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“Thriving Despite a Difficult Marriage is a book about a well-lived life 
in spite of an unfulfilling marriage. It is about moving beyond suffer-
ing and mere surviving to finding joy and supernatural thriving. In the 
hands of master soul physicians such as Misja and Misja, the hidden 
chambers of the heart come alive with wisdom for living. Their practi-
cal theology of desire, their explanation of the battlefield of the soul, 
and their relational process for moving from hoping in your marriage 
to hoping in God are worth the proverbial price of the book. Thriving 
Despite a Difficult Marriage is for any spouse who wants to love well, 
hope endlessly, and rejoice deeply — despite external circumstances and 
relational disappointments.”

— Robert W. Kellemen, PhD, chairman of the master of arts in 
Christian counseling and discipleship department,  
Capital Bible Seminary; founder, RPM Ministries

 “A profound yet simple message of hope that will enable Christians in 
difficult marriages to be committed to their spouses but free to live their 
own lives. It is rare to see such good material that addresses the com-
plex relationship and scriptural dynamics of difficult marriages. Chuck 
and Mike Misja obviously have a wealth of experience and insight to 
offer those who feel trapped in their difficult marriages.”

— Karla Downing, MA, licensed marriage and family therapist;  
author of 10 Lifesaving Principles for Women in Difficult Marriages  

and When Love Hurts

“On your wedding day, you hoped and dreamed of happily ever after. 
You never imagined that marriage could bring the heartache and 
regrets you have experienced, and you are now at a place where hope 
is lost. You’ve given up trying to fix your spouse or even yourself. If 
this describes you, you have found the right book. Authors Mike and 
Chuck Misja will challenge you to see your situation and your spouse 
through the eternal perspective of how a loving Father desires to refine 
you even as you experience disappointment and hardship.”

— Dr. Juli Slattery, family psychologist, Focus on the Family
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“This book does not pretend marriage is easy. But Michael and Chuck 
Misja have cleared a new path through the thorny issues of marital dis-
appointment, challenging spouses to follow God into the pain and learn 
to live with radical honesty, transcendent purpose, heroic effort, and 
unquenchable hope. Their words offer deep and lasting joy to those who 
will embrace and persevere in a difficult marriage by God’s grace.”

— Nancy Groom, author of From Bondage to Bonding
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This book is dedicated to our parents, Charley and Verna Misja,  

whose marriage of fifty-two years modeled not only how to  

thrive in a difficult marriage but also how to have  

love and joy “until death do you part.”
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Foreword

On your wedding day, you hoped and dreamed of happily ever after. 
You never imagined that marriage could bring the heartache and regrets 
you have experienced. Along your journey, you have dared to believe in 
various panaceas and formulas that promised to breathe life into your 
loveless marriage. Yet each conference and book and counselor seemed 
only to deepen your desperation. You are now at a place where hope is 
lost. You’ve given up trying to fix your spouse or even yourself. You are 
through with seeking advice and tired of being the only one working 
at your marriage. 

If this describes you, you have found the right book. Dr. Mike 
Misja and Dr. Chuck Misja do not promise to fix your marriage or 
even give you hope of renewed love. They also do not pander to the 
relativistic message of many psychologists that you have tried your best 
and should throw in the towel. Instead, they will encourage you with a 
broader message of the purpose of life, marriage, and disappointment. 

Over the course of twenty years, Mike and Chuck have met with 
hundreds of men and women flailing in the wake of disappointment 
and devastation in marriage. Some of them are married to abusive 
spouses, some to spouses with mental or physical illnesses, and still 
others to spouses who simply don’t care. While holding to the perma-
nence of marriage, Mike and Chuck also recognize that it is not enough 
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simply to tell someone to endure the constant rejection and agony of an 
unhealthy marriage. They also recognize that not every marriage can 
be restored to a fulfilling and loving union.

Through this book, they will explore with you what it looks like to 
thrive as a person in spite of the great difficulty of an unfulfilling and 
even hurtful marriage. This book will challenge you to see your situ-
ation and your spouse through an eternal perspective of how a loving 
Father desires to refine you, even as you experience disappointment and 
hardship. 

 — Dr. Juli Slattery, PsyD, Family Psychologist, 	
Focus on the Family
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To Our Readers

As you read this book, you will be going on a journey that may lead 
you out of the darkness of despair and into the light of hope. Thriving 
Despite a Difficult Marriage has been written in a way that parallels the 
counseling process. Each chapter, like every counseling session, builds 
upon the last. While you may read and understand the last chapters 
without having read the previous ones, you will not benefit from them 
unless you have built the foundation found in earlier chapters. If your 
counseling is to last ten sessions, the healing and hope from the last two 
meetings will emerge from the hard work done in the previous eight. 
So enjoy the journey. We pray that God will bless you and teach you to 
thrive even if your marriage remains difficult.

