
but in holiness. (1 Thes. 4:3–7 esv)

Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside 
the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body.  Or do 
you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, 
whom you have from God? You are not your own,  for you were bought 
with a price. So glorify God in your body. (1 Cor. 6:18–20 esv)

Honor One Another

Abstinence is essential while dating and throughout your engagement. It is, 
however, just one initial component of a lifelong process of keeping your mar-
riage honorable. Consider this passage:
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“Marriage is honorable among all, and the marriage bed undefiled; but forni-
cators and adulterers God will judge” (Heb. 13:4).

I can recall when I was a young (immature) single Christian, how exciting I 
thought it would be to get married and enter into an “anything goes” free sexual 
experience with my wife. (Sadly, I was not a virgin when I got married. Prior to 
committing my life to Christ I had a typical, worldly outlook on sexuality — 
what is commonly referred to as a “consumer mentality.” That is to say, women 
were coded as some sort of catalog for me to choose from for my own selfish 
enjoyment.) I had no preconceived evil intent, mind you, in regards to having 
an undefiled marriage bed, just a naive understanding of the concept. Two other 
translations of the verse will broaden the concept for us:

“Marriage should be honored by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God 
will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral” (niv).

“Honor marriage, and guard the sacredness of sexual intimacy between wife 
and husband. God draws a firm line against casual and illicit sex” (the 
message).

Wow! What a shift. The verse becomes a cohesive whole. First of all, the 
marriage bed undefiled is a bed that is pure and sacred. Second, God draws a firm 
perimeter around the sin of adultery as well as all forms of sexual immorality.

To a succinct point on the undefiled bed: once you are married, you should 
not engage in sexual behavior that causes either of you to feel pain, disre-
spect, guilt, or shame. Intimacy between husband and wife is a sacred gift that 
should never evoke such feelings. Having the physical, emotional, and spiritual  
well-being of the other person in mind is essential. This is both for now and 
from this day forward. 

Physical Boundaries

What have been the boundaries up to this point in your relationship?  
How well have you both done maintaining them? Is there anything that you 
need to repent of and apologize to your future partner about in regard to cross-
ing boundaries?
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We recommend every couple be very slow to engage in any kind of physi-
cal touch. It is a common pitfall for couples to “put the cart before the horse,” 
as they say. The snowball rolls down the hill at breakneck speed in this arena. 
Lustful interaction can even seem to be sanctified when overlaid with a coating 
of spiritual interaction. In other words, a dating or engaged couple who pray 
and minister together with a bona fide anointing present, can be deceived by 
the spiritual intimacy into justifying and accommodating physical expression 
leading to the crossing of boundaries.

So, where do we begin? Every couple is a bit different and oftentimes one 
person in the relationship is lobbying for more physical expression. This in itself 
is a major red flag and should alert the other to danger. But there is no one way 
for everyone. For example, our niece and her future husband decided to have 
their first kiss at their wedding. While commendable, this is not for everyone, 
nor should we judge those who kiss before their wedding day. 

Three things should be standard for every couple (this is not a comprehen-
sive list): 

• An accountability relationship with a mentor couple. This should 
be local and not long distance. So when you stumble and cross a 
boundary, you will need to be accountable to someone face-to-face.  

• An honest personal awareness of how much you can handle. For 
example, holding hands may be an innocent and pure expression 
for one but a match that lights a fire for another! Know yourself, 
then place boundaries on yourself. 

• A commitment to get help if you are struggling in the area of sexual 
purity. Sexual issues may subside for a time in the celebration of 
the marriage; conversely, many couples have issues come to light on 
the honeymoon that they never knew existed. Either way, you most 
likely know where you struggle, so reach out to your pastor and get 
hold of some helpful resources. (See Appendix G: Recommended 
Reading)



VERTICAL M ARRIAGE8

• Late night curfew time and being alone in a house together. In our 
opinion, these first two are “must have” boundaries. The longer the 
evening gets, the more temptation seems to grow; and when no one 
is around, no one can see. Danger lurks here!

• Holding hands. How can this possibly be an issue? Well, in a girl’s 
mind it may be an innocent touch, a pure heart connect. For guys, 
it may be step one into a sensual area, leading to . . .

• Arm around waist and long embraces, aka the “full body press.” To 
a girl this tends to be an emotional expression and feels good in 
that respect. To a guy, it’s physical and an on-ramp towards erotic. 
(It may also become that for the female, but he will generally get 
there faster.)

•  One thing leads to another, as they say, and the next natural step 
would be kissing on the cheek and/or kissing on the lips. (If only 
humans had the self-control to keep this in the “grandmother 
peck” category — not likely!)

•  These next two are pretty obvious and should be avoided in every 
case: lying next to each other and fondling sexual areas. 

Are there any other areas that you have discussed together or areas that 
have been problematic?

DISCUSS TOGETHER

Depending on how you were raised, along with your past history of relationships, 

some of these boundaries will be more obvious than others. What physical 

boundaries have you established in the following areas?
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Benefits of Staying Pure

• It is pleasing to God.

• It builds the trust that is needed for true intimacy over the years.

• It develops deeper qualities of patience and self-control.

• It affirms your future partner, showing that you care more about 
them than about gratifying your own desires.

• It protects you from being attacked with guilt and shame.

• It protects you from the emotional and mental trauma that can 
come if the relationship ends up not working out.

• It helps you to develop a stronger emotional and spiritual bond, 
without being distracted by the physical.

• It enables you to have a clear conscience before God.

• It increases the anticipation and enjoyment of the honeymoon.

• It is a witness to the world around you.

• It avoids bringing reproach on the name of Christ.

Which of the above benefits stirs your heart with conviction to  
remain pure?



PART ONE

Building a Strong  
Foundation



1

Covenant or Contract
Anne

It goes without saying — but I will say it anyway — the pervasive culture in 
the world is far from godly and seems to grow more godless every day.  Marriage 
between a man and a woman is no longer considered the only kind of marriage, 
and the view of Christian marriage, in some circles, grows increasingly hostile.  
It is a challenge to navigate these marriage waters.

One aspect of our culture is affecting Christian marriages at an alarming 
rate — the misconception that marriage is a contract. Allow us to challenge you 
to consider and pray about having a truly biblical perspective on this subject. 
Our hope is not only to make you aware of this cultural pitfall but also to give 
you a vision of God’s heart concerning your marriage.

What Types of Marriages Have You Seen?

