
Reigning Grace and the Marriage Relationship – Part 1 of 3  1 
 

 

 

Introduction 

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

he Bible speaks to a single Story.1  It is a Story that has God as the author.  It is not 
simply a story, among many and equals, but rather the Story from which all other 
stories find their meaning.  At the center of the Story is Jesus Christ the Beloved 

and only Begotten Son of God the Father.  His primacy is portrayed through pictures and 
promises.  These overtures to the Son’s arrival are shadows given to point His people 
back to the Story’s author and theme. 
 
The shadows are woven into the very fiber and fabric constituting life.  In the midst of 
this rich tapestry rests the marriage covenant.  It is a covenant agreed upon between two 
people and those two in union with God.  The New Testament speaks of this union as a 
shadow of Jesus Christ and His Church (Eph. 5).  The one pictures and promises the 
other.  Jesus Christ is the means and the end of the marriage union.  In His absence the 
shadow lacks the foundation and goal for meaning. 
 
Because many miss this imagery and significance, they are ill-equipped to enter into 
covenant with another who would become their spouse.  Promises made with good 
intentions leave hearts empty.  Failed expectations prevent the frustrated and 
discouraged from rising above their circumstances and embracing the hope that rests 
firmly in Christ. 
 

George Barna notes how, “Born again Christians are just as likely to get divorced as are 
non-born again adults. Overall, 33% of all born again individuals who have been married 
have gone through a divorce, which is statistically identical to the 34% incidence among 
non-born again adults.”2  

 

If this is true, then what difference does a profession of faith in Christ Jesus make?  Does 
Jesus Christ really matter?  It is my firm conviction that Jesus Christ does matter.  The 
problem does not lie with Christ but with our erroneous understanding as to what forms 
the foundation for the Christian life, especially in the relationship of marriage.  This 
foundation is the only means for persevering (Matt. 7:24-27, “A wise man built his house 
on the rock”) and prospering (Psalm 127:1, “Unless the Lord builds the house”). 
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Unfortunately, we have forsaken the foundation of the Christian life 
and have recklessly cast ourselves into the abyss without securing the 
only means of deliverance.  Because of this negligence many people 
have relationships resembling lifeless plastic plants,3 not rooted in 
anything of substance.  A real plant pulsates with life because it is 
embedded in nutritionally rich soil. Given consistent light and water, 
it will grow.  The real plant can get dirty, its leaves will need 
trimming, it will require sunshine and water, but it is alive and it 
will grow.  In order for our lives and our relationships to live and 

grow, they must be firmly rooted in the soil of who Christ is, what He 
has done, and who His people are in Him.  

Often pre-marital and marriage conflict “counseling” focuses on behavior modification.  
Such counseling reduces the “problems” in marriage to a list of what to do and not to do.  
Such direction is shallow and mechanical.  It is very much like the plastic plant noted 
earlier.  It might look good, but there is no life supporting it.  Unfortunately, Christian 
“counseling” can be as anemic as its secular counterpart.  It is the premise of this study 
that all relationships, and especially that of marriage, must first be firmly rooted in the 
truth of Jesus Christ before any attempt is made to apply the teaching on marriage found 
in the New Testament.   
 

requently, New Testament commands or imperatives are viewed 
apart from their biblical context. All the descriptive commands 
of the New Testament are always preceded by the reality of 

who Christ is, what He has done, and who His people are in Him.  
This is often referred to by biblical theologians as the 
indicative/imperative dynamic.  In context, the imperatives are 
descriptive of one’s position in Christ, not a prescription for 
behavior.4  What’s the difference between a description and 

a prescription?  A description provides a detailed account of 
someone or something.  It seeks to picture in words an object 
or idea.  A prescription provides direction with the intent of fixing 
something that is broken.  In our context, if the commands are descriptions, then 
they provide a word picture of what a believer looks like.  If they are prescriptions, then 
their intent is to fix what is broken.  Commands cannot fix anything.  Commands are 

consequences of a life fused to and changed by the cross.5  Only God, manifested in the 
flesh working through the cross, can fix it.  Thus, the idea of the command being 
descriptive and not prescriptive forms the substance of how they are to be viewed.  On 
this singular thought hinges much of how we approach the marriage relationship.  We 
commonly understand the word prescriptive in the context of medicine.  If the commands 
are prescriptive, then they provide a direction of a remedy or of remedies for a problem.  
Thus the problems of marriage are addressed through the prescribing of the New 
Testament commands addressing the relationship.  However, if the commands are 
descriptive, then they describe something that already exists or can exist because of 
something else.  They stand as consequences of a relationship with God and not the 
cause for one’s relationship with God and within the context of the marriage covenant. 

F
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Another way of considering this idea is the difference 
between a diagnosis and a prognosis. When anyone visits 
his or her doctor with an ailment, the doctor offers an 
initial diagnosis. Their diagnosis is on the evidence of the 
condition. From the diagnosis, they offer a prognosis. The 
prognosis flows from the diagnosis. It is their projected 
outcome of the disease or noted condition.  In the case of 
fallen humanity, both the diagnosis and the prognosis are 
fallible. No doctor can predict with 100% infallibility the 
outcome of any condition.  
 
