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Picking a title for this booklet was difficult. Here were some early options.  

 

Responding to Marital Irritations without Nagging, Bickering, Blaming, or 

Suffering. Too long. 

 

The Blame Game. Too short. 

 

Here’s Another Fine Mess You’ve Gotten Us Into. Too obscure for readers who 

never watched Laurel and Hardy (famous comedy duo in the 1930s). 

 

The Responsible Marriage. Too boring.   

 

If You’re Married to An Imperfect Man. I’ve never been married to an imperfect 

man and wouldn’t know what to say.  

 

If You’re Married to an Imperfect Woman. Um, let’s not go there. 

 

Don’t be a Poop! I like this but don’t think it would get passed the censors.   

 

If You’re Married to a Poop. This one is a sure best seller but buyers would have to 

read it in secret. 

 

Regardless of the title, we’re glad for your interest in this booklet. Your reading it pleases 

us because it means you’re interested in improving the quality of your marriage.  We like 

that because happier marriages mean happier families, happier schools, happier churches, 

happier businesses, and happier cities.   

 

Your interest in this booklet also gives us an opportunity to have fun writing, drawing, and 

explaining things that help others. We like marriage and improving them makes us feel 

good.  

 

Special thanks goes to Pastor Grant Fishbook of Christ the King Community Church 

(Bellingham WA) for the positive feedback he’s given as we’ve developed this material. He 

invited me to present these concepts in a public forum. His encouragement and kindness is 

much appreciated. It’s great to have a cheerleader like Pastor Grant! 

 

An important part of my ongoing spiritual journey is participation in small groups. My 

gratitude to these friends is huge: Stan, Richard, Cindy, Julia, and Geoff. Thanks also to 

the individuals and couples of Christ the King Community Church who participated in 

a field test of these ideas.  Their willingness to listen, apply, and respond was helpful to 

me as we fine-tuned these concepts. 

 

Introduction 
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My clinical consultant is Christian psychologist Mitch Whitman (PhD). His incisive 

thinking and helpful feedback continues to sharpen my  understanding of  the counseling 

ministry.  Many thanks to him for his insight, generosity, and wit. 

 

It’s an awesome responsibility to share in the intimate details of a married couple’s 

relationship.  To the many clients who’ve trusted me enough to tell me their struggles, 

who‘ve responded to my feedback, and who’ve worked hard, I thank them. My life is richer 

because of their transparency, honesty, and perseverance.  God bless you! 

 

Finally, thanks to Vicki for her unwavering support since our wedding in 1977.  She’s 

consistently modeled for me the ideas in this booklet.  She’s an expert at responding to an 

irritating spouse!  Thanks, sweetheart, I love you. 

 

Our hope is that readers of this booklet will respond responsibly to the irritations in their 

marriage.   

 

Erik Johnson 
  

January, 2013 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I set up an appointment for us with that marriage  

counselor you recommended, honey.  Honey?” 
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 How Does Your Husband Irritate You?   

• Withdraws emotionally 

• Doesn't call when late 

• Makes hurtful comments 

• Insults 

• Spends money without asking 

• Plays psychologist  

• Snores 

• Watches TV alone 

• Changes his decisions 

• Flirts with women 

• Has poor hygiene 

• Blames you for everything 

• Leaves toilet lid up 

• Lazy, messy, sloppy 

• Works long hours 

• Doesn’t work any hours 

• Preoccupied with sports/hobby 

• Doesn’t wipe counters correctly 

• Looks at porn 

• Is aloof from in-laws 

• Is enmeshed with in-laws 

• Lectures endlessly 

• Is unspiritual 

• Badgers you 

• Does illegal things 

• Snoops, pries, spies 

• Is moody 

• Is too strict with kids 

• Is too loose with kids 

• Has no goals 

• Is insecure 

• Gives minimal effort 

• Doesn’t listen to you 

• Pretends to listen to you 

• Has negative self image 

• Is ungrateful 

• Deceives, lies, covers up  

• Won’t admit errors 

• Does stupid things 

• Teases you 

• Hints at but won’t address issues 

• Not romantic enough  

• Not romantic at all! 

• Uncaring  

• Inconsiderate 

• Leaves or threatens to leave 

• Has addictions 

• Has an affair 

• Has a mid-life crisis 

• Threatens divorce 

• Loads dish washer incorrectly 

• Ignores his responsibilities 

• Changes TV channels constantly 

• Lacks affection 

• Procrastinates 

• Poor driver 

• Leg twitches while sleeping 

• Always angry, irritated, irked 

• Unspiritual 

• “He just doesn’t get it!” 

Irritations 
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 How Does Your Wife Irritate You?   

• Yells 

• Is a perfectionist 

• Is angry 

• Hits you 

• Asks you to do her favors 

• Spends without asking 

• Spends too much 

• Talks too much 

• Talks too little 

• Gives unsolicited advice 

• Picks lint off your shirt 

• Misinterprets what you say 

• Nags  

• Withdraws physically 

• Blames you for everything 

• Criticizes you 

• Is a neat freak 

• Has no interest in your hobbies 

• Doesn’t trust you 

• Clings to her parents 

• Avoids her parents 

• Controlling 

• Is ill a lot 

• Is emotionally detached 

• Is emotionally clingy 

• Is stubborn 

• Is cranky 

• Is unmotivated 

• Is sneaky 

• Spies, snoops, pries 

• Takes you for granted 

• Brings up the past 

• Holds grudges 

• Threatens for divorce 

• Is too connected to others 

• Drives while drunk 

• Calls you names  

• Curses 

• Mothers you 

• Leaves or threatens to leave 

• Has addictions 

• Has an affair 

• Is hard to please 

• No fun 

• Constantly insecure 

• Disinterested in sex 

• Argues better than you 

• Sarcastic 

• Reads your mind (or tries to) 

• Expects you to read her mind 

• Wears curlers in bed 

• Hogs blankets 

• Abuses alcohol  

• Is pushy 

• Is passive 

• Is the wrong weight 

• Disrespects him 

• Doesn’t communicate 

• Has high expectations 

• Other! 

Irritations 
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• Retaliate 

• Suffer 

• Rage 

• Escalate  

• Get depressed 

• Stuff it 

• Endure it 

• Leave  

• Argue 

• Drink too much 

• Use drugs 

• Fight back 

• Blame 

• Lecture 

• Pout 

• Nag 

• Escape 

• Withdraw 

• Resent life 

• Get combative 

• Live in fear 

• Mistrust 

• Be a martyr 

• Get defensive 

• Walk on eggshells 

• Deceive 

• Try to improve 

performance  

• Try to meet earn 

their love 

• Distort your 

spouse’s motives 

• Manipulation 

• Do nothing  

• Wait it out 

• Get desperate 

• Escape into porn 

• Escape into 

romance novels 

• Develop thick skin 

• Become cynical 

• Get passive 

• Get-aggressive  

• Call the cops 

• Plead 

• Give gifts 

• Over spend 

• Give many “I love 

you” messages 

• Chase and pursue 

• Spy, snoop 

• Beg 

• Implore 

• Point out the good 

memories 

• Call frequently 

• Email frequently  

• Go home to mother 

• Threaten  suicide  

• Follow them  

around the house  

• Have an affair 

• Hold grudges 

• Storm around 

• Feel sorry for self 

• Attack 

• Self reproach 

• Get angry 

• Go silent 

• Isolate self 

• Get even 

• Shame your spouse 

• Move out 

• Get frustrated 

• Pray 

• Show empathy 

• Compare own 

plight with others 

• Acknowledge faults 

• Give ultimatums 

• Throw stuff 

• Argue 

• Divorce 

• Not let it go 

• Drag them to 

church 

• Drag them to 

counseling 

How Do You React When Irritated?   

Your spouse does things that irritate you?  

Welcome to life.   

 

Marital irritations are a humorist’s fodder.  

Whether it’s a woman’s reaction (“If they can 

send a man to the moon why can’t they send 

them all?”) or a man’s reaction (“I dated this 

girl for two years—and then the nagging 

starts: ‘I want to know your name’”), 

irritation between the sexes continues.   

 

Marital irritations are also a marriage 

counselor’s daily concern. Mishandling 

marital irritations is serious business.  And 

painful.   

 

More than one divorcee has pondered in my 

presence, “I wonder if I could have made 

more of an effort to learn how to deal with 

the things that irritated me.” 

 

That’s what this booklet is about. 

 

Jesus said everyone will experience things 

that bug us. His exact words were, "In this 

world you will have tribulation."  The notion 

of an  irritation-free life is unrealistic.  

 

If irritations can occur regularly in life, how 

much more can irritations occur when two 

people choose furniture, design a budget, 

live under the same roof, share the same 

bed, and raise kids together?  Lots! 

 

It's how we respond to those irritations that 

counts. As you’ll learn in this booklet, when 

we react to irritations with unkindness, 

meanness, cruelty or blame, it's wrong.   
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Jesus could easily have been talking about marriage when he said, "Things that cause 

people to sin are bound to come. But woe to that person through whom they come."  

 

The point is, irritations in marriage will happen.  Just make sure you're not the irritant! 

 

Reactions to irritation do not promote intimacy and harmony in a marriage. Instead, 

reactions often prevent love, reduce respect, and decrease closeness between spouses. This 

booklet is about responding rather than reacting to irritations. 

 

In this booklet we'll identify the causes of and apply the cures to marital friction.  We 

believe that the cures you’ll be learning in this booklet are creative (providing some new 

ideas), effective (you’ll see results quickly), and surprising (because these ideas are not 

obvious.  If they were, you’d have done them by now!). 

 

We believe that if only one spouse, say, uh, you for example, stops blaming your spouse for 

your unhappiness, and if you eliminate or at least reduce your irritating behaviors, and if 

you respond—not react—when irritated, you’ll enjoy less friction and more harmony in 

your relationship.  

 

If there are things your spouse does that irritate you and if what you've been doing hasn't 

helped, read on. This book is for you!   

 

And if your spouse is married to an irritating person (wink, wink) and if what they’ve done 

hasn’t helped, read on.  This book is still for you! We're going to help your relationship 

survive many vexing irritations!   

 
 

“If the law is 
against you,  

argue the facts. 
 

If the facts are 
against you, argue 

the law.  
 

If both law and the 
facts are against 
you, impugn the  
integrity of your 

accuser.” 
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Four Types of Relationships 

Which type are you? 

 

• The Healthy Relationship.  Are 

you a loving spouse married to a 

loving spouse? Awesome!  You can 

help other   couples! 

 

• The Irritated Relationship. Are 

you an Irritating spouse married to 

an irritating spouse?  Your going to 

learn how to take responsibility to 

irritate each other less. 

 

• An Irritating Beloved.  Are you a 

loving spouse married to an irritat-

ing spouse?  You’re going to learn 

how to cope with their irritations.  

 

• An Irritating Lover.  Are you an 

irritating spouse married to a lov-

ing spouse? We’re  going to help you 

love more and blame less.  

 

 

 

“You’ve been watching TV for six  

months. What about my needs?” 

 

Not all personal complaints are malicious. 

 

 

“You’ve got a controlling personality?   

Why didn’t you say so? Case dismissed.” 



Managing Marital Irritations      Erik Johnson                                     12                                 

Loving 

Beloved 

Loving 

Lover 

Loving Responses include being kind in 
return, pleasing their spouse, making  
reciprocal deposits in the Lover’s love bank, 
turning toward the Lover’s emotional bid, 
speaking the Lover’s love language, 
returning the blessing. Basically doing the 
kind of things they did while dating! 

Loving Actions include being kind, pleasing 
their spouse, making deposits in the 
Beloved’s love bank, making an emotional 
“bid,” speaking the Beloved’s love language, 
giving a blessing.  Basically doing the kind of 
things they did while dating! 