 — Mike and Chuck
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P a r t  1

Difficult Marriages
When Divorce Is Not an Option



Sample from Thriving Despite a Difficult Marriage / ISBN 9781600062148
Copyright © 2009 NavPress Publishing. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, come back to www.navpress.com.

Sample from Thriving Despite a Difficult Marriage / ISBN 9781600062148
Copyright © 2009 NavPress Publishing. All rights reserved. To order copies of this resource, come back to www.navpress.com.

17

C h a p t e r  1

Three Paths for 	
Difficult Marriages

Never th el e s s  su ch shal l  have  troubl e.
 — 1 Cor int h i an s  7 :28 , kj v

Divorce is not an option, so misery seems inevitable. It’s just not work-
ing out. Nothing is changing. No matter what you do, no matter what 
you say, he doesn’t get it. In spite of your doing everything she has 
asked of you, she is still angry and distant. Hope has taken the last 
train out of town, and you are faced with some tough days ahead.

Is It Ever Okay to Give Up on Your Marriage?
!41

You’re where you thought you’d never be. You thought if you did it 
the right way — you know, followed the rules and all that — your mar-
riage was going to work, and you’d be happy. Happily ever after. Yeah, 
right. No one told you you’d be as miserable as you are. The marriage 
journey is tough, isn’t it? You started well, but now you’re living with a 
broken heart, feeling trapped in a difficult marriage without hope, and 
you don’t even want to begin to think about the future. What future? 
Every morning you wake up in disbelief and every night you go to bed 
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in despair. Is this my marriage? Has it really come to this?
It’s not like you haven’t tried, is it? You’ve gone to the seminars that 

teach helpful principles and techniques on how to build a strong mar-
riage. The ideas you learned made a lot of sense to you, and it seemed 
like your marriage was headed in the right direction. You even had a 
few warm moments with your spouse that made it seem like things were 
going to be different. But you were merely teased with hope because 
nothing really changed. Two months, weeks, or even days after the mar-
riage conference you’re back to the same old patterns. The bickering and 
coldness have returned, and you feel more discouraged than ever. You’re 
not able to run away from the reality that your marriage is empty.

If you’re strong enough to look beyond your pain, way down inside 
yourself, what disturbs you more is what’s happening to your heart. 
Every once in a while, when you take that honest look, you are appalled 
at the dark, wild thoughts you have. You never thought you could have 
such ugly thoughts about your “beloved.” Your heart is being polluted 
with bitterness or is hardening with smug disdain for your spouse. You 
might even be so lonely and empty that you are allowing yourself to be 
drawn to someone else. So not only is your marriage in bad shape, but 
your heart is a mess too.

Q: “Everybody tells me I’m supposed to hang in there and believe 
that if I trust and do what I should, my marriage is going to 
turn around. I want to scream, ‘You don’t understand! Nothing 
helps. Why should I keep trying?’”

Is it ever okay to give up on your marriage? A lot of people think so. 
The fighting, game playing, or loneliness has destroyed the relationship, 
and sooner or later a spouse decides to get out while he or she still has 
some self-respect. So the couple divorces. Some couples do it legally, 
but many more divorce emotionally, staying married while living sepa-
rate, distant lives. Either way, the marriage is over. Others who are in 
a destructive, messy marriage stay together and slug it out with each 
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other like two fighters trapped in a marathon cage fight, scratching and 
clawing until neither is left standing. They don’t divorce, but they’d 
bleed a lot less if they did.

Q: “Doesn’t it make sense to admit my relationship can’t be fixed 
and it’s better to cut my losses and run?”

We have talked with hundreds of couples who have struggled in 
difficult marriages. This is a tough, sincere question many people ask 
us on a regular basis. As Christian psychologists, we believe in a tough, 
though often unpopular, answer: Unless there is a pattern of abuse or 
unchanging immorality, the answer is “No, it’s not better to give up 
on your marriage.” Instead, never quit, never give up, don’t stop pray-
ing and searching for a way to turn your marriage around. Miracles 
happen, people change, and, besides, you don’t know what God has 
planned for your marriage. In addition, you can’t give up on your mar-
riage without betraying your heart. In the best part of your heart, you 
will always hope that love will come back to life and your marriage will 
get better.

Q: “But what if it doesn’t? I can’t imagine wasting even more 
years trying to fix this debacle only to end up even more miser-
able than I am now. If giving up on my marriage isn’t an option, 
then am I supposed to try even harder?”

Trying harder seems to make sense. After all, you have been taught 
to believe that anything can be fixed through prayer, hard work, and 
determination. So why not dig in, do what you’re supposed to do, and 
work even harder to get your marriage on track? Another workshop, 
CD, prayer session — there must be something you can find that will 
turn your marriage around. “But,” you tell yourself, “I’ve done this all 
before and have gotten the same dismal result: Nothing really changes.” 
You are tired, frustrated, becoming cynical, and leery about getting all 
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excited over a new book or teaching on marriage, fearful of ending up 
even more disillusioned.

Q: “Are you saying that I may have to start thinking that my 
spouse will never change and start accepting that my marriage 
may always be difficult?”