In this broken generation I can only imagine the marriages that you have 
observed. Divorce and abandonment leading to fatherlessness are so common 
in our culture. God created us to be loved and cared for in a family. Those who 
grew up without this may be driven to look for love pretty much wherever they 
can find it. The cycle repeats itself, as this leads to further pain and broken-
ness. Perhaps you have been blessed to be one of the few who had parents with a 
God-focused marriage. In any case, the subject we are about to discuss is vital be-
cause your future marriage will reap the fruit of what your heart believes about 
this institution of marriage.
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Let’s delve a little bit into the subject of covenant vs. contract. Everyone has 
some idea of what a contract is. We make an agreement and sign a paper to prove 
it. Yet, we also accept that legal contracts are frequently broken. Unfortunately, 
this thinking has also found its way into the realm of Christian marriage. What 
we must realize is that marriage is not a contract but a covenant! 

How Does God See Marriage?

God created marriage and to Him, marriage is sacred. In Malachi 2:14 He 
makes clear that those who marry enter into a covenant. 

“The Lord has been witness between you and the wife of your youth . . . she is 
your companion and your wife by covenant.”

A covenant is “a written agreement or promise usually under seal between 
two or more parties especially for the performance of some action.”1 This prev-
alent cultural view of covenant reduces it to the level of a contract and does not 
truly represent the essence of covenant; it is viewed as merely legal and therefore 
can be dissolved by law.  

Andreas Kostenberger, in his article “The Bible’s Teaching on Marriage 
and Family,” gives us a biblical definition of covenant (specifically the marriage 
covenant): 

A covenant is a contract between two parties that is established before 
God as a witness, a contract whose permanence is ultimately safe-
guarded by none other than God himself.   In this sense, marriage is 
a covenant: it is entered into by the husband and the wife before God 
as a witness. Because it is ultimately God who has joined the marriage 
partners together, the husband and the wife vow to each other abiding 
loyalty and fidelity “till death do us part.”2

We learn here that the two elements of covenant that distinguish it from a 
contract are permanence and the Chief Witness, God, who has designed that 
marriage is for life. Soon-to-be bride, you have chosen a dear friend to share your 
joy by being your witness on your wedding day. Soon-to-be groom, you have 
done the same. These who know and love you will sign your marriage license 
indicating that they have witnessed you taking your wedding vows. However, 
Christian weddings have an even more important Witness present; He is the 
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Chief Witness. Even though your friends will witness your wedding and sign 
the license, it is He, not they, who will hold you to your vows. In other words, 
although legal, a marriage union is profoundly spiritual — God is the witness of 
its establishment, and it is He alone who joins you together.  He is also the One 
who expects believers to be vigilant to see their marriage covenant maintained.

It comes as no surprise that God’s view of marriage is diametrically opposed 
to our culture’s view. It is truly He, not any man, who joins the couple together: 
“Therefore what God has joined together, let not man separate” (Mk. 10:9).  In 
other words, it was not man who joined the couple and therefore no man (or 
woman) can separate them. Marriage includes not only the couple who marry 
but also the God who unites them. A husband and wife who are believers make 
a commitment to view their marriage as part of God’s design for their entire 
lives. Again, the decided difference between marriage viewed as a contract and 
marriage viewed as a covenant is the attitude toward permanency.

For you who are soon to marry, it is vital that you gain the heart revelation 
needed for permanency in your marriage. (We will discuss this in more detail in 
Chapter 4: Marital Vision.)

It is often said that the divorce rate in the church today is around 50 per-
cent, or “the same as outside the church.” Is this really the state of Christian 
marriage today? It is hard to determine. Studies yield widely different results, 
depending on what segment of the church is the subject.  While the highest 
percentages are not accurate, in our experience, both personally and in the coun-
seling room, neither are the lowest ones. For years, we have known many who 
have been divorced — and I venture to say that this may be your unfortunate 
experience as well. Although statistics may not be able to accurately ascertain 
the true state of marriage in the church today, one thing is sure. Malachi 2:16 
tells us: “For the Lord God of Israel says that He hates divorce, for it covers one’s 
garment with violence.” 

No matter how many Christians you may know who are divorced, you are 
about to enter into a covenant that is not to be broken. By His grace, never allow 
yourself to give consideration to divorce.  Our desire is to see Christian mar-
riages become so strong that their brightness shines out to those who do not 
know Christ. Ephesians 5:25 says, “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved 
the church” (esv). Marriage is a picture of God’s love for us.  God’s heart is that 
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Christian marriages become such a testimony to the world that the world turns 
to the church to discover its secret — the love, forgiveness, and grace of God.

I want to alert you to a truth that the Lord spoke to my heart: one Christian 
married to another Christian will not automatically mean that their mar-
riage will be a Christ-centered one. Many Christians marry believing this to be 
true. The sad fact is that Christian marriages are failing because the marriage is 
not a Christ-centered one.

The single most important key to safeguarding and strengthening your 
marriage lies in each of you having a vital relationship with the Lord. It is con-
sistently staying close to Him and reaching out for His grace to live pleasing to 
Him, that causes stability and true peace and joy to flow in your marriage. The 
reality is that if we are living a life satisfied in God, we will not be placing unre-
alistic expectations on our spouse. Rather, our love for Him can so fill us that we 
desire to bless our spouse instead of seeking blessing from them.

Mike and I have found that in our thirty-plus years of marriage ministry, 
every marriage problem we have seen is a “God problem.” Either one, or both, 
spouses are living disconnected from the Lord. Does this mean those couples 
that are both connected to the Lord lead perfect lives? Of course not, but they 
have learned, more often than not, that when their flesh begins to rise up in 
selfishness they must seek to remember that God has the wisdom and the grace 
they need to go through — grow through — the challenges they are facing. It is 
also true of these marriages that when they have failed to apply the grace of God 
to a situation, humility and repentance not only restore the relationship, but 
actually cause it to be strengthened. 

“And He said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for My strength is made 
perfect in weakness’” (2 Cor. 12:9). 

Romance and Infatuation

I want to address something that stands in the way of some maintaining 
their marriage covenant. It is the often-misunderstood element of romance. I 
think it will be helpful for you to know some of the history of romance in order 
to put it into its proper perspective.
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Prior to Romance Coming on the Scene — an Old Testament Example

Let’s observe the way marriage was approached for a few thousand years 
prior to the birth of Christ by looking at the beautiful story in Genesis 24 of 
how Isaac and Rebecca were joined together.