#1:  The Healthy Relationship 

The Lover and Beloved can be either male or female.  Roles can be switched. Sometimes 

the husband takes loving actions and the wife responds lovingly, other times the wife 

takes loving actions and the husband responds lovingly.  It’s a mutual giving and 

receiving.  

 

These labels are based on the Song of Solomon (2:4, 16), “I am my beloved’s and he is 

mine, his banner over me is love.”  

This couple feels good about themselves and the relationship. They are happy,  fulfilled, 

and intimate. This kind of relationship promotes physical health.  It’s also a great place to 

raise kids.  
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Sometimes the husband irritates and the wife reacts, other times the wife irritates and the 

husband reacts.  It’s a mutual hurting and irritating.  Unlike the thoughtful, planned, and 

intentional responses in the Healthy Relationship, the reactions in the Irritated 

Relationship are knee-jerk, compulsive, unconscious, subconscious, thoughtless, and what 

the Bible criticizes with very strong language calling such reactions, “works of the flesh,” 

immorality, impurity, hatred, discord, selfish ambition, envy, and so forth.   

 

The two ways to break out of this rut: 1) stop pushing negative buttons, 2) stop reacting. 

Said positively, we can break out of this rut by 1) pushing positive buttons, 2) reacting less 

and responding more. 

Irritating  
(and irritated)  

Lover 

Irritating 
(and irritated) 

Beloved 

Irritating Reactions include responding with 
unkind or unloving words, bad attitudes, 
making withdrawals from the love bank, not 
blessing but cursing, “Love busters,” 
“Pushing buttons,” contempt, withdrawing, 
criticism, stonewalling; trying to change the 
Lover, constant anger and disappointment at 
unmet needs, defensiveness, blame, accusa-
tions. 

Irritating Actions include making unkind or 
unloving words, bad attitudes, making withdrawals 
from the love bank, not blessing but cursing, 
engaging in “Love busting” behaviors, “Pushing 
buttons,” engaging the Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse (John Gottman): contempt, 
withdrawing, criticism, stonewalling; trying to 
change the Beloved, constant anger and 
disappointment at unmet needs, defensiveness, 
blame, accusations. 

#2:  The Irritated Relationship 

This couple typically doesn’t feel good about themselves or the relationship. They are 

unhappy, unfulfilled, and not intimate. They are hurt, angry, and frustrated. This can 

result in poor physical health and can be a very tense place to raise kids.  
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Irritating  
(and irritated) 

Beloved 

Loving  
(but irritated) 

Lover 

Irritating Reactions that are unkind, 
unloving, ugly retaliation, meaningless 
withdrawals from the Lover’s love bank, 
“curses,” “love busters,” “Pushing 
buttons,” etc. They call the Lover’s good 
actions “evil.” They presume malicious 
intent in the Lover’s actions where none 
exists. They are overly-sensitive.  They 
return evil for good.   

Actions that are loving, meaningful deposits in 
the Beloved’s love bank, “blessings,” etc. They 
believe and obey the Biblical notion that “Love is 
kind.”  

The Lover is being nice but the Beloved is not. Instead of reciprocating with kindness, 

the Beloved feels hurt, angry, frustrated and irritated.  The Lover is acting but the 

Beloved is reacting.  It’s a one-way hurting and irritating. 

 

Why is the Beloved being so mean?  Why is it so hard for him/her to freely accept 

affection, respect, and compassion?  The Lover is understandably shocked and 

disappointed at this.  What can he/she do to cope?   

This type of relationship isn’t what God intended.   Even though the Lover is kind, the 

Beloved is reacting with unkindness.  Sometimes an unkind Beloved doesn’t realize or 

care about the pain they are causing. The Lover can become unhappy, unfulfilled, and 

understandably distant. If the Lover begins to react with unkindness they have an 

Irritated Relationship (see page 12). 

#3:  The Irritating Beloved  
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Loving  
(but irritated)  

Beloved 

Irritating  
(and irritated) 

Lover 

Responses that are kind, loving, deposits in 
the other’s love bank, “blessings,” etc. No 
attacking, no defensiveness. The believe 
and obey the Bible ideas that “Love is 
patient, not easily angered,”  “A soft answer 
turns away wrath, “ “Bless those who curse 
you, pray for those who despitefully use 
you.” 

Irritating Actions that are unkind, unloving, 
withdrawals from the other’s love bank, “curses,” 
“love busters,” “Pushing buttons,” etc. They calls 
the Beloved’s good actions “evil.” They presume 
malicious intent in Beloved’s nice actions where 
none exitst. The Lover is insensitive. 

#4:  The Irritating Lover 

The Lover is being mean and the Beloved is not. Instead of reacting with meanness, the 

Beloved is nice.  But the Lover continues to hurt and irritate.  Why?  Why do we hurt the 

ones we love?  Why is it so hard for the Lover to freely give affection, respect, and 

compassion?  

 

The Beloved is understandably shocked and disappointed at this.  What can he/she do to 

cope? What advice would you give the Lover?  The Beloved? 

This couple isn’t what God intended, either.  Surprisingly, some Lovers don’t realize or 

care about the pain they are causing.  The Beloved can understandably become unhappy, 

unfulfilled, and distant.  
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Why What We’re Going To Learn is Hard 

A couple will visit each of these four relationship types many times over the course of a 

marriage.  They can even visit these relationship types many times over the course of a 

week.  Maybe even in a day! But serious problems occur when they settle into a pattern as 

an irritated couple, an irritating beloved, or an irritating lover.    

 

The good news—it takes only one spouse to change the quality of the relationship.  The 

bad news—it takes work.  Breaking out of these patterns isn’t easy. Taking down mental 

strongholds and rewriting our old scripts requires hard work. If it was easy you’d have 

done it by now. So be prepared to be gently nudged out of your comfort zone.  But there’s 

another reason why this will be hard. 

 

It’s been our experience in marriage counseling that sometimes good ideas fall flat because 

of stubbornness and people’s resistance.  

 

There just seems to be in some folks a 

wall of defensiveness, a shield of 

pride, a reluctance to take ownership 

for their responsibilities as a married 

person.  

 

What is it in people that makes them 

want to cover up the irksome things 

they do in marriage?  Why is it so 

easy to blame others but hard to 

admit our own faults?  We’ve heard 

two explanations for this phenomenon 

and we think they both have merit.   

 

The first is from Solomon who called 

this defensiveness, “being wise in 

one’s own eyes.”  The second comes 

from Jesus who called it, “hard-

heartedness.” We think both labels 

refer to the same thing, the inborn reluctance to assume responsibility for our contribution 

to marital irritations.  If we could break through that barrier more marriages would be 

healthy.   

 

On the pages that follow are quotes and drawings intended to encourage readers to stop 

pointing an accusing finger at your mate and to look into the mirror of self. Once we begin 

to consider our role in marital friction, we’ll can then explore what personal changes are 

necessary to reduce marital irritation.  

Are You S.H.R.E.W.D.? 
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“He complains that I don’t take risks!” 

“O boy, anther seminar about what  you need to change!” 

 
 

“Your honor, I know he cheated on me 
because of his childhood abuse.   

• Life (6:23) 
• Knowledge (12:1) 
• Understanding (15:32) 

• Wisdom (29:15) 
• Deep friendships (9:8) 
• Sense of God’s love (3:11) 

• Grace (3:34) 
• Honor (13:18) 
• Prudence (19:25) 

What does 
Proverbs  
say are the   

costs of pride? 
 

• Brokenness 
(29:1) 

• Ruin (5:12-14) 
• Error (10:17) 
• Stupidity (12:!) 
• Death (15:10) 

This Booklet is about Changing You! 

 
What does Proverbs say are the Rewards of Humility? 
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“Did you hear that? We’re off the hook!” 

“Some women work so  
hard to make good husbands 
that they never manage  
to make good wives.” 

Proverbs Says You Might be 
 “wise in your own eyes” if you: 

 
Seldom listen to advice (12:15) 
Don’t fear the Lord (3:7) 
Don’t avoid evil (3:7) 
Are quick to quarrel   (20:3) 
Hate correction (9:7-12) 
Spurn discipline (15:5) 
Buy your way out of problems (28:11) 
Never question your objectivity (28:26) 

 

“Only I can prevent forest fires?  

Don’t you think you should share  
some of the responsibility?” 

We interrupt this 

program for a 

special bulletin. 

This just in— 

the fault is not  

in ourselves  

but in our stars! 
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“How can the problems in our marriage   
have anything to do with me? I’m happy.” 

“It’s obvious when  
people feel guilty for  
their irresponsibility.   
They either accuse  
others or defend  
themselves!”  

Romans 2:15 

“Be thankful for your 

bad luck. Without it, 

you'd have to  

blame yourself.” 

“Of all the tyrannies,  
the tyranny sincerely 
exercised for the good 
of its victim is maybe  
the most oppressive.”   

 
C. S. Lewis 

 

Sweetheart...you knew when 

you married me that I moved 

only one square at a time. 
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Which of the four relationship types mentioned earlier describe you and your mate?  

Where did you put yourself?  If you are an “Irritating Lover” or “Irritating Beloved,” this 

section is for you! 

 

This “How to irritate less” step focuses on our contributions to marital friction.  When we 

are bugged by the irritations of a spouse it's easy to focus on our pain and the things that 

trigger it.  But all the while we overlook the things we do that irritate our mate.   

 

We all have "blind spots," things we do without realizing the negative impact they have on 

others.  Some people reject the notion that they do anything wrong. Others are more 

realistic. We're painfully aware that we've got room for improvement in our Words, 

Motives, Thoughts, Actions, and  Attitudes. 

 

Your mission: identify and eliminate as many irritating "blind spots" as possible. Even if 

your spouse is 99% responsible for marital friction, you're still responsible to deal with 

your 1%. This is a hard truth to embrace, but it's necessary. It's what Jesus meant when 

he talked about removing logs from our eyes before seeing specks in other's eyes. 

 

How realistic is it to expect our spouse to stop irritating us if we refuse to stop irritating 

them?  Not very.  Somebody’s got to break this downward cycle of irritation and reaction.  

We elect you.  Why?  Because you are reading this booklet.  Since you’re motivated, it 

means you care the most about the 

relationship. 

 

Where to begin? Here are 4 actions 

we suggest. 

 

1. Prioritize your responsibility 

to be the best mate you can be. 

It makes little sense to complain of 

an irritating relationship if you’re 

not willing to do what you can to 

reduce the irritations!  Even if 

you’re not irritated, is your 

spouse? Why not be a responsible 

adult and reduce their misery by 

irritating less?  

 

 

 

 

How To Irritate Less 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“But when I do remember your  
birthday you say I’m rubbing it in!” 
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2. Overcome the distorted thinking that paralyzes you. 

 

• “If I change first it’s a sign of weakness.”   No, it’s a sign of strength and courage. 

 

• “If I change first there are no guarantees my partner will change.”  So? Are you going 

to let the least motivated spouse control what you will or won’t do? 

 

• “I can’t do it by myself.”  It does take two to become close.  But it only takes one to 

implement positive changes in the relationship. 

 

• “If I initiate changes I’ll become lonely.” You’re not lonely already?  

What do you have to lose? 

 

• “Because of my upbringing (genetics, biorhythms, 

gender, ethnic heritage, etc.) I can’t change.” Huh?  

Blaming, excusing, rationalizing, justifying your 

bad relational habits will sabotage your future.  

Tap into God’s power to make personal changes.   

 

• “I can’t be happy until my mate changes!” Oops.  This puts you at their mercy. 

 

• “My mate’s actions cause my emotions!”  Oops again.  They may trigger them, 

contribute to them, provoke them, but your emotions are up to you. 