Absolutely! The reality is that some spouses never change, and 
some marriages don’t get better. While you can’t ever give up hope, you 
don’t want to keep banging your head into a brick wall trying to fix 
something that won’t be fixed. There is a time when you should accept 
that the wall is there and that you don’t have a way to tear it down. You 
may be in a tough marriage that is not likely to improve, and, if you 
aren’t wise, it could destroy you.

Q: “Okay, if I can’t give up on my marriage and trying harder to 
fix it does not change anything, what options do I have?”

We’re glad you asked. There is another way besides giving up or 
trying harder: Learn how to thrive and live well even if your marriage 
remains difficult and your spouse never changes. The ache and confu-
sion you are experiencing can be faced and worked through so you can 
have a life of meaning and contentment even if your relationship with 
your husband or wife remains painful. You can live in an imperfect or 
difficult marriage and flourish. This is a book of hope for those who have 
difficult marriages and have worked hard to make them better, but are 
coming to the realization that their marriages are not going to change.

Sometimes people need permission to acknowledge what is true 
about their marriage — that it may never have a happy ending or a 
resolution that is satisfying. Disappointment, shame, and inferiority 
dominate the spirit of the individual who can’t resolve the difficulties 
of an imperfect marriage. They often live lives of defeat, emptiness, 
and spiritual despair. But it doesn’t have to be that way. It’s possible to 
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become equipped to thrive despite the lack of hope in your marriage. 
Most marriage teachings state that if certain steps or techniques are 
practiced, a happy, fulfilling marriage will result. Learning relational 
skills and applying spiritual principles are offered as solutions that will 
fix any marriage. Yet realistically, many individuals have worked hard 
at their marriage with little change. People need another way to view 
their situation in order to find a different sort of hope.

Christians and “Great Marriages”
!41

Q: “But aren’t Christians supposed to have great marriages?” 

In some ways we believe the current evangelical Christian culture does 
a disservice to married couples without knowing it. You see, we are 
caught up in a culture that truly believes any obstacle can be overcome. 
We can be successful at whatever we do if we just pray, put our minds 
to it, and push on toward our goals. We acknowledge struggle and talk 
about it as being part of the Christian life. We may read the book of 
Jeremiah and acknowledge that things didn’t get better for the suffer-
ing prophet, or we may weep with compassion when we hear stories 
of persecution on the mission field. Yet when we encounter a strug-
gler in our churches, we’re often impatient and smugly condescending. 
We think, Come on, get over it. You have all the stuff you need to get it 
together, so stop moaning and get happy. This is especially true with our 
understanding of marriage. Those facing trials in their marriages are 
seen as having something wrong with them, while those who have mar-
riages that seem to work are thought to have more spiritual maturity. 
Many couples learn to be dishonest about what is really going on in 
their marriages because no one else seems to wrestle and struggle as 
much as they do. If they speak up about their problems, they’re afraid 
they’ll be offered another book on the godly husband or the servant 
wife. These couples often feel that if they continue to struggle, it will be 
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obvious to all that they simply aren’t applying God’s principles to their 
marriage. So they learn to put on a good show and hide the truth that 
they are just getting by, trying to survive in a painful marriage.

Some mature marriages result from two people developing the 
skills and selflessness needed to address the hard issues in their relation-
ship. These marriages are a result of honest work and sacrificial love and 
are filled with transparency, humility, and honesty. They, indeed, have 
a depth of maturity that serves as a positive model. Other marriages 
that are held up as models of maturity may involve people who are just 
easy to get along with, who fit well with each other. As one pastor told 
us, “I understand difficult marriages and feel compassion for couples in 
pain. But I can’t relate because my wife is so open with me. I don’t have 
to work hard at it — love just overflows from my heart.”

People in relationships without conflict are often happy to just go 
with the flow. These individuals may be easy to love or considered to 
be low-maintenance people. They may see the glass as half full and 
with their positive personality never get drawn into unpleasant con-
flicts. Their good relationships may not be the result of painstaking 
work on the difficult issues of marriage but the product of an easygoing 
personality style. These individuals often have smooth-running, good- 
looking marriages. But we run into confusion when we hold up mar-
riages with low-maintenance, uncomplicated people as the models for 
godly, mature relationships.

Marriages between two thirsty, passionate souls who are selfish by 
nature tend to have conflicts and troubles. People are complex. Many 
people who are understood to be high-maintenance may be hard to 
love. High-maintenance people are often difficult in their personality 
styles and a challenge to relate to. They are too sensitive and notice 
every slight, or they’re stubborn, insensitive, and unaware of their pain-
ful effects on others. They may be demanding, needy, moody, insecure, 
always discontent, bored, or adrenaline junkies. 

Some high-maintenance spouses can also be a challenge because 
they don’t settle for the ordinary; they desire lots of interaction and 
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exhaust their mates with their passion for living. However, in reality, 
others are unkind, unloving people. They may be seen as destructive 
spouses. If you are such a person, or are married to such a person, and 
you want a stress-free marriage, you may be continually frustrated.