Abraham called his oldest servant, who ruled over all that Abraham had, 
and made him swear that he would find a bride for Isaac among Abraham’s rel-
atives — rather than among the Canaanites in the land where Abraham and 
his family lived at that time. This required that the servant travel to Abraham’s 
homeland and find his relatives. What a challenging task this servant had! The 
servant had no idea how he could find this bride. He wisely turned to the Lord 
and made a specific request of Him so that he might be guided in this choice. We 
know that God was faithful to answer this prayer! 

The thing that strikes me most about this story is the way Rebekah became 
Isaac’s fiancé. Rebekah understood the servant’s purpose for visiting her family’s 
home and when asked by her family: “Will you go with this man?” her simple 
response was: “I will go.” Think of it! She had never even seen Isaac, much less 
spoken to him. The only thing that she knew about Isaac was that he was a rel-
ative. Yet, she consented to leave her home, her family, and everything she had 
ever known, to go live in a land she had never been and enter into covenant with 
someone she had never even met. (Sometimes we forget that the lives we read 
about in Scripture were people just like you and me.)

In our culture we find this approach absolutely startling! Most decisions 
to marry today rely so much upon romantic emotion that to think of entering 
into marriage without it is totally foreign to us. (By the way, I am not suggesting 
that anyone should enter into marriage without it. Our belief is that initially 
emotional desire is a very important element in drawing two people together. 
However, it should by no means be the primary reason for marriage. On the 
other hand, our experience counseling couples who married without this ele-
ment — basing their decision solely upon prophetic words or a sense that the 
Lord told them to — is that this resulted in significant issues in the marriage.) 

The compelling thing, and my point for using the story of Isaac and Re-
bekah, is that although, as far as we know, romance was lacking for Rebekah, 
covenant was not. Covenant was very important to our spiritual forefathers. 
Hopefully Rebekah was able to enjoy romantic emotions, yet even if she did not, 
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she was committed to her marriage covenant no matter what — and she pleased 
and honored her God in the process. 

Romance through History

In millennia past, marriages were arranged — as illustrated by Isaac and 
Rebekah’s story. Abraham’s purpose for arranging Isaac’s bride the way he did 
was spiritual. He desired that Isaac not marry a Canaanite but one who also 
followed the true God. However, throughout history parents arranged their 
child’s marriage for a variety of other purposes — mainly financial, positional, 
or political.

Although love was often referred to in connection with marriage, it was 
the Romantic poets (mid-seventeenth century until the close of the eighteenth 
century) who actually brought romantic love to the forefront to the degree that 
it became expected. The Victorian era ushered in the idea that romantic love 
should be considered when choosing a marriage partner. Today it is the main 
focus for many in their choice of a marriage partner.

Today: What About Romance and You?

You are in the wonderful season of engagement and no doubt enjoying the 
blessing of the emotions that the Lord has given you for your future spouse. I 
want to share something here that may not be welcome news, yet is so important 
for you to know in order to help you navigate this marriage covenant you are 
about to enter into.

Wisdom demands that romantic emotions should not be the major factor 
in your decision to marry. Why do I say this? A doctor of psychology explains 
the chemical elements of these emotions:

When we are attracted to someone we think has potential as a mate, 
levels of two brain chemicals go up – dopamine and norepinephrine, 
and a third chemical decreases serotonin. This is what causes all of the 
symptoms of infatuation . . . Your brain sets you up to be hyper-focused 
on what you like about this one person and to discount or ignore the 
parts you don’t like, in order to facilitate the ‘getting together’ part of 
the mating process. The infatuation state can last 18–24 months. You 
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may still be in the infatuation stage up until the time you get married, 
depending on how long you have been together.3 

So you see, although these romantic emotions (infatuation) are a blessing, 
they are definitely not, as stated earlier, a rock that marriage should be built 
upon. When we were courting, the Lord began teaching me concerning the sub-
ject of infatuation. 

Mike and I were out for one of our frequent walks around our Bible school 
campus when I came to a horrifying revelation! I looked at him and suddenly 
discovered that I was not experiencing any romantic feelings for him at all in 
that moment. They had been there and then . . . poof! They vanished! 

The absence of these feelings caused me some alarm. In my immaturity I 
remember thinking, “Oh, my goodness, maybe he is not the right one after all!” 
Without me realizing it, the attitude of the culture had infiltrated my mind — I 
really believed that this was a serious problem for our relationship! The Lord did 
restore the romantic emotions to me but not without first teaching me a very 
valuable lesson: as history, the biblical account of Rebekah, and even science 
teaches us, romantic emotions are not the major element upon which a marriage 
relationship should be built.

I am so thankful that He allowed me to experience this during our court-
ship. He was awakening me to the truth about the fickleness of romantic emo-
tions. I was being taught that it is natural for these feelings to ebb and flow, and 
that a marriage cannot be built on the shaky foundation of infatuation. If we 
are not aware of this in marriage, when these emotions do wane, we can become 
disillusioned. This can bring a temptation to believe the lie that we have married 
the wrong person and should possibly consider divorce so that we can find the 
“right” person. 

Once the initial stage of infatuation ends, it does not mean that you will 
never experience any romantic emotions in your marriage relationship. Howev-
er, be aware that they will dissipate and this should not be a concern for you. What 
will remain is the covenant that you made with your spouse on your wedding 
day. What will also remain is the amazing opportunity for you to forge a ma-
ture, deep, and lasting love as you allow the Holy Spirit to work in your lives, 
shaping you more and more into His image in your union.
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 It is so important to the health of your marriage that you allow the Holy 
Spirit to fill your heart with His truth concerning your covenant. Be alert to 
how the culture may attempt to pull you in its direction. Be steadfast and firm. 
The covenant you will soon make is one that is meant to stand upon the foun-
dation of God’s design for marriage. His design is permanency. He will be the 
Chief Witness on your special day; reminding yourself of this truth throughout 
your marriage will help you to “fight the good fight of faith” (1 Tim. 6:12) and 
strengthen your marriage in the process.

Love and Loyalty

Mike

Somewhere in my early Christian life, I heard teaching on the principles of 
covenant — the absolute faithfulness of God toward me. This has encouraged 
me in my faith and taught me much about loyalty in relationships — God to-
ward me and me toward others. 

Covenant is an expression of the attributes of God. He declared himself to 
Moses on Mount Sinai, saying, “The Lord, the Lord, the compassionate and 
gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love 
to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin” (Ex. 34:6–7 niv).

God’s covenant is overflowing with his affection toward us. 

DISCUSS TOGETHER

1. What are the main differences between the culture’s view of contract and 

God’s view of covenant in marriage?