 

• “I’ve made all the changes so far and things are still bad.”  But have you made 

appropriate changes?  Personal changes that have positive effect on the 

relationship will be described later. 

 

• “I won’t make changes until my spouse makes changes.” The most uncomfortable 

spouse is the one most motivated to change. Levels of discomfort are rarely equal so 

it’s up to the most frustrated to act first. If you wait until you’re both fed up, it may 

be too late. 

 

3. Understand how we hurt the ones we love.  Best and easiest way to find out is to 

ask.  Get a pencil and paper and say,  “Sweetheart, I’m working on a project and I need 

your help.  What can I do to reduce the friction between us?  I want to be less irritating.  

Got any suggestions?”  Note:  Get ready to write fast. 

 

4. Understand why we hurt the ones we love (see next page). If you identify any 

underlying motivations behind your irritating behaviors, deal with them.  We can’t 

address all of them in this booklet but we’ll describe a couple of specific examples. 

“I can do all things through  Christ who gives me strength.” 
 “If any person is in Christ they’re a new  

creation. The old is gone and new has come!”  
“Greater is God who is in us  than he who is in the world.” 
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1. Ignorance.  We simply don't have a clue we're doing it. We have “blind spots.” 

2. Protection.  We trigger their reactions in an attempt to put the focus on their negative 

and irritating behaviors and away from ours. Sneakily provoking irritation in them 

makes us look pretty good. 

3. Power.  It makes us feel important if we can get a rise out of another person.   

4. Selfishness.  We try to get what we want at the expense of the relationship. 

5. Relief.  We alleviate our psychological pain by causing pain in others. Misery enjoys 

company.  

6. Threatened self view.  “I see myself in a way that you do not.  You keep saying I’m 

loveable when I know I’m not.  To prove I’m not, I’ll hurt you.”   

7. Comfort.  Sometimes people feel uncomfortable in homes that are calm and drama-free. 

So they stir things up, “Just like dad/mom used to do!”  

8. Displacement.  “I have unfinished business with my parents. I’m angry at them but 

they’re not here and since my spouse is the closest target . . . .” 

9. Loneliness.  Some people would rather have negative attention than none at all.  

10. Discomfort.  We painfully squelch other’s emotions because emotions are scary! 

11. Familiarity.  We feel most comfortable when we feel most like we did as kids.  If we 

grew up with “distance” we’ll sabotage “closeness” by being irritating. 

12. Self-fulfilling prophecy. Some provoke their spouse to confirm their preconception of 

them. “I believe you’re a jerk and to prove it I’ll make you act like one!” Or, to reinforce a 

negative image of one’s self.  “To prove to you how bad I am, take that!” 

13. Blaming.  Our spouse's irritation gives us a convenient explanation for what's wrong in 

us or in the relationship. Unable to face our own imperfections, we provoke and then 

blame others. 

14. Punishing. We (wrongly) assume it's our job to teach them a lesson or force them to 

change. “I hurt, and you should, too.” Or, “Others think you’re so good. I’ll get you to 

react in ways that aren’t so good to put you in your place.” 

15. Role fulfillment.  We might unwittingly be fulfilling the "angry person" role our spouse 

wants us to play.  That's why it's so important to not react to their provocations.   

16. Jealousy.  “I don’t want my mate to feel so important.” 

17. Neediness.  “I feel best when I’m making others feel good.  If everyone feels good I have 

no role.  So I push my mate’s buttons to make them feel bad, then I can comfort 

them.”  (We stand up and rock the boat and say, “Only I can save you.”) 

18. Meanness.  Some people are just cruel. 

19. Lack of skill. Some simply don’t know how to change, how to handle their feelings, how 

to communicate those feelings, or how to be vulnerable.   

20. Fear.  For some it’s easy to express hurtful anger or control because they’re afraid. 

21. Equilibrium.  “If you’re right and I’m wrong, yikes!  I keep pushing your buttons until 

you do something wrong, too.  Then things are back in balance and I can relax again.” 

22. Anger.  “I expected you to meet  my needs in the marriage 24/7.  I’ll show you!!” 

23. Cowardice.  If a person wants out of a relationship, but because of fear, shame, or guilt,  

they don’t want to be the one to leave, they’ll make their spouse miserable so they will be 

the one to leave. 

24. Self-contempt.  We often dislike things in other people that remind us of things we 

don't like about ourselves.  (see next page).  

Why We Hurt the Ones We Love 
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We Often Judge in Others What We Do 

“You have no excuse for passing judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge 
the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things.”  

Romans 2:1 

Is Your  
Spouse ... 

What’s Behind  
Their Actions 

What’s Behind  
Our actions 

The Bible Says . . .  

A Slanderer? 
Saying negative things 
about other people  

We say negative things 
about our mate which is  

judging  

“If you slander  
another, you judge God’s 

word.”  

Compromiser? 
Lowering standards in  
order to reach goals 

We lower our standards 
when we judge others  

“Do not judge or you will be 
judged.” Matt. 7:1 

A Glutton? 
Doesn’t discipline  
their appetite 

We don’t discipline our 
mind when we judge 

“Take captive every 
thought!” 2 Cor. 10:4-5 

Disloyal? 
Forsaking those  

we’re called to serve 
We forsake our spouse 
when we judge them 

“Show proper respect to 
everyone.” 1 Peter 2:17 

A thief? 
Taking what does not  

belong to them 

We take that which doesn’t 
belong to us when we 

judge 

“It is mine to avenge,  
I will repay.”  
Romans 12:19 

Lazy? 
Refusing to invest time and 
energy to do what they 

should 

We fail to invest time and 
energy to restore when we 

judge 

“If any of you is caught in a 
sin, restore them.”  
Galatians 6:1 

A Braggart? 
Trying to make him/herself 
look good in the eyes of oth-

ers 

We’re making ourselves 
look good in the eyes of 
others when we judge 

“I am too sacred  
for you!” Isaiah 65:5 

Stubborn? 
Refusing to make  
necessary changes 

We’re stubborn if we  
refuse to change our  
irritating behaviors 

“They refused to give up 
their stubborn ways.” 
Judges 2:19 

Prideful? 
Exalting him/herself  

above others 

We exalt ourselves above 
God’s word  

when we judge 

“Judge not or you  
will be judged.” 
Matthew 7:1 

Immoral? 
Ignoring God’s word in the 

sexual matters 
We ignore God’s word 

when we judge 
“Stop judging!”  
John 7:24 

Envious? 
Wanting what belongs  

to others 
We want what belongs to 
God when we judge others 

“If you slander another, 
you judge God’s word.”  

James 4:11 
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I.  Take this test to find out if you’ve ever been or are now being judgmental. 

Are You Judging Your Spouse? 

 
YES NO 

 Related Bible Verses 

1. 
  Do you jump to conclusions about their faults and 

short comings without all the facts? 
“With presumption comes nothing 
but strife.”  Proverbs 13:10 NASB 

2.   Do you assume their faults are easy to stop? 
“Who are you to judge?”  

Romans 14:4 

3. 
  If you had their family of origin, biology, spiritual  

maturity, would you be any different? 

“Why do you judge or look  
down on your (spouse)?”  

Romans 14:10 

4. 

  

Could their irritations be reactions to your faults? 
“Stop passing judgment  on or 
putting a stumbling block in your 
(spouse’s) way.” Romans 14:13 

5. 
  Could your interpretation of their behavior be incorrect? 

“Stop judging by  mere  
appearances.”  John 7:24a 

6. 
  Are you mistaking their assertiveness for anger? 

“Speak the truth in love”   
Ephesians 4:15 

7. 
  

Are you mistaking their scowl for contempt? 
“They winnow out evil with  

their eyes (facial expression).”  
Proverbs 20:8 

8.   Are you reading hate into their tone of voice? 
“Treat the words of a despairing 
person as wind.” Job 6:26 

9.   Do you mistake their interruption as devaluing? 
“Love is patient and is not  

easily angered.”  1 Cor. 13:4-6 

10 

  Are you more interested in ridding yourself of your 
spouse’s irritations or of restoring them to healthy rela-
tionships? 

“If someone is caught in a sin,  
you who are spiritual should  
restore him gently.  But watch  
yourself or you also may be 
tempted.” Galatians 6:1 

11. 

  

Do you rationalize and fail to correct your faults? 
“Why do you look at the speck  
in another’s eye but not see the  

log in your own eye?”  Matthew 7:3 

12. 

  
Do you make snap judgments about your spouse’s 
faults based on incomplete evidence? 

“Our law doesn’t condemn a  
person with out first hearing them 
to find out what they are doing.” 

John 7:51 

13. 

  
Do you form opinions about your spouse’s short com-
ings without getting the full story? 

“Those who answer before  
listening—that is folly and shame.”  

Proverbs 18:13 

14. 

  Do you condemn (punish, get hostile, criticize,  
reject, avenge, teach them a lesson, cut off) your 
spouse for things you personally have not conquered? 

“If you pass judgment on someone 
else you condemn yourself.  

Why? You do the same things!”  
Romans 2:1-3 

15. 

  

Have you overlooked your own faults? 

“A person’s ways seem  
innocent to them, but motives  
are weighed by the Lord.” 

Proverbs 16:2 
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II.  When you judge your spouse you . . .  

1.   Use their faults to motivate our own self-examination.  

 
A. When others fail it’s an invitation from God to look in the mir-
ror and see what we need to correct in ourselves. 

“Do you think that these Galileans were 
worse sinners than all the  

others? No!  But unless you repent, you 
too will perish.” Luke 13:2-3 

 B. A good place to start is with your relationship with God. 
“Examine yourselves to see whether 
you are in the faith.”  2 Cor. 13:5 

 C. Prior to communion is a good time to do this (if not sooner). 
“A person ought to examine themselves 
before they eat of the bread and drink of 

the cup.” 1 Cor. 11:28 

 
D. Regular times of self examination and confession keep us in 
close fellowship with God. 

“If we judged ourselves we would not 
come under judgment. “  
1 Corinthians 11:31 

III.  What do we do if our spouse is sinning, straying, or stumbling? 

1.  Reveal your own faults and 
bad motives. 

“You have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else. For at whatever point you 
judge the other, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same 
things.  When you who pass judgment on others and yet do the same things, do you think you 
will escape God’s judgment?”  Romans 2:1-3 

2.  Reveal your guilt and irre-
sponsibility. 

“People show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also 
bearing witness and their thoughts now accusing, now even defending them.”  Romans 2:15 

3. Jeopardize your future. 
“Do not judge, or you to will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, you will be 
judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.”  Matt. 7:2 

“Do not judge, and you will not be judged.  Do not condemn, and you will not be  
condemned.  Forgive, and you will be forgiven.”  Luke 6:37 4. Risk your future judgment. 

16. 

  
Have you allowed their irritations to lead you to anger, 
frustration, or rage? 

“A person’s anger does not achieve 
the righteous life God wants.” 

James 1:20 

17. 
  Have you failed to show mercy to your spouse when they 

offend you? 
“Mercy triumphs over  
judgment.”  James 2:13 

18. 
  Have you told others about your spouse’s faults 

without going directly to them? 

“If your (spouse) sins, go to them 
and show them their fault.  If they 

listen, good!” Matt. 18:15 

19. 
  

Have you become impatient with your spouse? 
“Correct, rebuke, and encourage 
with great patience and careful 

instruction.” 2 Tim. 2:4 

20. 
  Are you holding a grudge for one or more past of-

fenses? 

“If your (spouse) sins . . seven 
times a day, forgive them.”  

Luke 17: 3-4 

21. 

  
Are you reacting impulsively to your spouse  
without thoughtful, prayerful discernment? 

“A simple person believes  
anything, but a prudent person 

gives thought to their steps.” Prov-
erbs 14:15 

22. 

  

Are you unhappy that your spouse criticizes your faith 
and Christian convictions? 

