
Meaning of Marriage 
Study Guide #2 Covenant: Created to Make Promises

Tim Keller tells a story of seeing a television show he watched where a couple who were 
arguing about whether or not they should get married. The man wanted to get married and the 
woman did not. At one point she blew up and said, “Why do we need a piece of paper in order 
to love one another? I don’t need a piece of paper to love you! It only complicates things.”  1

Love in marriage is not a simple thing. It is a combination of friendship, commitment, feelings 
and romance. A love without romance that was all commitment would feel cold and lifeless. But 
a love with all romance and no commitment would be a love without sacrifice or permanency. 
What if a covenant commitment in marriage is the very thing that would allow true romantic love 
to flourish, friendship to develop and create an anchor for the ups and downs of feelings and 
emotions?

A covenant is a combination of “law and love”. Keller says that a covenant is “law” because 
it is binding, but it is not a contract because a contract says that if you do not hold up to your 
end of the deal it can be broken. A covenant is also love because love says that you’re 
committed even when the other person is not doing or being everything they had promised. A 
covenant means your committed to the person and the relationship. It is common sense today 
to think that romantic love can only flourish when it is spontaneous and free. The biblical 
position takes a radically different view and shows that the willingness to enter into a promised 
covenant is what allows romantic love to flourish because it offers protection, safety and 
security. It creates a space for vulnerability and transparency without the fear of rejection. It is a 
promise to love and serve the person you make your vows to not just the day of your wedding, 
but the next day, week, month and years after that. In a covenant you make a promise for the 
good of the other, for the next 15, 30 or 50 years and beyond. A covenant is a promise to not 
just the present love, but the future love as well.

Not every marriage looks like what was just described. We tend to struggle with having 
requirements for our love and commitment like, “If my spouse does _________, then they 
deserve ________”. This makes marriages open to being guarded from one another and for the 
fear of rejection to exist. Trust is a real issue and it is not created or healed automatically. For 
many of us, it is hard to trust and find security. But, that is the beauty of the promise of the 
covenant. It creates space for love to flourish. C.S. Lewis wrote, “to love at all is to be 
vulnerable”. When you truly and deeply love someone else you’re increasingly more willing to 
open up your life and invest deeply in that relationship. However, you can only be vulnerable 
where there is trust and a sense of security that comes with a promise that you will not be left or 
rejected. One of the beautiful pictures of marriage in the bible is that before sin entered the 
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world, the picture is of married man and woman is of complete openness and vulnerability, yet 
without shame. 

Marriage is designed to be a promise that allows for vulnerability to flourish without being 
crushed. When this happens love, affection, friendship and service develop, and this increases 
feelings of love and commitment for each other in marriage. 

Personal Study Questions: 

Read Genesis 17:3-7 and Ezekiel 37:26-28. What does God mean by the word “covenant” when 
talking about his relationship to his people?

Read Genesis 2:22-25. This is a picture of marriage before the fall. What are some 
characteristics of what marriage ought to look like between a husband and a wife?

When a marriage is new, there is this “honeymoon stage”. During this stage we readily 
ignore the flaws of our spouse. There comes a time though when the honeymoon stage wears 
off and your spouses flaws are not just revealed, but can become a serious issue. A love based 
in a promise of a covenant will be committed to the good of your spouse and will work through 
those things for their benefit. In this relationship both truth and love exist. Truth means that who 
we are comes out and spiritual growth can happen. Love means that we seek this growth and 
change with affection, kindness and grace. God has designed marriage to be a blessing 
because God uses it to reveal our flaws and enable us to be loved and changed through the 
sanctification that happens. An example of this is can be seen in Paul’s encouragement to 
husbands in their “Jesus role”. Jesus works to present the church holy and blameless and 
without spot or wrinkle (Eph 5:27). God uses marriage as a place to reveal our flaws and to help 
us grow in holiness through commitment, love and grace. 

Keller writes “But while character flaws may have created mild problems for other people, 
they will create major problems for your spouse and your marriage. For example, a tendency to 
hold grudges could be a problem within friendships, but within marriage it can kill the 
relationship. No one else is as inconvenienced and hurt by your flaws as your spouse is, … , 
Marriage brings out the worst in you. It doesn't create your weaknesses, it reveals them. This is 
not a bad thing though. How can you change into your “glory self” if you assume that you’re 
already pretty close to perfect as it is? (Glory self - is Keller’s way of talking about how God 
uses marriage to make us more and more like Jesus). 



Do you agree with Keller about how living in close proximity and in a deeply vulnerable 
relationship like Marriage will reveal our flaws and if they’re left unchecked that these 
flaws can destroy a marriage? What are some reasons you agree or disagree?

What are some of the benefits of the covenant promise of marriage when you 
experience moments like the one described above? 

The tendency in marriages is to feel a lot of excitement and euphoria in the beginning of a 
marriage. Often it is that “in love” feeling. For 99% of couples that “in love” feeling does not last. 
This means that love is a deliberate choice that we make on a day to day basis. Keller calls this 
idea “love currency” in his book. He says that there is often a disconnect with attempts to love a 
spouse and the way they feel loved. To add to the difficulty of this, many couples can also fall 
into routines where the other does not feel loved, or they’re so busy they do not connect in a 
meaningful way on a regular basis. Answer the questions below:

I feel most loved when ____________________________________________________

My spouse feels most loved when ___________________________________________
(answer if you’re married, do not work on this question with your spouse, but share it with them afterwards and see if 
you’re right)

Make the commitment: “I will deliberately find opportunities to love my spouse by 
______________________________________________________________________” 
(fill in the way they feel most loved)



Questions for Group Discussion:

Answer the opening question from the video together. What were (or are, if you’re single) some 
of the things on your list of “mr/mrs. right” before you got married? If you’ve been married for a 
few years or more, what are some things that you’d go back and put on your list now?

How would you answer the question “what makes Christian vows unique”? Why do you think it 
is important to make promises when you get married?

Tim Keller said that where we get our identity as Christians is different than any other system 
out there. Christian identity is received, not something we create or earn. Which makes it 
humbling because its a gift, but also gives us strength because we are affirmed by God in 
Christ. Based on your own experiences and the experiences of Sam and Tara, what are some of 
the dangers in a marriage relationship of not finding your identity in Christ and looking to 
different things for your value and for support when you’re having difficulty in marriage?

A covenant allows for truth, love and grace to be present in the relationship. “Marriage has the 
power of truth, the ability to reveal to you who you really are, with all your flaws. How wonderful 
that it also has the “power of love” — an unmatched power to affirm you and heal you of the 
deepest wounds and hurts of your life.”  2

Why is the affirming love of a spouse and the ability to speak the truth to one another so 
powerful for spiritual growth? 

This also means that how we handle conflict in marriage is important as well as investing 
in our affection, friendship and the way we serve each other in marriage. 

Affection: eye contact, physical touch, hand holding, playfulness, verbal 
expressions of love.
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Friendship: develops with quality time, do something together that one of you 
loves to do, share your world with your spouse — what you’re studying, thinking, 
working on, your hurts, hopes, fears, etc. 

Service: this begins with simple and practical tasks like caring for kids and 
housekeeping. This also includes spiritual service like praying for one another, 
talking about the Bible together and encouraging spiritual growth.

How do these three areas grow a relationship together? If you’re married, can 
you think of any specific examples from your marriage? 

Your spouse will sin against you, you will have conflict and one another’s flaws will be easy to 
see. You will be tempted to withhold forgiveness or to punish your spouse for their actions. 

Read Colossians 3:13, what are the commandments for relationships between two 
Christians in this verse? How does marriage intensify the need to do those things for 
your spouse?