2. What practical elements will you include in your marriage to assure that you 

are living God’s view of covenant?

3. What role are emotions presently playing in your relationship? Do you need 

a shift in your thinking? 

4. Discuss your reaction to what psychologists say concerning the brevity of 

romantic emotions in marriage. 
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The Lord did not set his affection on you and choose you because you were 
more numerous than other peoples, for you were the fewest of all peoples. But 
it was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath he swore to your ances-
tors that he brought you out with a mighty hand and redeemed you from the 
land of slavery, from the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that 
the Lord your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his covenant of 
love to a thousand generations of those who love him and keep his command-
ments. (Deut. 7:7–9 niv) 

God had made covenant with Abram some five hundred years earlier. God 
doesn’t love based on feelings but based on covenant. The New Testament coun-
terpart to this can be found in the “love chapter,” First Corinthians 13. 

Love is patient,  love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not 
proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, 
it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the 
truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love 
never fails. (vv. 4–8 niv) 

This is the God kind of love, “agape,” to which we are to aspire in all of our 
relationships — faithful, covenant love. Jesus Christ is the covenant maker. This 
forever agreement is between him and Father God. 

And it was not without an oath! Others became priests without any oath, but he 
became a priest with an oath when God said to him: “The Lord has sworn and 
will not change his mind: ‘you are a priest forever.’” Because of this oath, Jesus 
has become the guarantor of a better covenant. (Heb. 7:20–22 niv) 

There will be times in life when we don’t “feel” like God is near. Our faith 
however, has an unwavering core, deep on the inside, where we know that He 
will never leave us or forsake us. It’s just who God is: Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit with whom we have an unbreakable bond. God’s covenant vow to us is 
what enables us, surrounded by such a guarantee, to approach the marriage altar 
to pledge an unbreakable bond with another person. Unless Christ returns to 
earth in your lifetime, the joining together of a man and a woman in marriage is 
“till death do us part.” This is covenant.

Learning marriage skills is no doubt essential in any marriage. However, 
if you want your marriage to survive and soar over the long haul, you must 
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embrace the meaning of covenant. Is happiness a part of covenant? Absolutely! 
But happiness is an inside job and is fueled by the unselfish acts of covenant day in 
and day out in a marriage.

Dangers of a Contract Mentality

Imagine if God related to us on the basis of “contract.” This is an agreement 
between two parties, totally dependent on performance of all that is stated in 
the agreement. God gives me all the promises from His Word, and I in turn 
agree to obey Him and live my life according to His requirements. If either party 
fails to comply, the contract is nullified. That is scary! Thankfully, we are in 
covenant, which is an irrevocable commitment valid at least until death and is 
not dependent upon the performance of either party. This is a true definition of 
the marriage union.

As couples have adopted the idea that marriage is a contract agreement, the 
prevalence of divorce in our nation has skyrocketed. Divorce rates went from 
3 percent in 1867 to 50 percent in 1985.4 A significant increase occurred after 
1969, when the concept of “no-fault” divorce began to be encoded in state laws. 
While adultery or extreme cruelty were formerly the legal grounds for dissolu-
tion, it is now deemed sufficient grounds if both parties simply no longer agree 
to be married. This was a blatant shift from covenant to contract mentality, and 
it took its toll. In recent years, even the idea of contract marriage is waning — 
more couples are living together with no agreement at all, nothing binding them 
to stay together — and with it society’s core understanding of marriage has dis-
appeared, so that even its natural characteristics have now been redefined by 
governments. 

Without the umbrella of covenant, there is a lack of protection. A mar-
riage based on a contract mentality does not offer a very secure covering for 
the family. Craig Hill of Family Foundations International conveys the impact 
on children: “If the message presented between the parents is that of contract, 
‘If you make me unhappy or don’t measure up, I’m going to leave you and find 
somebody else,’ the heart of the child thinks, ‘I wonder what will happen to me 
if “I” make him/her unhappy and don’t measure up?’ In the heart, this feeling is 
naturally next transferred to God.”5
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A healthy marriage is the key to a healthy family. In Genesis 12:3 the prom-
ise is made to Abram: “In you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” The 
blessing of God is released through families, and the core of the family is the 
marriage that gave it birth. The day-to-day ways in which we were defined by 
family are many times the culprit behind the lies we believe as adults. The ene-
my’s plan: attack the marriage to hurt the family and hinder the blessing. God’s 
plan: protect the marriage to strengthen the family and release the blessing. 

Marriage as a Prophetic Portrait

Marriage is a prophetic picture of Christ and the church, God and His 
people. I believe that the devil hates marriage with a passion similar to how he 
hates Israel. Knowing the obvious, his venom is aimed at keeping the Promised 
Land from seeing its prophetic destiny fulfilled, namely, the return of Jesus to 
set up His government in the age to come, in that very location. Likewise, the 
Christian marriage covenant is meant to demonstrate the covenant relationship 
between God and His people. A healthy and growing Christian marriage is 
a solid witness to the gospel. Broken marriages in the church are not helpful 
when an unbeliever is vetting God. The world is watching and taking note of 
how we the church are living out our marriages. Gary Thomas points out in his  
masterpiece, Sacred Marriage, “As long as a couple is married, they continue to 
display — however imperfectly — the ongoing commitment between Christ 
and his church.”6

One of the most widely used passages of Scripture in weddings is Ephesians 
5. It talks of submitting to one another in the fear of the Lord, husbands being 
the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, and husbands loving 
their own wives in the same manner in which Christ loved the church. It also 
speaks of our being members of Christ’s body, of His flesh and of His bones, and 
the glory of a man and woman becoming one flesh. In concluding the chapter, 
Paul says: “This is a great mystery, but I speak concerning Christ and the church” 
(v. 32). 

Any godly character that my marriage might display is essentially drawn 
from this heavenly partnership of God with His people. From the Garden to the 
Apocalypse the pattern is clear — our earthly marriages must glean from how 
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God interacts with His beloved bride. Earthly marriage was established by God 
in the image of His own eternal marriage with His people.