Scripture teaches us that marriage is inherently difficult. If we 
think of the relationship between God and the Hebrew people as a 
marriage, then we see God coping with a difficult, contentious spouse 
in a difficult marriage filled with tragedy and heartache. Christ, the 
bridegroom, was a man who was filled with sorrow and grief (see Isaiah 
53) and suffered brutal rejection at the hands of his “beloved.” The dif-
ficulties between Christ and his bride (the church) were so severe that 
his death was required in order for their relationship to be possible. 
Christ knew the difficulty of marriage.

For example, in Matthew 19 Christ gives his understanding:

Jesus’ disciples objected [to his words], “If those are the terms 
of marriage, we’re stuck. Why get married?” 

But Jesus said, “Not everyone is mature enough to live a 
married life. It requires a certain aptitude and grace. Marriage 
isn’t for everyone. Some, from birth seemingly, never give mar-
riage a thought. Others never get asked — or accepted. And 
some decide not to get married for kingdom reasons. But if 
you’re capable of growing into the largeness of marriage, do it.” 
(Matthew 19:10-12, msg)

Jesus made it clear that marriage would be costly and require much. 
The disciples were thinking the way we do: It doesn’t make sense to be 
married if you aren’t happy. Jesus challenged their thinking and told 
them marriage is not for the fragile. Unhappiness is not the basis for 
ending a marriage. He shattered their thinking that marriage wasn’t 
worth the time and effort if it didn’t result in happiness.

Difficult marriages are more the norm than the exception. This 
is what Paul said when he wrote that we would face many troubles in  
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marriage (see 1 Corinthians 7:28). The word trouble is rendered as 
tribulation in other places. A literal understanding is that those who 
are married will undergo severe tribulation. The idea that all trouble 
and struggle can be eliminated from marriage is not biblical. Married 
couples are desperate for someone to acknowledge that it’s okay for 
them to have ongoing struggles.

Q: “You mean I can have a life even if I don’t resolve all the stuff 
between me and my spouse? My difficult marriage doesn’t make 
me the failure of the century? I’m not the Wicked Witch of the 
West because I sometimes wish I had not gotten married?”

Many people we counsel believe they are failures and displeasing 
to God because their marriage is troubled. Most are already in enough 
pain and don’t need to go through unnecessary shame and guilt. It’s 
sometimes hard to accept that you can be whole even if your marriage 
isn’t. Part of the reason for this is that most people don’t have an under-
standing of how to live in a difficult marriage. 

Hope
!41

Visiting Dom in the cancer ward was more difficult than I (Mike) imag-
ined it would be. As I got off the elevator, I recognized the contrasting 
messages the hall conveyed. Bright, cheerful pictures were posted next 
to a closed door with the somber message, “Radiation in use. No visi-
tors.” The hospital made attempts to communicate that life was good 
while the scent of death and decay was unavoidable.

When I saw Dom shuffling down the hall, his frail body and life-
less eyes took me back sixteen years to another cancer ward. The eyes 
that haunted me then were those of our kid brother.

Mark was twenty-eight years old when cancer stole life from his 
body. My family’s hearts were crushed during his battle. We prayed, 
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hoped, and begged God to restore his life as we saw death invade more 
intensely with each passing day. We tried to hold on to hope as we saw 
him fight for life with a depth of integrity and passion I long to know. 
Yet we knew we were losing a son, a brother, an uncle, a saint. He 
would be with us no more. What can you hope for when you are faced 
with a terminal diagnosis?

I think people can recognize when a battle has been lost. Chuck 
and I experienced this in the cancer ward with the physical demise of 
our brother, but we’ve also seen it many times in the counseling room. 
A physical cancer often brings a heart to the abyss of despair in the 
same way a difficult marriage can produce an emotional and spiritual 
death in the heart. The cancer of the heart is not the pain of loneli-
ness and hurt as much as it is the strident energies of “bitterness, hot 
tempers, anger, loud quarreling, cursing, and hatred” (Ephesians 4:31, 
gw). Sadly, many hearts become cancerous and lose the joy of life when 
conquered by a difficult marriage. We want to affirm what many know 
but few acknowledge: Pain in a difficult marriage can be agonizing. 
The truth be told, sometimes the pain of death is more manageable 
than the perpetual shredding of a heart in a destructive marriage. But 
in order to thrive, the battle you must fight involves keeping the pain 
from turning into a ravenous cancer that destroys your heart and stops 
you from loving well.