Our English word “prognosis” comes from the Greek word prognosis. It means, “To 
know beforehand” and describes God. Diagnosis is determining what it is; prognosis is 
the likely outcome of the diagnosis. The outcome of His initiating action is . . . and unlike 
our fallible outcomes, God’s outcome is infallible. Thus, based on the diagnosis of who 
you are in Christ, the prognosis are all of the commands and imperatives. Such 
commands and imperatives describe the outcome of God’s work in saving sinners. 
 
Perhaps another way of explaining this idea is to see the method taken by the writers of 
the New Testament Letters.  Often the first section or half of a Letter is identified as 
indicative truth.  Truth that is objective and established by God.  The second section of 
the Letter is often noted as the ethical or moral consequences of the objective ideas.  Stress 
is often laid on the “what I’m to do because I’m a Christian” imperative nature of the 
second section. Yet a better way of reading the New Testament Letter is to see the first 
section as the diagnosis and the second section as the prognosis.  The diagnosis tells us 
what is true.  The second section tells us what will now happen because of the underlying 
condition.  For example, if you go to the doctors for a head cold and he says you have an 
infected sinus and bronchitis, which is the diagnosis.  The prognosis is, take this antibiotic 
and you will get better.  The prognosis is, however, fallible.  You might not get better.  
Even the diagnosis is fallible since it comes from a fallible source.  But when the New 
Testament tell us God is a God of great mercy (i.e. the diagnosis), the outcome of this is 
you are born again (i.e. the prognosis) and both of those actions are infallible because God 
is infallible (1 Peter 1:3-5). 
 
Thus, to look at the commands of Scripture outside of their context is to have a plastic 
plant.  When we look at the commands of Scripture embedded in positional truth, that is, 
the truth of what we are in Christ, then the commands come alive within us. 
 
We all hope that our marriages will reflect the relationships depicted in Ephesians 5:22-
23 and Colossians 3:18-22.  However, we often fail to consider the verses cited are 
embedded in the truths expressed in the previous chapters.  The marriage passages 
present the consequence of a foundational understanding of our position in Christ, what 

What we want are the 

results of positional 

truth without 

understanding 

positional truth. 

We want a Christian 

marriage without 

Christ. 
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we refer to as “positional truth.”  Unfortunately, we want the results of positional truth 
without understanding positional truth.  In effect, we want a Christian marriage 

without Christ.  We cannot have the fruit of positional truth without the supporting tree. 
It is only as we take the marriage relationship and plant it deeply into Christ and His 
cross-work that this relationship and all relationships will truly live and “grow.”   
 
You are invited to enter into this journey. You are invited to see Him; to see that the only 
hope, healing, and wholeness for any and all relationships is found in Christ and in 
Christ alone.  When believers awaken to the riches of who they are in Christ and who 
Christ is in them, their understanding of these truths will blossom in all areas of life and 
is capable of bringing life to perceived hopelessness in all relationships. 
 
Once the seed of the relationship has been embedded into the soil of positional truth, 
there are necessary activities that assist the plant in growing to full maturation.  Watering, 
weeding, sunshine and trimming are all part of the process of nurturing and cultivating 
healthy relationships.  Yet it must not be forgotten that, “Unless the LORD builds the 
house, they labor in vain who build it; Unless the LORD guards the city, the watchman 
keeps awake in vain” (Ps. 127:1).  This same principle is found in 1 Corinthians 3:6 and 7 
which state it is God who causes the growth.   
 
This study will not instruct you in how to “fix” relational problems.  It will not give 
direction regarding finances, communication, intimacy, parenting or any other issue that 
can or might cause conflict.  These are secondary studies and although necessary, they 
cannot precede or replace this foundational study (See further Volumes 2 and 3).  These 
truths serve as a firm anchor for healthy relationships. It is believed that in Christ, hope 
and contentment can be found, even if relational problems are never resolved.  This is 
often forgotten when embroiled in an emotional situation.  Our reaction to conflict is 
directly related to our attitude and perspective. The intent of this study is to align our 
perspective with God’s and thereby find rest in Him regardless of our circumstances or 
emotional state knowing our story is part of His Story.  
 

hroughout this study we will be using the term, “Positional Truth.”  At the heart 
of this idea is that of “position.”  Before an individual believes in the Lord Jesus 
Christ for their deliverance from sin and to God, the Bible describes them as being 

positionally in Adam, in sin.  After an individual believes in the Lord Jesus Christ for 
their deliverance from sin and to God, the Bible describes them as being positionally in 
Christ, in righteousness.  Once this great transfer takes place, God no longer sees you in 
sin, but in Christ.  Thus, in His eyes, the individual is as holy, right, and accepted as Jesus 
Christ is before the Father.  So . . . when we speak of “positional truth” we are referring 
to the believer’s righteous standing before the Father because of being in Christ. 
 
As you study these areas, feel free to comment, interact and discuss. May God use these 
short studies to renew our minds for the purpose of life transformation inside of the 
marriage relationship. 

T 
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1 Photo on page 1 of “book” by Sincerely Media on Unsplash  
2 http://www.barna.org/FlexPage.aspx?Page=BarnaUpdate&BarnaUpdateID=170  
3 Image by congerdesign from Pixabay on page 14 of “germinating seed.” 
4 Photo on page 2 of “pills” by Sharon McCutcheon on Unsplash 
5 “Imperatives minus indicatives equal impossibilities.” This is a short read between Tullian Tchividjian 
and Justin Taylor. It is well worth the time to read. 
http://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/justintaylor/2010/05/26/an-interview-with-tullian-
tchividjian-on-gospel-and-law/  
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