Notes
1    Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, 1974, s.v. “covenant.”
2    Andreas J. Kostenberger, The Bible’s Teaching on Marriage and the Family (Washington, 
D.C.: Family Research Council, 2011).
3    Deborah Anderson, “Preserving the Passion in Your Relationship: How the Biology of 
Love Can Affect Your Marriage,” Inside Weddings, https://www.insideweddings.com/news/
expert-advice/preserving-the-passion-in-your-relationship/1567/ (accessed June 9, 2015).
4    U.S. Department of Health, Education & Welfare, “100 Years of Marriage & Divorce 
Statistics in the United States, 1867-1967,” Alexander A. Plateris, Publication #74-1902, 
Rockville, MD, U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973.
5    Craig Hill, Marriage: Covenant or Contract, Kindle Edition, (Littleton, CO: Family 
Foundations International, 2011).
6    Gary L. Thomas, Sacred Marriage: What if God Designed Marriage to Make Us Holy More 
Than to Make Us Happy, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 31.

DISCUSS TOGETHER

Write your own definition of covenant.
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Let’s Build a Marriage
Mike

There are two ways to build a marriage. One is to hear what the Lord is 
saying and to obey. The result will be a wise couple with a marriage built on solid 
rock. When the storms come, this marriage will stand firm. The other alterna-
tive is to hear what the Lord is saying but not put it into practice, or worse yet, to 
not even be seeking to hear Him at all. The result will be a foolish couple with 
a marriage built on shifting sand. When the storms come, this marriage will be 
liable to a fall. 

When Jesus appeared to John at the end of the first century to give a mes-
sage to the seven churches, the emphasis was, “He who has an ear, let him hear 
what the Spirit says” (Rev. 2:7). Marriages that hear and obey will be full of 
light, and marriages full of light will overcome darkness.

Walking Side by Side

Here’s the scene on the Emmaus road: two disciples walking together on a 
journey with Jesus coming alongside and speaking to them. Can we not see an 
image of marriage in this scenario? As a matter of fact, as I ponder our many 
occasions of counseling a married couple, the bull’s-eye that I’m usually aiming 
for is: “What do you feel the Lord is saying to you individually and corporately?” 
Single or married, our greatest asset will always be found in hearing what 
the Spirit is saying. To say it another way: recognition is your best ally. This is 
a solid marriage principle and also one of several good litmus tests for singles as 
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they evaluate a potential mate. Is the person you plan to spend the rest of your 
life with attentive to the Lord’s voice? 

A person’s history carries on into their marriage. Although the marriage 
ceremony contains a covenant promise, we need more than promises before we 
commit to a “till death do us part” relationship. We need to have a proven track 
record that transcends romance and all of the putting our best foot forward that 
transpires during courtship. I’ve seen too many tragedies of “missionary dating” 
gone south when the promises made were barely an inch deep and birthed out of 
infatuation or desperation to marry. 

Know the history of your potential mate-to-be. Have they heard from 
God; are they hearing from God; and do you trust that they will hear from God 
when the added responsibility of marriage is placed upon them?  It’s not perfec-
tion that we seek, only consistency.

In the Emmaus Road story, both disciples walked with Jesus and received 
revelation at the same time. Seasons of joint growth are the most pleasant in a 
marriage. The testing comes when one heart burns and the other does not; when one 
set of eyes are opened and the other remains veiled. 1

“Then their eyes were opened, and they knew Him; and He vanished from 
their sight.  And they said one to another, ‘Did not our heart burn within us, while 
He talked with us on the road, and while He opened the Scriptures to us?’” (Lk. 
24:31–32).  Each spouse having their eyes open and then being transparent with 
one another — this is the posture of strength every couple needs. Stay humble, 
stay open, and your marriage will endure. The spiritual-growth orbit of husband 
and wife will not match exactly, of course, but they should at least be close. 

The most encouraging part of the Emmaus account is that after the recog-
nition was birthed they remembered when it was conceived: “Hey, now that I 
think of it, my heart was burning inside of me when Jesus was talking to us.” 
(My paraphrase of Luke 24:32.) We want this experience to take place repeat-
edly over the course of our married lives. It’s called building a history in God.

Your single life will continue on into your marriage. Yes, you will be one flesh 
and you’ll possibly even have a name change (ladies), but YOU will still be YOU. 
Your relationship with God will not lose its continuity; the transition is one of 
single disciple to married disciple. Each spouse staying on track with a single devo-
tion to Christ, will solidify the threefold cord. “Though one may be overpowered by  
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another, two can withstand him. And a threefold cord is not quickly broken”  
Eccl. 4:12).

Leaving and Cleaving

“Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother and shall cleave unto 
his wife, and they shall be one flesh.” (Gen. 2:24 kjv)

“My soul clings to You; Your right hand upholds me.” (Ps. 63:8 nasb)

“There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother.” (Prov. 18:24 nasb)

Cleaving, clinging, and closeness, all from the same Hebrew root word, con-
vey a strong attachment.2 In the beginning of our lives we are as close to our 
mothers as one can get; we are attached in every way. Ideally, this attachment 
extends to a father, then to siblings, to covenant friends, and most of all to God 
Himself. A parent-child relationship is a covenant one. 

I continue to love my three children (in their thirties at this writing) and 
am still cognizant of the covenant bond between us. We did our best to wean 
them from dependency on us toward a covenant relationship with God. We did 
not lose them; they simply transitioned. 

I can recall in my own life the ascension into a higher covenant bond as 
Anne and I were married. I left my parents, she left hers, and she became my new, 
number-one, highest-priority covenant relationship. I did not lose the other re-
lationships, but this one superseded them. I haven’t stopped cleaving to this very 
day as I write these words. Marriage is the highest covenant commitment, other 

DISCUSS TOGETHER

1. Are you fairly consistent in setting yourself to hear the Lord’s voice?

2. Is your “spiritual-growth orbit” similar? Is there common ground between you 

— the same life lessons learned?

3. Are you both at a similar level of spiritual maturity? 
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than with God, that one can ever enter into. Sealed with vows and rings at the 
launch, one must choose with ongoing intention to nurture the bond. When my 
son got married I experienced this process from a new vantage point. I literally 
had a front row seat, being the officiant of the wedding! I tearfully led them 
into their covenant pledges and into the future glorious mystery of the one-flesh 
union. One person adhering to another — this is the essence of cleaving.

You cannot cleave without leaving. It can be difficult, though, to find the 
right balance. In the next chapter we will consider expectations that you will 
carry into your married life. Among them will be the frequency of relating 
with friends and family. I guarantee this will save an argument or two if talked 
through ahead of time. I am “leaving” my best friends and family behind to 
enter into this paramount relationship with my future covenant partner. What 
about all the great things God has done through these people? Will we still 
retain those friends? Will we still relate to our natural families? Yes, but in a 
different way. We retain our community and need its support, yet in the midst 
are to honor and esteem our spouse above all others. 

“Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 
and they shall become one flesh” (Gen. 2:24). Jesus quoted this verse in Matthew 
19, and added these words: “Therefore what God has joined together, let not man 
separate” (v. 6). The premarital process is unto this glorious combining of two 
lives. Thus the preparation must be as comprehensive as can be, laying the foun-
dation for greater ongoing depths of partnership throughout the marriage. 

We normally use the word baggage to describe negative attributes in a per-
son, but may I say that I am thankful for the positive “baggage” my wife and I 
brought to our marriage. Though both sets of parents had troubled marriages, 
they passed much good to us — values and life principles, which we carried into 
our new relationship. An important asset in marriage is to be cognizant of these 
blessings while also being aware of areas of life that were negatively modeled and 
taught.

When you and your spouse establish a brand new home you aren’t real-
ly starting with a clean slate. The prevailing attitudes of your parents formed 
your own basic attitude toward yourself. While we are thankful for the pos-
itive fruit, we must be determined to remove the negative. Transformation is 
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our goal, replacing any ungodly attitudes with what the Word of God says.  
Peter Scazzero, author of Emotionally Healthy Spirituality, describes this well:

Our families are the most powerful group to which we will ever belong 
. . . God’s desire for us to leave our families is similar to the desire he had 
for the Israelites to leave Egypt. Although the Israelites did physically 
leave the land of Egypt, a great deal of Egyptian culture and thinking 
remained in them.3

It is essential that each spouse do the work of going back to heal whatever 
hinders forward momentum in the marriage. If past pain is affecting my mar-
riage in the present, then it’s present pain. The Life Model: Living From the Heart 
Jesus Gave You discusses the necessity of healing in order that strong love bonds 
can be created: “Pain from the past cannot stay in the past, until it receives  
healing.” 4 This is actually a part of the leaving process, which continues after 
the wedding, by the way. Failure to connect the dots of our history will result 
in a disconnected spirituality. We cannot afford to be disconnected from our-
selves, much less our spouse.

On a practical note, how much of my past life do I need to share with my 
spouse? I desire emotional intimacy at a deep level, but I’m concerned that some 
parts of my past might hinder more than unify. Ephesians 4:29 is a good filter on 
the front end to sift the words that we are considering sharing with our spouse:  

“Let no corrupt word proceed out of your mouth, but what is good for necessary 
edification, that it may impart grace to the hearers.” 

Other verses also point us toward the emphasis on the positive.

“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; old things have passed 
away; behold, all things have become new.” (2 Cor. 5:17)

“Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth.” (Col. 3:2)

“There is therefore now no condemnation to those who are in Christ Jesus, who 
do not walk according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit.” (Rom. 8:1)

The debased details of our past (memories that reek of decay) are not to 
be shared with our spouse nor remembered in our own history. On the one 
hand, premarital preparation should be that fine-tooth comb that goes deep and 
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probes the contents of one’s history. Before I commit to one person for the rest 
of my earthly life, I need to know as much as possible of their character and 
its origin. On the other hand, we need wisdom to know how to tell the truth 
and testify to God’s work in our lives, without defiling or damaging the hearer. 
While much can be accomplished in the normal course of friendship building, 
we recommend a mature counselor or couple to facilitate and help you sort out 
your past experiences and how they will blend into your marriage.  I like this 
guideline from Joe Beam, founder of Family Dynamics Institute: 

Only if the three following conditions are satisfied is it okay not to tell: 
1) you are confident that what happened does not stand as a barrier to 
intimacy in your marriage, 2) it would harm, rather than benefit your 
spouse to know, and 3) you tell no lie to your spouse. Even if the first 
two criteria are met and your spouse asks . . . always tell the truth.5

We have occasionally counseled couples to hit pause on their planned wed-
ding trajectory, based on knowledge that surfaced in the counseling. True, past 
sins and failures are under the blood of the Lamb, but has maturity been es-
tablished? We may not have transgressed in a particular area for years but also 
not gone very far into significant growth in that same area. Barely maintaining 
freedom is not sufficient foundation for the weighty alliance of marriage.

Leaving the negative past behind is an essential step in the cleaving of mar-
riage. We still remain committed to honor our parents and all they built into 
our past that was beautiful, but are about to transfer allegiance and loyalty to 
one primary person.

DISCUSS TOGETHER

1. What is your understanding of leaving your parents?

2. What does cleaving mean?

3. What are some common ways that a couple might fail to “cut the cord” from 

Mom and Dad? 
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Kindred Hearts

While He was still talking to the multitudes, behold, His mother and brothers 
stood outside, seeking to speak with Him. Then one said to Him, “Look, Your 
mother and your brothers are standing outside, seeking to speak with you.”  But 
He answered and said to the one who told Him, “Who is My mother, and who 
are My brothers?” And He stretched out His hand toward His disciples and 
said, “Here are My mother and My brothers! For whoever does the will of My 
Father in heaven is My brother and sister and mother.” (Mt. 12:46-50)

Jesus speaks of the preeminence of spiritual relationships. Luke says it this 
way: “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s word and put it into 
practice” (Lk. 8:21 niv). Most Christians have an inner circle of friends with 
kindred hearts after God. It’s disturbing to see a husband or a wife whose spouse 
is not in that circle. 

Those Emmaus Road walks are critical. Long spiritual discourse was the 
brick and mortar of Anne’s and my dating and courtship. It is what we built on 
and still build on today. Every well I dig in my spiritual life provides a drink for my 
spouse. Some wells we dig together, some separately. Discovering, hearing, and 
doing: these are activities that make us family, with God and with one another.

Jesus clearly identified doing the will of His Father as a powerful compo-
nent of connection. The word obedience works well here. As I seek to obey God 
and overcome whatever gets in the way, I am drawn closer to Him. I am blessed 
to be married to a woman who shares my passion in this regard. She is one who 
delights to defer to the Lord. 

Our beautiful example is Jesus: “Though He was a Son, yet He learned obe-
dience by the things which He suffered. And having been perfected, He became 
the author of eternal salvation to all who obey Him” (Heb. 5:8–9). A concept I 
learned long ago: when I embrace this process and its ongoing development, I 
become a source of life to those around me. Husbands obey; do the will of God. 
Wives obey; do the will of God. And, I might add, be patient with one another 
on the learning curve. When both of you are obeying God together, the vertical 
focus of your marriage will actually knit your kindred hearts ever more closely 
to one another.
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Living life is meant to be unto the glory of God (see First Corinthians 
10:31). If I’m single I live for His glory; if I’m married I live for His glory. The 
greatest thing you and your future partner can aspire to do is to build a marriage 
for the glory of God. It will produce fruit that remains, that lasts for an eternity.