“Blessed are you when (your 
spouse) insults you, persecutes you 
and falsely says all kinds of evil 

against you because of me.  Rejoice 
and be glad because great is your 
reward in heaven.”  Mt. 5:11-12 



Managing Marital Irritations      Erik Johnson                                     26                                 

 
E. Taking the spotlight off of our spouse on onto ourselves is 
good spiritually and relationally. 

“Each person should check their own 
actions.  Then they can take pride in 
themselves without comparing them-

selves to others.” Gal. 6:4 

 
F. When God reveals to us our sin and offenses, we should con-
fess it to God and our spouse. 

“If you are ‘doing church,’ and remember 
that your (spouse) has something 
against you, go and be reconciled to 

them.” Matt. 5:23-24 

 

G.  Some suggested questions to ask.  Why does what they do bother me so much? Am I 
being too sensitive? Are my expectations too high?  Am I reacting in anger or responding 
in love? 

2.   Double check all your facts before forming any opinions. 

 A. Ask questions. What would a third party say about it? 
“To search out a matter is the glory of 

kings.” Proverbs 25:2 

 B. Look at your spouse from God’s point of view. 
“The spiritual person makes judgments 

about all things.” 1 Cor. 2:15 

 
C. Don’t just collect info that reinforces your already arrived at 
conclusions.  Weigh the good info, too. 

“Test everything; hold on to the good.” 1 
Thess. 5:21 

 
D. There’s more going on than just what your spouse says or 
feels.  What’s going on behind the scenes? 

“Test the spirits.” 1 John 4:1 

 E. Don’t rely on your 5 senses but pray for discernment.   
“God does not judge by what he sees or 

what he hears.” Isaiah 11:3 

3.    Separate the irritation from the irritant. 

 
A.   If you want to influence a wayward spouse, demonstrate 

love.   

“God demonstrated his love for us while 
we were still sinners.”  
Romans 5:8 

 
B.   If you want to influence a wayward spouse, demonstrate 

kindness.   

Do you now realize that it’s God’s kind-
ness that leads you toward repentance?”  
Romans 2:4 

 
C.   Recall times when you overcame a similar problem and then 

think about the steps you took to victory.  

“We comfort others with the comfort we 
ourselves have received from God.”  2 
Cor. 1:4 

 
D.   Accept your partner as he/she is and wait for the right oppor-

tunity to approach the problem.   
“Let your conversation be seasoned with 
salt and grace.”  Col. 4:6 

 

 

4.   Adopt the motive to gently restore your wayward loved one.  

 
A.   Anyone can point out faults, whine, criticize, complain, get 

cranky or angry, but it takes spiritual wisdom to restore.   

“If someone is caught in a sin, you who 
are spiritual should restore them gently 
but watch yourself, or you also may be 

tempted.” Gal. 6:1 

 
B.   Use words that are carefully chosen to inspire, encourage, 

and edify. 

“Let us consider how we may spur one 
another on toward love and good 

deeds.” Hebrews 10:24 

 
C.   Don’t be harsh.  Learning these skills at home prepares us 

for relationships outside the home. 

“Do not rebuke an older man, but exhort 
him as if he were your father. Treat 
younger men as brothers, younger 

women as sisters, with absolute purity.”  
1 Tim. 5:1 
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What we’ve learned so far.   

 

• Irritations in life happen.   

• Irritations in marriage happen. 

• Wisely handled irritations lead to healthy relationships. 

• There are four kinds of couples.  Sometimes spouses irritate each other (irritated 

couple). Sometimes only one does the irritating (irritating beloved or irritating 

lover). 

• Admitting our role in conflict is hard. It takes courage, humility, and honesty. 

• We’re responsible to reduce (or eliminate) the things we do that irritate our mate. 

• 23 reasons why we hurt the ones we love. 

 

By the way, if your will-power isn’t enough to curb your irritating behaviors, you may want 

to consider asking for God’s help. For many, only God’s grace makes it possible to want 

and do what’s right in marriage.  The good news, God’s grace is free.   

 

Receiving God’s grace begins by receiving Jesus Christ as your Lord and Savior.  A simple 

way to begin your journey with God is by saying out loud, “Lord, be merciful to me a 

sinner.”  God will know what you mean.   

 

But what about blaming? If our spouse irritates us, they are at fault, right?  After all, 

they’re the ones doing the hurting.  I mean, aren’t they responsible for our pain? Isn’t 

blaming justified?   

 

Good questions!   

 

It may come as a surprise to you, but we think blaming is, to put it bluntly, ineffective, a 

waste of energy, and just wrong-headed.  By blaming we set ourselves up for major failure. 

Here’s why. 

 

1. Blaming puts us in the position of helpless victim.   

2. Blaming is a waste of time.   

3. Blaming puts all the responsibility for our healing on 

others and not on ourselves where it belongs. 

4. Blaming usually makes others feel defensive. 

5. Blaming is actually an indication of our own guiltiness.  Beware the man or woman 

who protests too much!  

6. Blaming is a poor way to get attention off of our own issues.  

7. Blaming ignores the truth that some of our spouse’s irritating behaviors are actually 

poor reactions to our triggers.  So if we send fewer triggers they'll have less cause to 

react.   

8. Blaming starts us down the endless path of “who started it?”  

Why Blaming Doesn’t Help 

“Put your attention on 
yourself where it will  
do the most good.“ 
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Who Started It? 

Here is a surprising reality: some of our spouse's irritating behaviors are actually reactions 

to our irritating behaviors.  We didn’t cause their irritations and so we’re not responsible 

for them, but we did trigger them.  We may not be the “bad guy (or gal),” but we are the 

“trigger guy (or gal).”  Ouch! 

 

Furthermore, some of our irritating behaviors are actually our reactions to their irritating 

behaviors. They didn’t cause our behaviors and so they are not responsible for them, but 

we have reacted to their triggers.  Yikes.   

 

But then, their irritating behaviors began as reactions to our irritating behaviors.  We’re 

not responsible for their reactions, but we are responsible not to trigger them. Gasp. 

 

Yet, we wouldn't react with irritation if they hadn't first behaved in irritating ways.  Good 

grief.   

 

Who started all this?  Who knocked over the first domino?  Which came first, the chicken 

or egg?  The action or reaction? Who pushed whose buttons first?  Where does this cyclical 

reasoning take us?   

 

To the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:12-13). Blame and irresponsibility started there. 

Th
e S
erp
en
t 

Eve's response 

Adam
's Re

spon
se 

SATAN 
 

• Deception 
♦ Temptation 
♦ Lying 
♦ Tricking 
♦ Creating doubts  

EVE 
 
• Denial 
♦ Blame shifting 
♦ Evasiveness 
♦ "It's not my fault." 
♦ "He did it." 

ADAM 
 

♦ Denial 
♦ Blame shifting 
♦ Evasiveness 
♦ "It wasn't me." 
♦ "She did it." 
♦ “God gave her to me.” 
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A person's inability to accept responsibility for their role in marital friction reflects a 

“stronghold” of immaturity. As teenagers, we adopt the delightful habit of accusing others 

of doing everything wrong. This tactic helps us protect our self-image. 

But by our early twenties most people reach a stage of development called “responsible.” 

We finally understand the cause and effect connection between our actions and 

consequences.  However, some adults never reach this stage. It is always someone else's 

fault.  

No matter how irritating your spouse is, and regardless of how much you blame him or 

her, it will not change them or your 

relationship. Blaming merely keeps 

the focus off of you when you are 

looking for external reasons to 

explain your unhappiness or 

frustration. You may succeed in 

making another feel guilty for 

something, but you won't succeed in 

changing whatever it is about you 

that is making you unhappy.  

Stop believing the lie that others 

are responsible for your happiness.  

Do any of these pleas sound 

familiar?  "If he would only bring 

me flowers on the weekends, I would 

be happy." "Doesn't he know how 

glad I'd be if he would just take out 

the trash without being asked?" "He knows how mad I get when he comes home late, so why 

does he do it?" “If only she’d be more available for sex my life would be perfect.” 

Don’t put the responsibility for your feelings into your mate’s hands. If we look to a spouse 

to provide personal fulfillment in life, we will focus on their failings as the cause of our 

own disappointment.  

How would you like to be told, “You are responsible for my feelings!”  You aren’t.  That’s 

not your mission in life.  You weren’t created to make others happy. That’s God’s job.  Or 

their job.  It isn’t your job in life to be responsible for other’s emotions.  

 

And it isn’t their job to be responsible for your emotions. It’s yours.   

Stop Blaming Your Mate for Your Irritation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You think I don’t take responsibility for my  

own actions?  Well whose fault is that?!” 



Managing Marital Irritations      Erik Johnson                                     30                                 

If you are upset or unhappy with your partner's behavior, that is your response, and it 

does not necessarily mean that something is wrong with him/her.  

 

Finding joy and ending blame in a relationship comes down to understanding that, more 

often than not, it is your own expectations that have disappointed you.  

 

Release your spouse from expectations (more on this later).  Take ownership of your own 

emotional life.  Nobody can make you feel anything you don’t want to feel. 

 

There’s often a desire to change or fix a spouse.  This causes power and control struggles in 

relationships. If you feel you cannot love your mate unless that person changes, you’ve got 

some personal changing to do. Your spouse will feel hurt, inadequate and as though some-

thing is wrong with him/her. Wouldn’t you feel that way?  The “fixer” becomes more and 

more frustrated as the other withdraws or refuses to change. That's where the phrase 

comes form, "if you loved me enough you would change."  

 

There’s a great lesson to be learned in God’s unconditional love.  He has the ability to love 

us just as we are. We should do the same toward others.  Of course, there are times when 

our mates display their worst sides. But the surprising thing about change is that the less 

we push and disapprove, the faster they are able to change.  Why?  Because they don't 

have to fight us! 

Trigge
r are . 

. .  

 things o
utside u

s with th
e potent

ial to hu
rt. It’s th

e “blip” o
n  

our hurt
 radar. T

here’s a
 connec

tion but 
no “caus

e and ef
fect”  

between
 a trigge

r and ou
r emotio
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tion. 

 

Contrib
utions

 

 The trig
ger “con

tributes”
 to, cues

, tempts
 our emo

tions by
 prompt

-

ing us to
 react (a

ttack the
 blip) or 

respond
 (contac

t the blip
). 

 

Reacti
on 

A habitu
al, thoug

htless, “
knee-jer
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ly to trig
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Are Feelings Caused by Outside Events? 

If we believe that there’s an immediate cause and effect relationship between what others 

do and how we feel about it, we’d be wrong. There’s an in-between step called interpreting 

(thinking, attaching meaning to) what others do.  Their behaviors trigger (contribute to, 

spark) our feelings, but it’s how we respond that determines our feelings. C things aren’t 

caused by A things without B things! 

 Column A         + Column B         = Column C 

1 
The trigger event (an  
external contribution)  

Our interpretation  
(an internal meaning we  

give Column A) 

Our feelings, emotional  
response (healing occurs by 
changing column B, not A)  

2 Cotton shirt Sunburn 
Irritated skin (healing  

occurs in column B, not A) 

3 
Van Gogh’s painting,  

“Starry Night” 
The lens through which  
we see that painting 

Fear? Anxiety?  
Puzzlement? Joy? 

4 
Charitable deeds  
(1 Cor. 13:1-3) 

Wrong motive (loveless) 
Clanging noise (IE,  

worthless) 

5 Crises in life 
Keeping our minds  
fixed on God 

Perfect peace (Isaiah 26:3) 

6 Trials and temptations Appropriate considerations 
Joy, endurance  
(James 1:2-3) 

7 
Somebody cuts us off  

on the freeway 

Assumed malicious intent, OR 
“That guy’s rushing  
to the doctor.” 