Our passion as marriage counselors is to communicate to those in a 
difficult marriage that while it may feel like it, you are not in the cancer 
ward. The vacant eyes associated with despair can be filled with life. The 
frail shoulders now communicating that strength has been depleted can 
someday exude power. And the bitter voice can lose its cynical tone and 
begin to laugh again. Life is not over if your marriage feels like a death 
from a horrible disease. You will not have terminal cancer if you choose 
to thrive despite your pain. Joy is possible. Our brother Mark taught 
us this. Even when life was stolen from his body, his heart thrived in 
ways that caused him to rise above his pain. God refined him in the 
fire. What the Enemy could never take from him was hope. While he 
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always wished for physical healing, he discovered hope in a good God 
that transcended his need for a cure from cancer. His hope in a power-
ful, loving God, who would give him courage to face his pain and offer 
a promise that all was well despite cancer, resulted in a transformed 
heart and a joy that could be seen in his penetrating eyes, the windows 
of his ecstatic soul. The Enemy had lost the battle. As Scripture tells us, 
“The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I have come that 
they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10).

Dave and Patty
!41

“You are our last hope. We’re going to give this one more try. If you can’t 
fix us, we’re going to divorce.” Dave and Patty sat grimly across from me 
(Mike) on my well-worn red couch. The tension in the room revealed 
the pain the couple carried in their hearts. They were longing for relief 
from the agony of a marriage that continually wounded their souls and 
offered no hope for the future.

I began the session addressing them honestly, “Dave and Patty, 
you’ve been to counseling before, and you’re in a good church, yet 
nothing has helped. Let me ask both of you, what would make a dif-
ference so that you could have hope that your marriage would change 
for the better?”

“I don’t have much hope,” Patty said. “I’m willing to change, but 
he isn’t. I know that if he would stop being so angry, life would be 
a whole lot better. He just hates the world — and me. Nothing I do 
pleases him. I’ve tried to tell him how hard it is to live with him, but he 
just doesn’t get it. He only cares about himself.”

“You’re always blaming me, like you’re the great Christian woman, 
and I’m nothing. I’ve made lots of changes and what do I get for it? 
You know, just once I’d like to come home from work and think you 
were really happy to see me. Just once! If you’d act like a wife for a 
change and not be so cold and judgmental — don’t look at me like that, 
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you know what I mean. If you weren’t such an ice princess, maybe I 
wouldn’t be so angry! Whatever . . .”

A thousand thoughts ran through my mind. They needed to learn 
how to talk constructively. A book on forgiveness would be helpful. 
Individual counseling for anger management might work. I wondered 
if they ever prayed together. Did they know how to lighten up and just 
have fun as a couple? Perhaps sexual abuse was in her background. Does 
he have a drinking problem? Had they ever had good biblical teaching 
on the roles a husband and wife assume in marriage? Demon oppres-
sion? Do they understand their needs, fears, selfishness, and desires? 
How about that intensive marital retreat I just read about? Books, semi-
nars, Scripture, and CD series were retrieved from the library of my 
mind. All good, all helpful. But I went a different route.

I wondered if any of these strategies would help Patty and Dave 
turn from their destructive patterns and find joy in their marriage. 
Patty’s and Dave’s energies were focused on blaming each other for 
their problems. How could I help them if their marriage remained dif-
ficult and a source of ongoing pain? I reviewed two paths often fol-
lowed when dealing with a difficult marriage. Neither the “Happily 
Ever After” nor the “Noble Misery” path showed a way to find content-
ment and joy when having to live in a painful, difficult marriage. I then 
wondered if God had a way to help people thrive despite facing a future 
in a troubling marriage. As I continued to ask this question and worked 
with Chuck and other mature counselors and friends, the “Thriving 
Despite” path became clear. Let’s discuss the first two paths and then 
take a look at a new path, “Thriving Despite.”

Happily Ever After
!41

We have three options for dealing with struggling marriages in the 
church. The first is to work hard to have a winning marriage by following 
the “Happily Ever After” model. Some suggest that every marriage can 
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be fixed and filled with deep satisfaction by finding the right principles 
or skills, or what could be called the “engineering” of relationship. The 
myth is that a positive, permanent resolution is available for all problems 
by finding the right engineering. In a success-oriented, can-do, techno-
logical society, we often reduce complex problems into a list of right and 
wrong behaviors and attitudes. This list is made into a series of practical 
steps which, if followed correctly, will resolve the problems. We see these 
as the “how to’s,” or the engineering of living. Nowhere is this more true 
than in our understanding of how good marriages work. But finding and 
committing to the right engineering cannot guarantee a great marriage. 
Be cautious of writers and speakers who are “marriage motivators” and 
guarantee success for those who apply their revolutionary tools.

The truth is most couples can enrich their marriages by working 
hard on them and developing strong relational skills. The Christian 
community has countless resources for troubled marriages or good 
marriages in which the couple wants to get better. In our counseling 
practice we are continually searching for the best techniques to help 
troubled couples. Thankfully, many of these techniques and skills have 
improved marriages dramatically. We love to tell and hear stories of 
couples who have turned their marriages around by learning each oth-
er’s love language, learning to control their negative emotions, or deep-
ening an understanding of each other’s needs. We see couples holding 
hands in church and smiling because all is well. But those whose mar-
riages remain difficult kick themselves (or their spouses) and sink into 
despair when they see these happy couples. The “Happily Ever After” 
model has some significant problems.