Notes
1   Mike Rizzo, Longing for Eden: Embracing God’s Vision in Your Marriage (Create Space, 
2012), 50.
2   Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew and English Lexicon, Unabridged, Electronic Database. 
Copyright 2002, 2003, 2006 by Biblesoft, Inc. All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
BibleSoft.com
3   Peter Scazzero, Emotionally Healthy Spirituality, (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2006), 95, 
100.
4   James G. Friesen and others, The Life Model: Living From the Heart Jesus Gave You  
(Pasadena: Shepherd’s House, 2000), 18.
5   Joe Beam, Becoming One (West Monroe, LA: Howard Publishing, 1999), 108.
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Evaluating the Relationship
Mike

Compatibi l ity

The majority of couples consist of complementary partners; that is to say, 
opposites attract. I’m so thankful that I didn’t marry a woman with exactly 
the same personality as myself. I have appreciated the balance brought into my 
life as a result of living with someone unlike me. My wife agrees on this point. 
We have gleaned much from one another’s contrasting temperaments. There is, 
however, a sameness, a rapport, that a couple must have in certain foundational 
areas. Consider the following four areas of compatibility given by author Gary 
Thomas in his book Sacred Search:1

1. Spiritual Compatibility. We’ve already mentioned the essential 
attribute of seeking to build a marriage for the glory of God. You 
must have the shared spiritual value system that encompasses 
Matthew 6:33 — seek first the kingdom of God.

2. Relational Compatibility. Hopefully, if you’ve come this far in 
a relationship that you want to marry someone, you share an 
appreciation for one another’s personality and character. Who we 
are relating to during engagement will be the same person we will 
relate to on the honeymoon and on into years of marriage. You 
need to like each other now and not be banking on the potential 
that you see developing. “Marry someone you want to be married 
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to for the rest of your life, not someone you hope to transform into a 
satisfactory spouse in five years’ time.”2

3. Recreational Compatibility. My wife and I have different interests 
but also many that are similar. Chances are that if you had zero 
interests in common, you would not have gone this far in the 
relationship. It’s still wise, however, to discuss this area because you 
will spend a lot of time together in marriage. Who knows, you may 
even acquire some of your future spouse’s interests.

4. Environmental Compatibility. This is pretty clear-cut, but many 
couples have failed to discuss the possibilities that might lie ahead. 
Are there any deal breakers for you — regions of the country or 
overseas that you absolutely could not live in?

Before we work through lists of questions and expectations that will help 
determine compatibility, let us prayerfully consider if there are any red flags.

CAUTION FLAGS
The need for caution may not necessarily mean that you shouldn’t marry 

each other, but it may indicate the need to slow down the relationship. As you 
will see in the next chapter, a primary objective in marriage is to have a vision 
for ongoing spiritual growth and character transformation. This vision, in its 
beginning stages, should already be in place in your relationship. If it is, then 
you’ve been honest about areas needing to change in your personal life and how 
you can make progress together as a team. Whatever is manifesting in your rela-
tionship now, will increase in intensity after marriage. 

Read the following list. Are there any caution flags in your relationship?

1. Uneasy gut feeling that something is wrong in our relationship.
2. Frequent arguments.
3. Jealousy or irrational anger when one of us interacts with someone 

of the opposite sex.
4. Apprehension discussing certain subjects because we are afraid of 

the reaction.
5. Extreme emotional expressions; unpredictable mood swings. 
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6. Controlling behavior — I feel like I’m being manipulated.
7. Feeling trapped — not wanting to hurt each other by even suggest-

ing that marriage may not be for us.
8. Lack of respect — I’m constantly being criticized and treated with 

sarcasm.
9. Lack of personal responsibility — my fiancé struggles to hold down 

a job and pay bills.
10. Pride — he/she has difficulty admitting when wrong, thus we nev-

er fully resolve conflict.
11. Dependent on parents for emotional and financial security.
12. History of failed dating relationships.
13. Addictions — do either of you struggle with alcohol, drugs, or 

porn? If you struggled in the past, how long have you been free?
14. Selfishness — overly self-centered, always wants their own way, 

tends towards narcissism. 
15. Bad habits — yes we all have some, but are there any major trouble 

spots? Are there any pet peeves that drive you crazy?

Strengths & Weaknesses

List five areas that you each feel you are strong in and five areas in which you 
are weak. Discuss your answers with each other. Note: your future spouse may 
want to add some strengths for you or lovingly point out a weakness you missed.

Strengths Weaknesses

1.                                                                     1.                                                                     

2.                                                                     2.                                                                     

3.                                                                     3.                                                                     

4.                                                                     4.                                                                     

5.                                                                     5.                                                                     
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Relational History

1. What brought you two together? What led to this point of wanting 
to get married?

2.  Are you Christians? Is Jesus Christ the Lord of your lives?

3. Are you active members of a church?

4. Do you have your parents’ permission, support, and blessing?

5. Describe any serious dating relationships that you have had in the 
past. Briefly tell how they began, progressed, and ended.

6. Have you previously been married? How long ago was your divorce, 
and why did the marriage end?

Expectations

We all have expectations, often ones we’re not even aware of. It’s important 
to know what these are, since they affect our feelings and reactions on a deep 
level. The goal is to discover possible areas of conflict now instead of later.  Go 
through the list and simply give a minute of thought to each question. Share 
your answers with each other and your premarital counselor. Some questions 
will provoke more conversation than others.

1. Where would you like to live? In what setting? (City, suburbs, 
country, etc.)

DISCUSS TOGETHER

In the next two sections, answer the questions individually, discuss with one 

another, and then share your results with your premarital counselor.
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2. How much individual, personal time do you anticipate needing 
each week?

3. How often do you expect to spend time with your friends after you 
are married?

4. How will you relate to opposite-sex friends?

5. How socially active do you plan to be as a couple?

6. Are you planning a job change after marriage?

7. How many hours of sleep do you generally need? Are you a morning 
or evening person?

8. Are family meal times important to you? How often will you eat 
out?

9. Will you have a regular date night?

10. What kind of entertaining will you do, and how often?

11. Do you have similar interests in media? (Watching movies, playing 
video games, browsing the Internet, etc.)

12.  What recreational activities will you pursue together? Individually?

13. Do you have any favorite vacation activities?

14. How do you feel about drinking alcoholic beverages or having 
them in your home?

15.  Who will do most of the cooking and of what types of food?

16. Can you predict how you will work together in these areas 
of household responsibilities? Laundry, cleaning the kitchen, 
cleaning bathrooms, making the bed, taking out the trash, home 
repairs, yard work, grocery shopping, interior decorating, pet care, 
car maintenance, planning the social calendar.
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17. Do you plan to have children? If so, how many? When will you 
begin?