Anger, OR 
“I hope they make it in time.” 

8 
Spouse’s “irritating”  

behaviors 
Validation, empathy 

Understanding and 
problem solving 

 ACTIVATING EVENT BELIEFS CONSEQUENCES 

The truth that others are not responsible for our feelings is liberating!  It takes from our 

spouse the responsibility to heal our wounded emotions and puts it where we can do 

something about it: in us.  It eliminates all blame (and thus reduces one of the biggest 

triggers of our spouse’s irritation).  It also empowers us to focus on problem solving.  

Conflicts don’t get resolved by changing others (or their thoughts or  interpretations of 

events) but by acknowledging and accepting (validating) that the way that they see the 

world is real to them.  This truth also frees us from guilt (because we’re not responsible for 

what others think or feel) and bitterness (because they’re not responsible for how we think 

or feel).  Think how much freedom we forfeit when we say, “I won’t be happy until you 

change!”  
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Others Are Not Responsible for Our Feelings 

If this idea shocks you, welcome to the club. When I first heard it I was shocked. If others 

didn’t irritate, annoy, or hurt us, our emotions would be fine. Nobody just wakes up and 

says, “Today I think I’ll be jealous, or angry, or hurt, or lonely.”  Those emotions occur 

because of what others do, right?   

 

Well, that’s what I used to think.  But the more I looked into it the more doubts I had.  I 

now believe that others are not responsible for our feelings of jealousy, anger, sadness, 

loneliness, or any other emotion.  We are.  Before you reject this notion, please let me to 

try to convince you that this idea is true.  I’ll try to prove it with three arguments.  Here’s 

the first.   

 

1. This idea is beneficial.  How?  In these ways. 

 

• It frees us from being a helpless victim.  If others do cause our feelings, then we’re 

at their mercy. We’d be enmeshed with others and their hurtful words, actions, and 

attitudes would whip us around like yo-yos.  But the good news is, we need not be 

enmeshed, helpless victims.  We’ve got options. 

 

• It frees us from focusing on what we can’t control: other’s behaviors. Anyone 

who has said, “If only you’d change then I’ll be happy,” will know how frustrating it is 

when they don’t change!  Focusing on what we can’t control is a waste of time. The 

quicker we learn that we can’t control others the happier    everyone will be.  Including 

us. 

 

• It frees us from blaming others for our feelings.  I’ve never liked being made 

responsible for things that aren’t my fault.  Do you liked being blamed for things?  The 

person we blame doesn’t like it, either. Why blame others since we don’t like being 

blamed? Let’s follow the golden rule.  

 

• It frees us to put our energies into something that we can control: us.  It makes 

more sense to me to adapt to the world rather than expecting the world to adapt to us.  

Plus, it’s easier to alter ourselves than always trying to alter our environment.  

 

• It protects us from looking helpless.  When we react with bad feelings because of 

other’s behaviors, we look like reactionary children. Lashing out at those who bug us is 

what kids do.  We help kids manage their emotions by helping them take responsibility 

for them.  If we don’t take responsibility for our emotions we look like helpless children.  

But we aren’t. We’re responsible adults. 

 

• It prevents us from becoming emotional martyrs.  An emotional martyr is one 

who hurts and then wallows in their hurt as if nothing could be done about it (other 

than making others responsible for their feelings, blaming and accusing). 
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• It takes away a major obstacle to friendship, habitual blaming.  Who likes to 

hang around someone who’s always whining and moaning about the raw deal they got, 

the mistreatment they’ve received, or the way they’ve been wronged?  .  

 

Now, simply being beneficial doesn’t necessarily make something true. But at least I’m not 

trying to convince you of something that’s harmful. Here’s a second “proof” for this notion. 

 

2.  It fits with what the Bible teaches about emotions. The Bible says things like: 

 

• “In every circumstance be content.”  When things are not okay on the inside (heart, soul, 

mind), people become dependent on things being okay on the outside (circumstances, 

situations, other people). Yet the Bible says to work on being content rather than trying 

to change the circumstances. (By the way, the words “be content,” were written by an 

innocent person in jail). 

 

• “Be slow to anger.”  This idea of “being slow” works for every emotion.  Being slow to 

anger means slowing down our reactions to irritations and looking at the sequence of  

steps that lead to anger (or sadness, jealousy, loneliness, worry, fear, etc). The Bible 

wouldn’t say such a thing if it weren’t possible to do so. 

 

• “Take every thought captive.”  This idea means we’re to take responsibility for our 

thoughts which are the source of our emotions. 

 

• “As a man thinks, so is he.”  Our status as an individual is determined by our thoughts 

more  than our diet, our income, our friends, or our circumstances.   

 

• “God keeps people in perfect peace when their minds are fixed on Him.” Peace comes, not 

from serene circumstances but from a mental disposition that trusts God.   

 

• “Bless those who curse you.”  Jesus suggests a blessing (response) when triggered, not 

revenge (reaction). 

 

For those who aren’t convinced that something is true simply because the Bible backs it 

up, at least you know I’m not trying to convince you of something that the Bible 

contradicts. Still unconvinced?  Read on.  Here’s a third proof. 

 

3. It’s in keeping with sound psychological principles. 

 

• Introspection is healthy.  Let’s pretend that we are responsible for our feelings but 

that we deny it.  We’d be making a big mistake, right?  So at least contemplating the 

notion that we’re responsible is a good thing to do.  This alone doesn’t make it true, but 

there’s a lot at stake if it is true and we ignore it. The worst dysfunctions are those 

we’re unaware of. 

 

• Emotional self-control is healthy.  The ability to stop a reaction when our emotions 

are triggered is a good skill to develop.  People without this skill are considered immature.   
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• Finding appropriate causes is healthy.  Why does a tea pot boil?  Two causes, 1) 

the secondary cause is that somebody wants tea. 2) But the primary cause is that 

somebody turned up the burner to 100 degrees centigrade.  Why do human emotions 

come to a boil?  Two causes, 1) the secondary cause is that somebody pushed our 

button—irritated, annoyed, challenged, or hurt us.  2) But the primary cause is that we 

reacted. Differentiating causes is scientific, reasonable, and a rational pursuit.   

 

• Knowing our hot buttons is healthy.  It’s an understanding person who knows 

when they’re liable to be triggered and takes necessary precautions. It’s a wise person 

whose buttons are pushed and they make the necessary responses.  

 

• Responding (not reacting) to pushed buttons is healthy.  Knee-jerk retaliation, 

blaming, accusing, moping, withdrawing, sulking, acting out . . . these are all 

ineffective reactions when our buttons are pushed.  Thoughtful, intentional, clear 

headed and deliberate responses are better. 

 

• Learning to put down our defenses (blaming) is healthy.  When we can’t handle 

the insecurity of others’ irritations (withdrawal, anger, moodiness, etc) it’s easy to focus 

on their blame.  But it’s better to focus on why we’re so insecure. 

 

Again, just because an idea is in keeping with sound psychological principles doesn’t make 

it true.  But check this out: if an idea is beneficial, Biblical, and psychologically sound, 

what good reason could a person give for not believing it?   

 

The chart on the following page outlines the sequence of who’s responsible for what. 
 

“Be not angry that 
you cannot make 
others as you wish 
them to be, since 
you cannot make 
yourself as you 
wish to be.” 

Thomas a Kempis  

(1380 - 1471) 

Imitation of Christ 
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Emotions: Who is Responsible for What? 

Provocations, irritations, annoyances, 
hurtful words, actions, attitudes, and 
bugging behaviors. Provocateurs are 
responsible for their provocations. 

The provocation does not make 
us react or respond. Other’s 
irritating behaviors trigger, 

contribute to, provoke, and bring 
up the need for a reply. But what 

that reply is, is our choice.  

Reactions: an aggressive, blaming, withdrawing, 
retaliating, angry, name calling, knee-jerk, thoughtless, 

reflexive, instinctive, habitual, automatic reply,  

Unless we’re dead those hurtful 
words trigger a reply from us:  
either a reaction or a response.  
We are responsible for our reply. 

Responses: a calm, 
reasonable, thoughtful, 
self soothing, self  
examining prayerful, 
Christ like reply. 

YOU 

“You make me so angry 
(depressed, sad, fearful,  

etc). Cut it out!” 

“What have I done to trigger this  
reply from you? I’ll try to stop.” 

Behavior is controlled. 

Problem is addressed. 

“When you ___, I feel ___. I’m learning 
how to make an appropriate response. 
Until I figure out the best response, 
please don’t do ____ any more.” 

If their provocation makes us 
feel a certain way it implies 
we’re powerless (they control 
us) and requires blame since 
they caused our feelings.  

Instead of thinking that the cause of our feelings is outside of us, it’s 
better to examine what feeling in us being triggered and why. Are we 
too sensitive? Are there insecurities we’re unaware of? Are lies we’ve 
believed influencing our reaction? Are the things that trigger us things 
we ourselves are guilty of? What baggage, fears, anxieties, mistrust, 

unresolved problems did we bring into the relationship? 

What determines whether we respond or react? How we interpret the 
trigger. What meaning do we give to it? What do we think they meant by it? 

Is our interpretation correct? True? Was their offense intentional? 
Accidental? Malicious? How do you know? If it was malicious what’s the 
worst thing that could happen? Remember: our emotions are influenced by 
our thoughts. ID and reject reaction producing thoughts and lean to respond.  

Problem is escalated. 

Even if you can’t control 
your emotions yet, at least 
control your behavior. Say 
to yourself, “I don’t have to 

act on my feelings.” 

Relationship is improved. 
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The Futility of Psychologizing Your Spouse 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is called “psychologizing your spouse.”  Do you leave relevant articles from magazines 

in conspicuous places, turn up Dr. Phil when your spouse is home, and leave books on 

those topics on their pillow? 

 

Your motivation is well-intended. But how effective are you?  Even if it’s true that your 

spouse has a mental or personality disorder, what kind of response do you get?  

 

• “I am not!  Quit trying to change me!” 

• “It’s a lack of brain chemicals not lack of character.” 

• “You don’t love me the way I am! Why can’t I just be myself?” 

• “Be George, you’re right.  I’ll go get treatment today!” 

• “Stop nagging me!” 

• “Oh great! Like you’re so healthy?!” 

• “If what you say is true it’s because you drove me to it!” 

• “Who gave you your degree in psychology?” 

• “Okay, okay, so now I know why I’m unhappy.  Now get off my back.” 

• “You are brilliant and I love you! I’ll call a doctor immediately!” 

 

In our opinion, if the future of your happiness depends on the wellness of your spouse, 

you’re making a big mistake.  If you’re held hostage to their poor health, you give away 

your power and responsibility .  Their health is not your responsibility, and your 

unhappiness is not their responsibility.  True, their failure to get treatment may trigger 

sadness in you, but it’s how you respond to their choices that counts.  You are responsible 

to them (to love, to care, to even make suggestions) but you’re not responsible for them (to 

cure, to control, to heal). Here are some ideas. 

Let’s pretend you’re convinced your spouse has a mental disorder or even a mental disease.  

Your conversations may sound something like this. 

You’re OCD, ADD, ADHD, ACOA, PTSD, PMS,  
ODD, bi-polar, narcissistic, phobic, anxious,  
depressed, and addicted. And your family of  

origin ain’t so hot, either.” 
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“Trying to cheer up a depressed person (with unsolicited advice, cheery music, giving them 

books and articles to read) prompts them to react just like when you pour baking soda on 

vinegar or take away a person’s coat on a cold day.” (Proverbs 25:20). 

 

1. Understand their challenge.  Serious mood disorders (and some illnesses) are not 

overcome by sheer willpower. They can’t “just snap out of it.” Plus, they may be un-

aware of how irritating they’ve become, or they’re embarrassed, or they feel like a fail-

ure, or they hate doctors/counselors, or they’re proud, or they’re hoping that it’ll just go 

away on its own. Or, they may even blame you for feeling the way they feel.  Whatever 

the case, these aren’t easy issues. 