First, while everyone desires to be happy, this is not a biblical pur-
pose for marriage. Marriage can hold times of great happiness, but 
God does not promise a lifetime of ongoing happiness. What he does 
promise is a life of peace, contentment, joy, fulfillment, and many other 
things — but not perpetual happiness. Should we seek happiness if we 
have a terminally ill child? Though we may be joyful or content, can you 
see that the desire for happiness doesn’t fit the situation? We are waiting  
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to be convinced that Christ was happy on the road to Gethsemane. 
He experienced many emotions as he loved in the most profound way 
imaginable, but it’s doubtful he was happy. The idea that happiness is 
the greatest good and is the ultimate measure of well-being is a com-
pletely secular concept and demonstrates a profound misunderstanding 
of God’s intention for life this side of eternity.

Second, some people never take responsibility for their behavior. 
They make their spouses pay for a lifetime of unhappiness. There is great 
power in the role of a victim, and some spouses will use their role as 
victim as a way of life. Blame shifting, denial, distortion, lying, and ratio-
nalization are some of the ways responsibility is avoided. We are all selfish 
and self-seeking. Many spouses who feel unjustly treated simply are hard-
ened and not accessible. They will never look at their part in the marital 
difficulties. If both people do not take responsibility for their part of the 
problems in their marriage, full intimacy and healing are not possible.

Third, some people are not easy to live with. Many spouses are 
unpleasant and not likely to change. Difficult spouses range from 
“good but flawed” to “evil and destructive.” For example, living with 
a physically or emotionally ill spouse is hard. Marriage to a hateful 
person who continually tries to put you down is like trying to survive 
on the battlefield while having no gun. Insisting one should have a hap-
pily-ever-after marriage with a difficult spouse is like expecting rotting 
food to be able to nourish your body.

Noble Misery
The second choice we have for surviving in a difficult marriage is to live 
in “Noble Misery” and suffer ongoing wretchedness since divorce is not 
an option. You must minimize complaining and do your best to sur-
vive the mess you’ve committed your lives to. Many people reading this 
book live in painful marriages that hold little to no promise for healing. 
For reasons of commitment, children, or finances, divorce is not viewed 
as an alternative. When you are faced with the reality of living with a 
spouse who has caused or is causing enormous pain, you may not only 
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experience despair — you may be on the road to clinical depression. The 
martyr or perpetual victim trudges on with nobility and brokenness of 
spirit. Consigned to a life of misery, the suffering spouse prays for the 
strength to endure. While we have the greatest compassion for someone 
in this situation, the “Noble Misery” model has several flaws.

First, no one has to live as a victim. As we will see, living as a victim 
can be destructive to self and others. You can choose to draw your 
energy from your pain or from the hope that God places in you. Life is 
possible even if you have been harmed or wounded in your marriage. 
Even someone who has truly been victimized has a choice to not live 
as a victim.

Second, a spouse cannot be your only hope for a meaningful exis-
tence. If this is true, then your spouse has become an idol and not a 
spouse. Living as a defeated person in noble misery keeps you tied to 
your spouse as your only hope. While a good marriage can provide 
much joy, God offers life with meaningful satisfaction in many areas 
other than marriage. Learning to respond to marital difficulties with 
strength and courage can provide satisfaction even if your spouse will 
not embrace your love. Refusing to thrive because your spouse and 
marriage remain difficult is laziness and irresponsibility.

Third, it is possible to thrive while sorrowful. A difficult marriage 
causes sorrow, but the sorrow doesn’t need to be terminal. Jesus was a 
man of sorrows and was acquainted with grief, but that didn’t stop him 
from moving ahead with his life of great passion. It is possible to live in 
paradox: being ever sorrowful yet filled with joy (see 2 Corinthians 4:8).

Thriving Despite
Let’s consider a third model for people who find themselves in difficult 
marriages: a commitment to being alive and passionate in a marriage 
that has ongoing difficulties. We’ll call it the “Thriving Despite” model. 
In other words, I’ve got one life to live, and I will live it well no matter 
what trouble comes my way. While every attempt should be made to heal 
a troubled marriage, the lack of a smooth-running marriage should not 
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stop a person from engaging in life. Many people have never considered 
that life can be satisfying even if their marriage is difficult. We suggest 
that if a person commits to thriving despite marital troubles, he or she 
will be in the best position to not only live life well but also offer healthy 
resources toward their marriage and family. As we begin to discuss the 
“Thriving Despite” model, let us put a few precautions in place.

First, we are not saying people can’t change and therefore you 
should give up on your marriage. Never, ever give up hope. Marriage 
demands that we work hard. Go to counseling, study the Word, read 
books, pray, attend classes, and go on weekend retreats. If you can find 
something to improve your marriage, utilize it. But don’t put your life 
on hold until your marriage is healed or until your spouse gets it and 
changes in the way you desire. We are saying that some people don’t 
significantly change. If you are married to such a person, your life’s 
ambition can’t be to get your spouse to change. If you put your life on 
hold waiting for your spouse to change, you may wake up one morning 
and realize you have wasted your life.