18.  What is your view on birth control? (See Appendix A.)

19. With what frequency do you plan to visit extended family? (His 
parents / her parents.)

20. Where will you spend holidays such as Christmas and 
Thanksgiving?

21. How do you think your relationship with your parents will change 
after you are married?

Notes
1   Gary Thomas, Sacred Search, (Colorado Springs: David C. Cook, 2013).
2   Ibid., 161.
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Praise for Vertical Marriage
Vertical Marriage is a weighty (I mean that in the best sense of the word), no-holds-
barred approach to get your marriage started on the right spiritual footing. Wise and 
spiritually penetrating, this book is an ideal way to spiritually test your relationship 
and understand its biblical foundation. As an added treat, it also offers much practical, 
real-world advice to help you on the journey toward marital intimacy in all aspects. 
Highly recommended, especially for serious believers.

—GARY THOMAS
Author, Sacred Marriage and The Sacred Search

There is a great difference between a marriage that “gets by” — and one that is lived 
in light of eternity. Mike and Anne Rizzo lift our vision here, with Vertical Marriage. 
Their own marriage is a testimony, and this book offers the reader a powerful blueprint 
for a beautiful union that will help any couple, young or old, to revive their perspective 
on deep partnership and worship.

—SARA HAGERTY
Author, Every Bitter Thing is Sweet

It is an honor to recommend this amazing resource! In a time of great confusion and 
unnecessary complexities this book draws a distinct arrow to the heart of Jesus and 
truth of the Bible! We ought to believe day and night for a restoration of families to 
their intended design . . . and yet know it starts with each one of us! 

—ANDY BYRD
Co-founder, Fire and Fragrance Ministries

Co-founder, Circuit Riders
YWAM Kona



I believe that one of the wisest things an engaged couple can do is give themselves to 
a time of preparation before their wedding day. This manual contains not only the 
practical points of preparation, but will also challenge you to lay the spiritual bedrock 
foundation of your marriage before you say “I do.”  

—JUSTIN RIZZO
Worship Leader and Songwriter

Wisdom has been defined as the ability to live life skillfully. In this book, Mike and 
Anne have crafted a tremendous tool to help you navigate your courtship skillfully. 
Their wisdom will prepare you for a loving marriage filled with joy and hope — with 
Jesus at the center. I recommend this one highly!

—BOB SORGE
Author, bobsorge.com

I am captivated by eternity and fixated on living a life that will bear eternal fruit, so 
I’ve reached to live before the One who will evaluate my life in the end. As Mike and 
Anne Rizzo share in Vertical Marriage, “The hour in which we live is not a time to cast 
off restraint or focus on the temporal; it’s a time for husbands and wives to contend for 
fresh, eternal vision in their marriages.” If you are considering marriage, never let go of 
the highest vision — living for the audience of One. This book will give you tools to love 
Him and to grow in love for one another.

— MISTY EDWARDS
Worship Leader and Songwriter



Testimonials

I like riding motorcycles and shooting guns, so I was apprehensive about meeting with 
some people to talk about feelings and emotional expectations. My guard was quickly 
lowered as I realized that the Rizzos were full of practical wisdom and didn’t over-
whelm me with poems and perfume. They had a very realistic approach to romance and 
sexuality that didn’t take anything away from the excitement of being in love, but also 
helped us maintain “real life” expectations. It has been almost exactly a year since my 
wife and I sat with Mike and Anne, and we can clearly look back on specific times that 
we have purposefully put their teachings into practice. I truly believe that our sessions 
have helped to enrich our marriage! 

—Jim & Natalie 

It is foolish to get married without first doing premarital counseling. It would also 
be foolish to not get the manual currently in your hand. Mike and Anne have a great 
wealth of wisdom and knowledge when it comes to relationships, and they helped my 
wife and I realize the deep significance of the commitment we were making to each 
other when we got married. We absolutely love them, and you will too.

—Eric & Erin

Through this book, Mike and Anne are joining your team in your fight for love. My 
husband and I have found the Rizzos’ experience and knowledge completely priceless, 
and I can’t recommend them highly enough!

—Lauren & Mitch

Mike and Anne are seasoned counselors and friends of the Lord. Premarital counseling 
was a joy with them, even as we walked through some tough places of the heart. They 
painted a much-needed, biblical perspective on marriage in light of eternity and our 
callings to love God first. 

—Ailene & Carl



My wife and I were so glad we did premarital counseling with the Rizzos.   Our time 
with them pinpointed areas of weakness and gave us some tools to grow: like resolving 
conflict and defining the roles in our relationship. Because of these conversations, we 
went into marriage empowered to move forward as a team. 

—Brian & Joannie

Mike and Anne Rizzo were a well of deep wisdom to drink from as we made huge de-
cisions that greatly impacted our future.  They were able to read deeply into our hearts 
and tell us things that we were thinking and feeling but couldn’t really articulate.  Their 
advice has stuck with us, making our marriage stable and strong, and is still shaping the 
way we live day by day, three years later.

—Nate & Kate
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Every marriage must choose its world.

Marriage invested in the age to come will reap the 
greatest return in this age. Being a Christian married 
to a Christian will not automatically mean that your 
marriage will be a God-centered one. It is imperative 
that we intentionally pursue the gold that God is 
developing through our marriage union and see 
beyond the rewards and blessings of this life, into the 
age to come. Longing for Eden is a call to come up 
higher. It contains solid marriage principles to help 
couples renew and singles prepare.
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Every other month we release a new volume of worship 
and prayer recordings from our Global Prayer Room. 
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(816) 763-0200 | info@ihopkc.org

Since September 19, 1999, we have continued in night-and-day prayer with 
worship as the foundation of our ministry to win the lost, heal the sick, and 
make disciples, as we labor alongside the larger Body of Christ to see the Great 
Commission fulfilled, and to function as forerunners who prepare the way for the 
return of Jesus. 

By the grace of God, we are committed to combining 24/7 prayers for justice with 
24/7 works of justice until the Lord returns. We believe we are better equipped to 
reach out to others when our lives are rooted in prayer that focuses on intimacy 
with God and intercession for breakthrough of the fullness of God’s power and 
purpose for this generation.
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