 

2. Clarify your desire.   

 

 A.  Is it to cure them?  This is understandable but unrealistic. 

           B.  Is it for them to admit they have a psychological problem? Who cares if 

they agree with your diagnosis or not?  You’re not trying to win an argument but 

motivate change. 

           C.  Is it for them to chose the particular treatment you want them to chose? 

What do you care what treatment they choose?  The point is to get them to take 

any responsibility to take action, not necessarily your preferred action. 

           D.  Or is it simply for them to take any action toward dealing with the 

problem? This is a good desire because they’re taking responsibility for their fu-

ture.  

 

3. Try some of these strategies. 

 

A. “I’m concerned about you.”  Chose the best time and tell them what you’ve seen, 

observed, and heard that concerns you.  Be concrete.  If they listen and take ac-

tion, support and congratulate them. 

B. If they don’t like the label you’ve used (depressed, bi-polar, narcissistic, etc), 

don’t use it.  Ask them if they’d like to talk to a doctor or therapist to “sort things 

out” in order to feel better. 

C. If they get defensive, disagreeable, or angry, back off.  Stop trying to get them to 

see things your way.   

D. Do suggest activities that are proven effective in helping mood disorders 

(exercise, church attendance, service projects, worship, group participation). 

E. Do not defend yourself.  You know you’re not the cause of their brain chemistry, 

so why even go there?  The more you defend yourself the more determined they’ll 

be to prove you wrong.  The most loving thing you can do right now is to stop try-

ing to prove to someone who isn’t thinking clearly that she/he isn’t thinking 

clearly! 

Dealing with Irritations from a Spouse  
Suspected of Having Psychological Problems 
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F. Don’t take things personally.  (See Job 6:26). “I’m sorry your feeling bad about us. 

I certainly wouldn’t have done anything intentional to hurt you.” 

G. Write a letter to your spouse.  Don’t try to convince them that they’ve got a problem 

but emphasize your love, caring, concern that life is not going well for them right 

now.  Ask them what they’d like you to do to make things better.  Give it to them 

but don’t expect a response. If nothing changes, try the next strategy. 

H. Invite a respected friend to have a heart to heart with them regarding your con-

cerns.  Warning:   this could be risky.  Your spouse may get angry at you for doing 

this. 

I. Help your spouse (and yourself) build a more objective view of things by catching 

and praising them for functioning well. Show them appreciation. 

“There may be a hundred things you know about a  person—all of them bad.   
But there may be just one thing you didn’t know, which if you did know,  

would completely change your opinion.” -Nigerian Christian 
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"The management" may have good intentions, but they 
are causing the very thing they claim they are trying to 
change. 

This spouse is causing the very thing they want to 
change.  Those "provocations" may include blaming, 

nagging, complaining, bossiness, or worse. 

"Provocations will continue 
until you're no longer provoked." -Spouse to spouse 

• You are responsible to push fewer buttons. 

• You are responsible to resolve your emotional hurts from the past, not blame. 

• You are responsible to make it safe for your partner to express how they feel. 

• You are responsible to listen genuinely and validate your partner’s feelings. 

• You are responsible to express feelings that bring you closer. 

• You are responsible to understand where you have a hair trigger. 

• You are responsible to respect the one we love (even if they’re irritating). 

• You are responsible to imitate (with His help) God’s unconditional love. 

• You are not responsible to get your spouse to admit their errors. 

• You are not responsible to change/fix them or keep them on a short leash. 

Your Responsibility: Blame Less 

The Alternative To Blaming: Making Personal Changes 
 

 

1. What things do you do that trigger your spouse's irritation? 

2. If you were to trigger less would they be less irritated (and therefore reduce their 

irritating behaviors)? 

3. Are some of your triggers irritated reactions to their triggers? 

4. How can you respond to their triggers in a better way? 

5. If you wait to make personal changes until your spouse stops triggering, how long will 

you have to wait? 

6. When we die and go to heaven will, "My spouse pushed my buttons," be an acceptable 

excuse for our irritations? 

7. Why do you hurt the one you love? 

8. What happens if you calmly bring up one issues and ask help in solving it? 

9. If you feel blamed, are you really being blamed? (Sometimes we’re too sensitive). 

10. If you feel blamed, are you guilty? (Sometimes we’re too defensive). 

11. Are you able to focus on problems without blaming? Attack issues, not people. 

"Lay
offs w

ill co
ntinu

e unt
il 

mora
le im

prove
s." 

-The
 ma

nag
eme

nt 
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If Your Spouse Irritates You 

 

There is a hearing disorder that makes sufferers hyper-sensitive to 

the slightest noise. Even a relatively normal sound like clapping can 

cause great discomfort. 

 

 

 

There is an olfactory disorder that makes sufferers hyper-sensitive to 

certain smells.  Most of us don't mind the aroma of perfume or cologne.  

But to these sufferers, such smells wreak havoc.   

 

 

 

 

There is an exotic skin disorder frequently experienced by persons in 

sunny climates. It makes sufferers hyper-sensitive to touch.  Where a 

healthy person can handle a pat on the back, to these sufferers it's 

excruciating.  It's called sunburn!  It makes skin super-sensitive to the 

slightest touch. 

 

 

When eyes are dilated during an eye exam, patients                                  

are hyper-sensitive to sunlight.   

 

 

 

 

Are the pains of these sufferers real? Absolutely. Is the origin of their pain something 

outside of them? Yes. The sufferer didn't invent or cause the pain. The pain is triggered by 

something external. Will eliminating the triggers relieve the pain? In one sense, yes.  

Avoid all noise, smell, touch, and light and these sufferers will not feel pain.   

 

But is that solution realistic? Not really. How can a person escape all the things that 

trigger hurt? They can't. A more realistic cure for these pains is to become less sensitive.  

The solution to these sufferers is to make personal changes within themselves and not 

focus on changing the external world.   

 

One could even say, and in fact I will say, the responsibility for healing their pain resides 

in the sufferer and not in the outside world.  It would be misguided to seek healing by 

focusing on outside causes. A sufferer would benefit more by concentrating on becoming 

less sensitive. In this respect the "cure" is within. 
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Consider the Possibility You are Too Sensitive 

Like the physical maladies just mentioned, the cure for the psychological and emotional 

pain triggered by your irritating spouse begins by making personal, internal  changes.  

Instead of changing the spouse who is bugging you, consider becoming less sensitive.   

 

This alternative may sound absurd. It makes so much more sense for an irritating spouse 

simply to quit irritating! Yet what they do is out of our control. How successful have you 

been in trying to get them to change? Probably not very.   

 

Is your pain real? Absolutely. Is the cause of your pain something outside of you?  Yes.  

You aren't causing your pain, the pain is being triggered by a spouse. Will eliminating the 

triggers relieve the 

pain? In one sense, 

yes. Avoid your 

spouse and you will 

not feel pain.   

 

But is that solution 

realistic? Not really. 

How can you escape 

your spouse and 

maintain a marriage? 

You can't. Repeating 

Jesus again, "In this 

world you will have 

tribulation." 

 

One could even say, 

and in fact I will say, 

the responsibility for 

healing your marital 

pain resides in you 

and not in your 

spouse.  It would be 

misguided to seek 

marital harmony by 

focusing on your 

spouse.  Instead, I ask you to consider the possibility that you are too sensitive.   

 

Is your spouse responsible for your pain? No, you are responsible for the way you feel. We 

often feel bruised and blame it on our spouse when in fact it was our own brokenness or 

emotional frailty that's responsible.  Our own vulnerability predisposes us to feel hurt. 

Is your partner really being cruel? Or are you too sensitive?" 
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How “Emotional Sunburn” Impacts Your Marriage 

If you fear abandonment Every little distancing by your spouse will be painful. 

If you fear being insignificant Every little sign of being ignored will be painful. 

If you are emotionally fragile You'll think others are dangerous when they aren't. 

If you think you're unlovable You'll consistently doubt other's love for you. 

If you fear/intolerant of intimacy You'll get more anxious as others get close. 

If you're shame-based Every little comment will seem like criticism. 

If you're deeply jealous You'll find evidence of unfaithfulness that isn't there. 

If you're mistrustful You'll conclude or imagine that everyone’s unsafe.  

If you’re conflict avoidant You’ll be discouraged in any marriage, not just yours. 

If you're extremely paranoid You'll become delusional and lose contact with reality. 

If you're addicted to drama You'll be upset when your partner is calm. 

If you fear dependence You'll refuse to rely on others when you need help. 

If you're hyper-sensitive You'll read criticism into every little comment. 

If you have unreal expectations You'll be hard to please no matter what others do. 

If you expect disappointment You'll get it! 

If you're addicted to anger You'll provoke others to feed your addiction. 

If you have low self-esteem You'll react to every compliment and praise. 

If you're prideful You'll rarely show empathy or validate others. 

If you're self-sufficient You'll resent other's efforts to discover/meet your needs. 

If you deeply fear risk-taking  You'll be nervous at even small, minor unknowns. 

If you expect rejection You'll behave in ways that prompt others to reject you. 

If you fear disappointment You'll be extra edgy when things don’t go right. 

If you fear ambivalence You'll feel lousy when you entertain ambivalent thoughts. 

If you always feel guilty You'll never feel happy. 

If you fear vulnerability You'll never open up to others but always look for danger.                          

If you're slightly paranoid You'll suspect exploitation behind every act of kindness.  

If you reject yourself  You'll reject your spouse first before they can reject you. 

If you don’t “attach” well You’ll be irritated by all close relationships. 

If you're deeply suspicious You'll filter out all data that doesn't fit your preconceptions. 

If you're hyper-vigilant You'll find supportive evidence for fear where none exists.   

If you don’t like emotions Your and other’s emotions will drive you crazy. 
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Are You Too Sensitive? 

 

♦ Could there be other interpretations or explanations besides maliciousness for my 

spouse's irritations?  Jumping to conclusions is presumption, and “with presumption 

comes nothing but strife” (Proverbs 13:10, NASB). 

 

♦ Do I automatically put all the guilt, blame, responsibility for my pain on them? 

 

♦ Do I find myself suspecting or even experiencing the same negative things from 

different people besides my spouse (parents, siblings, friends, acquaintances)? 

 

♦ If you suspect everyone is untrustworthy, is it them or is it you? A person with a 

sunburn won’t get healed simply by changing shirts.  And a person who is too sensitive 

will not be cured simply by changing spouses. 

 

♦ Have I genuinely listened to my spouse's explanation for their words and behaviors, or 

am I convinced they're just twisting the facts to suit their case? 

 

♦ Do I have a healthy doubt about my initial subjective feelings, perceptions, instincts, 

reactions, and habitual patterns? 

 

♦ Can I recognize when (not if) I have a distorted view of life, baggage, insecurity? 

 

♦ Are my difficulties a function of my mistrust or my spouse's actual behavior? 

 

♦ Do I own my share of the responsibility for the health of this relationship? 

One example 
of how a  

deep-seated 
fear of attack  
plays out 
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Learning to Trust 

Here’s an example of one type of “emotional sunburn” called mistrustfulness.   

 

A person who enters marriage with a mistrustful attitude doesn’t expect to be loved or 

nurtured, but deprived. Not feeling safe, they are constantly on guard for danger.  

Mistrust sabotages a relationship.     

 

Consequently, attempts by our mate to warm up to us, earn our trust, and get close fail.  

Some mistrustful spouses go so far as to find "evidence" that their mate is untrustworthy 

when in fact their mate is trustworthy. Who then is responsible for the lack of closeness?  

It's the mistrustful spouse who is responsible.  