Next, we are also not saying that you should just forget about your 
spouse and focus on your own self-fulfillment. This is not a book about 
justifying selfishness. In reality, by accepting your spouse and not 
demanding change, you will be free to love from a stronger, healthier, 
more godly perspective. When your perspective changes from looking 
for a change in your spouse to strengthening your own heart, you’ll be 
able to offer a love that is hard to dismiss.

With this method we are not promoting the “Parallel Path” model 
of marriage. In the “Parallel Path” model, which many in the “Noble 
Misery” model end up following, difficult marriages are managed by 
spouses choosing to learn to coexist in peace while they seek their deep-
est life satisfaction outside of marriage. They basically remain closed 
to each other and give up all hope of finding meaning and joy in their 
relationship. Though pulling away from the destructive dynamics a dif-
ficult spouse presents is important to thriving, quitting on the marriage 
is not what we are suggesting. We’re saying that the path of thriving 
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frees a person to no longer require marriage or the spouse to heal his or 
her wounds and provide ongoing life satisfaction.

The Three Roads for a Difficult Marriage
!41

Happily Ever After Noble Misery Thriving Despite

Happily ever after The unsuccessful 
marriage

The well-lived life

My spouse will 
change

My spouse won’t 
change

I accept my spouse 
may not change

My marriage will be 
blissful

My marriage is 
miserable 

My marriage may 
remain difficult

I will be happy I will always be 
unhappy

I have joy

My future will be 
happy

My future is to grin 
and bear it

I have a rich future

My kids will have a 
great family

My kids will survive I can provide hope for 
my kids

God is blessed by me  God suffers with me God can delight in me

My marriage and I are 
a success

My marriage and I are 
a failure

I am imperfect but 
offering my best

I am happy to go on I have no choice but 
to go on

I will go on and thrive, 
despite

The goal is happiness  The goal is just to 
survive

The goal is to thrive 
and live well

The Need for Wisdom
!41

As we’ve discussed these ideas about thriving in a difficult marriage 
with friends and clients, they invariably say, “I like the idea, but how do 
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you do this? What are the steps? (What’s the engineering?)”
While being practical is a good thing, beginning to practice the 

“Thriving Despite” model requires a shift of thinking. The key to thriv-
ing despite a difficult marriage is developing wisdom. Wisdom doesn’t 
require that we master a set of technical skills but rather that we enter a 
path guided by exercising core convictions. These convictions include:

1. Marriage means partnering with God. Holding a belief that 
God is in it.

He loves you and your spouse and is molding and shaping you. 
When we stand before a holy God and commit our lives to another, we 
become involved in a threesome. God is intensely involved in our mar-
riage, whether it’s an easy or trying one. From the backyard to the bed-
room, God is there. His heart desires good things for us. Yet we must 
understand that marriage is one of the prime ways he will shape our 
character. If you will commune with God, he will show you your pas-
sions and your selfishness as they are played out with your spouse. You’ll 
be challenged to love and grieve with an energy and wisdom that can be 
drawn only from his resources. He will not abandon you in your marital 
struggles. You are not journeying alone. Your pain is not without pur-
pose. Thriving will not be possible unless God is working through you.

2. Marriage is bigger than you. Maintaining a conviction that 
marriage is worth giving yourself to no matter the cost.

You marry and invest in someone you believe is most likely to bring 
you meaningful life satisfaction. It is the rare person who understands 
that marriage is greater than the two individuals who have vowed to 
remain together for a lifetime. Marriage has a meaning and purpose far 
beyond personal happiness and the need for satisfaction. In the same 
way you’re not in your marriage simply to have your needs met, you 
don’t remain in your marriage just to keep your vow or commitment. 
A belief in marriage means that you are willing to yield yourself to the 
requirements your marriage presents you. In a difficult marriage that 
may mean that you learn how to love and endure when you receive little 
in return.
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3. Marriage requires honesty. Possessing a willingness to relent-
lessly pursue truth about yourself, your spouse, and the state of your 
marriage.

You need to know yourself, who you are, what you’ve done, and 
what you want. You also need to know your spouse in the same way. 
We are masters at believing what we want to believe and choosing to 
deny the truth. The human denial and distortion system is one of the 
great mysteries of our being. A person can be a raging alcoholic and yet 
really believe he or she has his or her drinking totally under control. 
One has only to watch a reality show like American Idol to recognize 
that few people have an accurate view of themselves. Even the most off-
pitch, unmusical singer believes he or she is the greatest talent in the 
country — despite direct feedback to the contrary. Few people are able 
to correct wrong self-perceptions even when given accurate evaluations 
by others.