 

Are you mistrustful?  Here are some clues of a deep-seated mistrustful personality (Is It 

You Or Is It Me? by Scott Wetzler, Ph D., Harper Perennial, 1998, p.12). 

 

• Edgy suspiciousness: Feeling overly sensitive, we read provocations into everyday 

interactions, even imagining them when they don't exist. Evidence of malevolent intent 

is sought and easily found.  

 

• Antagonistic behavior: Bitter arguments develop amid a constant feeling of 

embattlement. Discussions quickly turn into acrimonious confrontations in which 

neither party is willing to compromise. There is a constant grating on each other's 

nerves and sense of being at odds with each other.  

 

• Catalogue of personal hurts: Ancient offenses, real or imagined, never fade, so the 

anger is always fresh. Accusations old and new abound.  

 

• Rivalry: Instead of a sense of mutuality, feelings of envy and competition predominate. 

Instead of acting in partnership, the two people are taken over by an adversarial tone.  

 

• Quick-trigger anger: Because anger is not modulated or moderated, explosive 

outbursts are only a hair trigger away. For example, one husband said, "My wife says, 

'Good morning' and I want to rip her head off."  

 

• Lashing out: With no restraints or inhibitions, the relationship takes on an incendiary 

quality. What feels unsafe to each party may in fact be quite dangerous.  

 

• Feeling invalidated: Because each partner perceives the other as having an opposite 

view of reality, there's a sense of being unsupported and undermined,  "One of us must 

be lying or crazy." 
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Unreal Expectations Contribute to Sensitivity 

• "I am entitled to a no disappointment relationship." 

• "I expect a hassle-free marriage." 

• "Conflicts are bad." 

• "My spouse will never change and will always be the same person I dated." 

• "My spouse will change if I put enough pressure on them." 

• "Why can't my spouse be like this other person (comparison)?" 

• "I don't deserve to be bored in this relationship." 

• "If I don't get what I want when I want it, my spouse is depriving me!" 

• “I have found the answer to life’s problems, I have a partner to share in daily turmoil, I 

will never be alone again, it will be smooth sailing from here on out.” 

• “My life is this marriage.  Without it I am nothing.” 

• “If I’m not happy it’s because my spouse is doing something wrong.” 

A Good Response to Bad News 
 A woman who had been married for a long time ran into her ex-boyfriend at a 

yogurt shop. She found herself thinking about him night and day. She looked 
forward to his calls. She considered meeting him. And finally she told her 
husband how she felt.  
 
What she expected was anger, or pain, or tears, or resentment, or the tallying 
up of the years he stood by her unfalteringly. What she expected was outrage.  
 
Instead, the husband wrapped his arms around his wife and said, "Honey, I am 
so sorry I can't do that for you anymore." He simply held her.    
She immediately called the ex and told him she can never speak to him again. 

This story illustrates the power of a soft answer.  Instead of reacting, this husband 

responded with love, care, probably a large amount of sorrow, and a hug.   

 

But guess what?  His lack of reaction was all it took to get that wife to come to her senses.  

Were her words hurtful?  No doubt!  But his mature response sent a powerful message to 

his distracted wife.  
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How an Irritated Spouse Can Persevere 

What if you identified yourself as a loving Lover or loving Beloved and your spouse 

continues to irritate?  What then?  This last section is for you. 

 

We’ve learned so far that we’re responsible to irritate our spouse less, push fewer buttons, 

and trigger fewer hurts. We’ve also learned that we’re responsible to react less, not be so 

touchy, handle our hurt feelings better and respond more when our spouse pushes our 

buttons. 

 

But what if we become blameless, have a clear conscious, do everything right, and our 

spouse still bugs us?  How do we put up with those irritations?  What are the steps to 

persevering when everything in us wants to give up?  The key words are toleration and 

resiliency.   

 

TOLERATION  

 

What happens when we learn to tolerate our spouse’s irritating emotions like frustration, 

fear, anger, disappointment, ambivalence, and anxiety?   Lots! As we get comfortable with 

our discomforts, we'll learn how to cope more effectively with the same emotions in our 

partner.  The more emotional self-control we have the less threatened we'll feel by our 

mate’s emotions. 

 

Learning to "suffer well" does not mean we put up with abuse, cruelty, harm, and neglect.  

Pro-active responses to these kind of hurts include boundaries, space, and sometimes legal 

action.   

 

Becoming resilient does not mean being walked all over. But suffering abuse (which we 

should avoid, Matthew 10:23) is not the same as being tolerant to the normal wear and 

tear of human relationships (which we should accept). Love does cover a multitude of sins. 

 

RESILIENCY 

 

Bouncing back when irritated is a Christian virtue. Jesus’ example of resiliency (Hebrews 

12:2-3) can be an inspiration at this point.   

 

What follows are suggestions on how to 

endure, how to be resilient, how to persevere 

when living with an irritating spouse.  
"LIFE WOULDN'T  

BE SO DIFFICULT  

IF WE DIDN'T EXPECT  

IT TO BE SO EASY." 

 
“You can get further in life with kind 
words and a gun than you can with  

just a gun.” -Al Capone 
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 46 Resiliency Building Questions  
to Help You Respond and Not React 

1. “Have I done anything to trigger this irritation?” If so, stop giving your spouse 

cause to react.  What positive things can you do to make your spouse more likely to 

make the changes you desire? How are the current relationship issues made worse by 

you? Your attitude, your timing, your way of looking at it, your inability to ask for 

what you want, your invulnerably, your defensiveness, your impatience, your 

unexamined life?  

 

2. “Am I triggering my mate?”  Could he or she be reacting to your triggers?  If so, you 

need to stop your irritating behaviors.  Stop pushing their buttons.  Remember to 

consider how your behavior might be contributing to the problem. Are you guilt free, 

innocent of all blame, with a clear conscience? Are these issues you created? It’s hard 

to fuel a fire if you don’t add sticks (criticism, nagging, etc).  

 

3. “Am I being too sensitive?” If so, stop blaming your spouse for your feelings and 

deal with your “emotional sunburn.” Remember: love covers a multitude of sins.  We’re 

to forgive 70 x 7.  We’re to take the log out of our own eye before we deal with others’ 

faults. 

 

4. “What is God teaching me (sanctification through suffering)?”  Express 

gratitude to God for the character training you’re receiving. Ask God, “What lessons are 

you trying to teach me here?” Look behind the irritant and see God’s hand at work. In 

this world you’ll have tribulation.  Learn to suffer well.  (See the book, Sacred Marriage 

by Gary Thomas). 

 

5. “Am I taking it too personally?”  Don’t.  Consider the source (Job 6:26).  He/she has 

a right to their feelings, reactions, and even judgments. If you had their family 

background, genes, temperament, how would you do any differently?  Their feelings, 

etc. are filtered through his/her baggage.  

 

6. “How much pain can I endure before I flee (Mat. 10:23)?” I personally find it hard 

to encourage spouses to passively submit to evil, cruelty, abuse, abandonment or 

philandering.  If any of these exist in your relationship, enroll in a boundaries group or 

seek other input from outside sources. See Boundaries in Marriage by Townsend and 

Cloud). 

 

7. “Do I have a clear conscience?”  If their “curse” to you is undeserved, why do I take 

any notice of it?  It’s only if we have guilt or a twinge of responsibility, we’ll react (Rom. 

2:15, Proverbs 26:2).  If you triggered it, confess it and ask forgiveness. 

 

8. “Have I built up a frustration tolerance?”  This involves recognizing your unmet 
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needs, generating options on how to have those needs met, selecting the best one to 

satisfy those needs, and implementing the solution. When your unmet needs “take a 

hit,” it requires you to modulate your anxiety and tolerate the pain of growth.   

 

9. “Do I know how to self sooth?”  Practice healthy self-soothing gestures such as 

praying, lowering your volume, relaxing your muscles, slow breathing, releasing 

stress, listening to good music, journaling, etc. Assuage your pain, mollify your anger, 

soften the shock, pacify the fears, and comfort your sorrow and disappointment.  When 

self-soothing in a time out, enjoy your own space. Don’t spend time thinking of your 

partner's bad treatment of you.  Rather, enjoy the walk, the music, the reading, the 

making your own plans, your hobby, whatever.  Self-soothing does not mean fleeing 

into substances to dull your feelings. If you’ve been dependent on your partner to sooth 

you, you may be enmeshed, codependent.  

 

10. “Is my self esteem wrapped up in my mate’s opinions of me?” Who has a greater 

influence on your self esteem: God or your spouse?  Saturate your mind with what God 

thinks of you (see the book Search For Significance by Robert McGee). 

 

11. “Are my expectations too high?”  In many cases, our suffering is reduced when we 

resign ourselves to the fact that we’re going to live with a less than perfect spouse for 

the rest of our lives.  If it’s unlikely that they’re going to change (become more 

sensitive, attentive, need-meeting), give your expectations to God. Learn how to “hope 

for what you already have” (Romans 8:24). 

 

12. “Do I need to respond right now?”  Do not respond right away.  After being 

irritated, give yourself some cool off time.  Postpone responding until you’re less 

emotional.  Come back later and strike when the iron is cold.  

 

13. “What kind of reputation do I have?”  Are you a “cheerleader” (overlooking the 

negative and praising the positive) or “critic” (overlooking the positive and calling 

attention to the negative)? If you’re a critic, become a cheerleader. Catch your spouse 

doing the right things and give hugs, compliments, clap for them, say thanks!   

 

14. “Have I privately listed reasons why my spouse might be irritating me right 

now?” Include things like: tired, hungry, angry, afraid, and stressed. Show them the 

same courtesy you'd expect if you were tired, hungry, angry, afraid, and stressed. 

 

15. “Have I responded with a soft answer?”  If he or she is insensitive, be kind and 

understanding anyway. See what a kind response produces. “A soft answer turns away 

wrath,” (Proverbs 15:1).  

 

16. “Is this irritation the sum total of his/her personality?” Probably not.  Make a 

list of their many other good qualities.  What  things can you praise in a nagging 

spouse?  Plenty.  They free you from mind reading (because you know exactly what 

they’re thinking).  They’re getting unpleasant feelings off their chest (without stuffing 

or medicating).  They are a tool in God’s hand (to reveal your blind spots or develop 
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character in you). 

 

17. “Are his/her behaviors cries for help with unmet needs?” If so, meet them.  

 

18. “Do I know how to sit with my uncomfortable emotions when there is 

nothing I can do about them?”  Bad feelings like depression, disappointment, 

frustration, anxiety, or anger can eventually go away despite our belief that they can't. 

 

19. “Am I a content person?”  Master the skill of being content (not venting, pouting, 

blaming, or complaining) when you don't get what you want. Hanging out with content 

Christians may help along with cultivating a deep spirituality.  

 

20. “Do I fight fairly?”  Know how to fight fairly for your own interests while your mate 

fights for their interests. Become comfortable negotiating solutions and compromises 

that are mutually satisfactory. 

 

21. “Am I stressed out?”  Take frequent breaks from stress. Care for your health needs. 

 

22. “Have I asked clarifying questions of the irritator?”  “What are you goals? What 

do you want? What do you need?”  

 

23. “Have I asked clarifying questions of myself?”  Ask yourself, “What are my 

goals?”  Protection? Salvage the relationship? Meet the needs of your spouse? Survive? 

Stop hurting others?  Stop being hurt?  Then, ask yourself:  “Is what I’m about to do 

going to help me reach that goal?” This exercise saves us from hasty unproductive 

actions. 

 

24. “Have I validated their opinions?”  There are two ways to look at an issue: 1) My 

spouse’s way, and 2) The right way. If you’ve thought or said this, rethink it.  Your 

spouse’s opinions are valid, even if you don’t understand them or agree with them. 