Only when people earnestly desire to know the truth about who 
they are and who they are married to can they begin to deal honestly 
with the struggles in their marriages. A willingness to continually 
pursue an authentic awareness of the good, bad, ugly, and beautiful 
about yourself and your spouse will eventually shatter the denial and 
distortion system and lead to a refreshing freedom that only honesty 
can bring. Part of knowing the truth includes having knowledge of 
what you can and cannot do. You can’t change your spouse. You are 
not responsible for your spouse’s behavior or attitudes. However, you 
can take responsibility for your response to your spouse. The ability to 
respond to difficulty from your godly, redeemed nature as opposed to 
your selfish, corrupt nature is something you can do with God’s help.

4. The battle is in the heart. Having a passion to maintain integ-
rity of heart and keep hope alive.

We suggest that the real struggle in marriage is in the heart. Our 
Enemy will attack our hearts so they become devoid of love and passion. 
Your commitment must be to never allow that to happen, no matter 
what troubles your marriage may bring to you. Paul understood this 
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struggle accurately when he explained in 1 Corinthians 13 that perfor-
mance and behavior, even of the most sacrificial nature, are meaning-
less if they are driven by a heart without love. You are on the right path 
when you understand that the true problem that needs to be addressed 
doesn’t concern the defects in your spouse but rather the darkness that 
emerges from your own heart while in a difficult marriage. Change can 
occur when you look in the mirror and say that you don’t like what 
you see. You find your heart becoming hateful, weak, disrespectful, or 
numb. The path of wisdom dictates that you must repent of the direc-
tions your heart has taken as opposed to justifying them because you 
have a tough marriage.

Hope
!41

This third model of marriage has a unique understanding of hope. The 
hope in the “Happily Ever After” marriage is for personal fulfillment 
and pleasant circumstances. In the “Noble Misery” model the hope 
is that God will provide enough strength to survive the mess. In the 
“Thriving Despite” model, the concept of hope looks like this:

Your hope is that God will give you the wisdom, courage, and 
strength to defeat the Enemy’s attempts to corrupt your heart 
so you can remain alive and passionate. With a thriving heart 
you will be able to live vibrantly and allow God to offer a pow-
erful love through you to whomever he puts in your path, espe-
cially your spouse. The result is that God will be honored and 
life will be immensely fulfilling.

The goal of this book is not to offer another strategy to get your 
spouse’s attention or to find the way to successfully heal your marriage. 
But someone who commits to thriving despite will be in the best posi-
tion to have a strong marriage. A thriving person is willing to accept 
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who the spouse really is without an agenda to change the partner. 
Thriving people are prepared to accept that certain things may never 
happen in their marriage and to grieve the loss. For example, they may 
never have a spouse they can truly trust or be with a mate who pursues 
them passionately. By accepting and grieving the loss of things that 
will not happen (what is not possible), a person becomes free to focus 
on what is possible in the marriage. For example, you may find yourself 
thinking, Okay, you will never be a great spiritual leader or encourager of 
dreams, but I will discover something in you that is valuable and we can 
enjoy, even if it’s only in passing moments.

Hope for Patty and Dave
!41

“You both are saying that your hope for a better marriage is dependent 
on the other person changing. My guess is that you are experts in tell-
ing each other how badly you are being failed. I’m sure you have com-
municated countless ways the other could change so that you could 
be happier. And you’re sitting here hoping that I can get your message 
across to your spouse so you can get some relief. I want to challenge 
you to consider another way. Dave, what if Patty never changes into 
a woman who enjoys sex with you or appreciates you as a man? Patty, 
what if Dave stays angry and negative and doesn’t value your needs?” 
The feeling of tension in the room changed to the sound of groaning.

“Look, you’ve spent years being angry and hurt. You are so tired 
of being in pain. You’ve tried everything to fix this marriage — mainly 
to get each other’s attention about how the other person is messing up. 
You are enslaved by your hurts and hopelessness. Neither of you is free 
to love — your hearts have become corrupt. Would you consider that 
you can be alive and enjoy life only after you stop trying to survive and 
fix each other?”
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What If:
!41

You believed God was less concerned with whether or not your needs 
were being met and more concerned with the state of your heart?

You were able to give up all efforts to become happy by trying to 
change your spouse?

You no longer desired to show your spouse how poorly you are 
being loved?

You had the capacity to accept your spouse as he or she is and have 
a lifestyle of forgiveness?

You knew God’s grace in a way that freed you from guilt and shame 
so you could honestly explore the ways you don’t love well?

You believed in God’s love for you so deeply that you were confi-
dent you could love strongly and wisely no matter what?

You committed to finding purpose and passion for life that didn’t 
depend on your spouse’s response or approval?

Your heart was no longer characterized by bitterness, despair, pride, 
or apathy?

You were able to disengage from the destructiveness of your mar-
riage while developing a desire to constructively engage in what was 
God-honoring?

The look in Patty and Dave’s eyes told me they had never consid-
ered really being alive and thriving if their spouse never changed. Yet 
the idea captured something in their souls: There is another way. Hope 
is alive.
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