 

25. “Do I know what works in our relationship?”  Keep track of what is different 

during your good times with your spouse.  Once you’ve listed those ingredients, 

replicate them. 

 

26. “Am I emoting my way into behaviors or behaving my way into emotions?”  

Do the later, not the former.  Respond “as if” you weren’t irritated.  Since behavior 

affects our emotions (Genesis 4: 7), respond “as if” nothing was bugging you. If nothing 

else, you’ll at least throw your spouse off balance.  There’s a lot to be said for blessing 

those who curse you and heaping hot coals on their head (Romans 12: 17-21).  

 

27. “Am I talking more than acting?”  Think about your actions more than talking out 

your feelings. Actions change things while talking and processing often are a way to 

postpone change, blame others, or avoid taking charge of yourself. 
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28. “Am I following Jesus?”  Study His response to irritations.  He was a man of 

sorrows, he despised shame, he did not retaliate, he confronted at times and withdrew 

at times.  

 

29. “Where is my focus?”  Do you mull over what’s wrong? That’ll leave you angry.  

Focus on what’s right and that leads to gratitude.  Don't keep focusing on the 

downside. Don't "awfulize" things. Things are as they are. What is, is. Accept the 

reality and look for the changes you can make to improve your life. 

 

30. “Am I in a communication rut?”  If your usual verbal appeals to the irritating 

spouse fail, try a different medium: writing, email, phone call.   

 

31. “Have I tried silence?”  One interesting response some have tried is silence (1 Peter 

3:1).  This needs to be handled delicately.  But it certainly means no nagging.  If you’ve 

“talked till you’re blue in the face,” who’s responsible for that?  You.  Go silent.  

Unfinished home repairs?  Go silent and just hire someone to fix them.  No fun dates?  

Go silent and go out alone and have fun without him/her. Verbally abused?  Go silent 

and simply withdraw until you’re safe. 

 

32. “Am I pursuing?”  If the irritating spouse is pulling away and “distancing,” let them.  

Pursuing usually gives unhappy spouses a reason to leave.  Pleading, gift giving, 

reasoning, chasing, spying, begging, imploring, pointing out good memories, frequent 

phone calls (emails, letter), saying I love you, making suicide threats, following them 

around the house—these push them right out the door.  You’re pursuing takes their 

attention off of the marriage problems and on to you. If they need space, give it to 

them, with boundaries.  No sex with philanderers, no supporting drug or alcohol 

addictions, etc. 

 

33. “Do I have a life?”  Get one.  Become the independent (not needy) strong person you 

were when they first fell in love with you.  No more nastiness, moping, pouting, anger, 

whining, or victim status. Instead, become upbeat, exercise, be content, get a hobby, 

have friends, pursue spirituality, be with people.  Let them see what they’ll be missing. 

 

34. “Do I know what my spouse’s needs are?”  If your spouse has needs that you don’t 

understand, respect that.  Validate them, don’t discount, argue about, or ridicule them.  

Even if they’re unhealthy needs, they own them.  Again, refer to the Boundaries 

material if their needs are damaging to you or the kids.  

 

35. “Am I in control of me?”  If you can’t control your emotions (which takes practice), 

at least control your behavior.  Don’t make things worse.  If you hear yourself say, 

“Maybe I shouldn’t say this, but... “ follow your own advice and keep quiet!   Act the 

best you can. 

 

36. “Am I being objective?”  Ask yourself, “How would an impartial third party  

evaluate my situation if they knew all the facts?”  How would you do under 
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interrogation?  What would your kids, in-laws, parents, siblings, or your spouse’s 

siblings think if they knew all the details? 

 

37. “Am I guilty of having deadly needs?” Deadly needs include the need to know 

everything, the need to be right all the time, the need to get even, the need to look 

good, the need to judge others, the need to keep score, and the need to control 

everything.  If so, exchange these needs for more realistic ones. 

 

38. “Am I expecting my spouse to respond positively or make it easy for me?” 

Your partner grows in his/her own way. Their job is not to make it easy for you. 

They’re on their own journey.   

 

39. “Am I being defensive?”  Learn to look at your defensiveness as negative thoughts 

about yourself that have gotten triggered. Lean to recognize when you are defensive 

and what is feeling bad inside of you. Stop attacking and instead, confront yourself. 

Defensive attacking only entrenches both of you. 

 

40. “Is there a kernel of truth in what my partner is saying?” This is especially true 

if you feel defensive.  If you’re accused of wrong doing and you’re innocent, you need no 

excuse.  If you’re accused of wrong doing and you’re guilty, you have no excuse.  Look 

honestly at what your partner is saying.  

 

41. “Am I in my partner’s head?”  Get out. No analyzing, no unsolicited suggestions for 

improvement, and no little jabs. These strategies only entrench the other. 

 

42. “Am I the partner I would like to have?”  Golden Rule time. 

 

43. “Do I take time outs?”  Take a constructive time-out when your time together has 

become intolerable. Promise to come back and finish, follow through. Don't allow 

yourself to be in negative, reactive, abusive arguments, and don't allow yourself to 

wallow in self-pity by stonewalling and avoiding. Agree on how to take time outs so 

you both feel mature and caring. 

 

44. “Have I identified the problem precisely?”  What part of your relationship is not 

working? For example, are you too passive, too dominant, too dependent, too 

independent, too aggressive, you do not listen, you do feel the other person's feelings, 

you can’t be empathic? List them and address them one at a time.  Rome wasn’t built 

in a day and neither is a satisfying relationship.  (This is especially true for long 

standing problems). 

 

45.  “Do I love my spouse?”  Obey the command to bless when cursed and love your 

spouse. If you can’t love your spouse as a spouse, obey the command to love them like a 

neighbor.  If you can’t obey the command to love them like a neighbor, love them like an 

enemy. If you can’t do that, review the gospels and Jesus’ example of loving enemies. 

 

46. “Have I followed the Proverbs Pattern for Provoked People (Proverbs 27:3-6)?”  

See next page.  
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The Proverbs Pattern For Provoked People 

1.  “Stone is heavy and sand a burden but the provocation of a fool is heavier than 

both.” (Prov. 27:3). 

 

This verse reminds us that the irritations we receive from people are more painful, more grating, 

more aggravating, more unpleasant than the muscle-stretching challenge of moving rocks and dirt.  

If you are carrying the burden of someone’s foolish behavior Solomon says, “That’s heavy!” 

 

2. “Anger is cruel and fury 

overwhelming, but who can stand 

before jealousy?” (Prov. 27:4). 

 

One way to respond to those painful 

provocations is with anger—lashing out, 

fighting back, spouting off.  Venting feels 

good, satisfies our desire for revenge, and 

can at times silence even the most 

aggravating fool.  But at what cost?  The 

relationship!  If you choose to let the 

fool’s behavior make you furious there’s 

little hope that the two of you will ever 

get along.  Those who meet their own 

needs by blasting others is called 

aggressive.  

 

3. “Better is open rebuke than 

hidden love.”  (Prov. 27:5) 

 

A second way Solomon says we can 

respond to the irritating behavior of a 

foolish friend or family member is to go 

silent—pretend you’re not hurt.  All 

smiles on the outside but tears on the 

inside.  Rather than telling the other 

person how they’ve hurt us we choose to 

hide it. We disguise the seething that’s 

going on down deep. This is denial and 

it’s dishonest.  Those who want to keep 

the peace at all costs by denying their own needs are called passive.  

 

4. “Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies kisses.”  (Prov. 27:6). 

 

Solomon suggests that the best response to the provocation of a fool is acknowledgment.  He uses 

words like “rebuke” and “wounds.”  It’s difficult for us to have to tell someone that their behavior 

provokes us because we don’t want to hurt them.  But the alternatives, venting and denying, don’t 

accomplish much.  Masking your hurt by fake affection, “multiplying kisses,” is what an enemy 

would do.  But true friends are willing to acknowledge the problem even if it may hurt the other 

person.  The person who tries to meet both their own needs and the needs of the provoking person 

with loving confrontation is called assertive. 
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Proverbs and Marriage 

“He who blesses his neighbor with a loud voice early in the morning, to him it 

will be reckoned a curse.”  Proverbs 27:14 

 

Watch your timing and your tone. Don’t assume intent that isn’t there. The awakened 

assumes things that aren’t true (loudness = curse).  But perception is reality.  It’s up to 

the loud one to tone it down AND for the reckoning one to get more information.   

 

“The first to describe their case seems just until another comes to examine him.” 

Proverbs 18:17 

 

Don’t give quick advice to your friends with marriage problems. There are two sides to 

every argument. Don’t forget, one person’s hurtful irritation may be a reaction to the 

other’s trigger.  Sometimes we give advice that we think will make us feel better! “I 

don’t like to see my friend in pain so I’ll tell them to leave the relationship.” 

 

“Like one who takes away a garment on a cold day, or pours vinegar on baking 

soda, is one who sings songs to a troubled heart.” Proverbs 25:20  

 

Don’t give unsolicited advice.  Don’t try to fix if not invited to fix.   

 

“Better to live on the corner of a roof than with a nagging spouse.”  Proverbs 12:4; 

21:9; 25:24 

 

The original Hebrews cites a nagging wife in these verses but men can be hard to live 

with, too! The partner in this case triggers (nags) a reaction (leaving) in the husband. 

 

“An undeserved curse has as much affect on us as a bird flying overhead.” Prov-

erbs 26:2 

 

If an accusation is false, ignore it.   

 

“If you profit from constructive criticism you will be elected to the wise man’s 

hall of fame.  But to reject criticism is to harm yourself and your own best inter-

ests (Proverbs 15:31-32, Living Bible). 

 

Be brave enough to consider your role in the irritations in the relationship. 

 

“Under two things the earth trembles, it cannot bear:  an unloved woman who is 

married and a maidservant who displaces her mistress.”  Proverbs 30:22-23 

 

Husbands who don’t cherish their wives, or worse—replace them, trigger immense 

hurt.   
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SELF MASTERY QUIZ 

How well you grasp and apply these ideas can be measured by this quiz. The greater the 

number of yes answers, the better off you'll be at coping with your spouse's irritations.  

YES NO Check Yes or No for each of these quotes 

                                                           "There are things I do that push his/her buttons." 

  "Some of my triggers are actually reactions to his/her triggers." 

  "Some of my triggers could be a conscious attempt to hurt him/her." 

  "Some of my triggers could be a subconscious attempt to hurt him/her." 

  "I am willing to do what I must to eliminate or at least significantly reduce my 
irritating triggers." 

  "Some of his/her triggers are insignificant but I react because I'm oversensitive 
(frightened, vulnerable, suspicious, mistrustful, fragile ego, fear abandonment, 
etc)." 

  "I find him/her untrustworthy because I simply have a hard time trusting." 

  "I am willing to do what's necessary to eliminate or at least significantly reduce my 
sensitivity and increase my resiliency." 

  "I've held him/her responsible (blamed) for my uncomfortable feelings." 

  "I am willing to relinquish my spouse from responsibility for my feelings." 

  "Their triggers don't make me feel bad.  Those bad feelings are my choice." 

  "Some of his/her triggers are actually reactions to my triggers." 

About Erik Johnson, Mediation and Counseling  
 

Turning his passion for family harmony, stability, and spirituality into an affordable and practical 
conflict mediation and counseling service, Erik Johnson loves integrating the best of Christian 
theology with the best clinical psychological practice. Individuals, couples, and families receive 
personalized coaching on matters of anger management, conflict resolution, and dispute 
mediation. Parents and teens, husbands and wives, and family members of all generations 
benefit from his compassionate, relevant, and effective counseling service. Part of that ministry 
includes providing educational handouts such as this for the benefit of all. God bless you in 
your pursuit of wholeness and holiness in yourself and your family. www.askerikjohnson.com 


