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			Honor your father and your mother, 
that your days may be long in the land 
that the Lord your God is giving you. 

			—Exodus 20:12

			Once the whirlwind of our honeymoon had died down and we’d set up our home, established our schedules, and figured out what “normal” life looked like as a married couple, my wife and I soon faced our first big decision: Where would we spend our first Christmas together?

			We had enough on our plate trying to put together a new house, sorting out our weekly life rhythms, and trying not to get in each other’s way in our tiny bathroom. But once our parents posed the question, we realized we were going to have to figure something out.

			My wife’s parents lived in the same town as we did, so we saw them quite often. My parents, on the other hand, lived in Florida, which meant that we didn’t get to see them as much. But that wasn’t the only factor in play. There was also a significant difference in the way our two families celebrated Christmas. 

			My wife’s family had big Christmas traditions with lots of extended family members in town, accompanied by a correspondingly huge (I mean HUGE) pile of presents. They decorated extravagantly and treated Christmas like a weeklong festival with organized family activities and traditions that were years in the making. This meant that they placed an outsized emphasis on gathering the whole family for Christmas. Since we lived in the same town as my wife’s family, my own parents, whose traditions weren’t as robust, were really hoping that we would visit them—which would mean missing part of the big celebration at my in-laws’—so that they could share in the joy of our first Christmas as a married couple.

			We were both highly aware of the complexities of the situation, but neither of us knew how to even begin the conversation about how we would decide what to do. On the one hand, I didn’t want to disappoint my own family with a deflected Christmas invitation on our first married Christmas. On the other hand, my wife didn’t want to be the one to pour cold water on her own family’s traditions by suggesting that there was even a slight chance we might not be home for their celebrations. The whole conversation put us both on edge and threatened to break out into an argument almost every time we tried to discuss it.

			What were we going to do? What would you do?

			If you are a recent newlywed reading this, you can probably relate to grappling with the tricky dynamics that are part of establishing your new family. Not only do you and your spouse each have your own viewpoints about traditions, family time, and your new normal as a married couple, but your families likely have their own opinions too. You might also be wondering what in the world you are supposed to do, especially if your spouse’s viewpoint is different from your parents’, or even from your own. What does it look like to uphold your commitment to love your spouse while trying simultaneously to honor your own father and mother?

			The truth is that this dual calling can be challenging, which means that you (and your parents) are bound to make mistakes. However, there are some wise biblical principles that can help us sort out this common but complex dilemma.

			Honoring Your Parents While Loving Your Spouse

			One principle that needs to be affirmed up front is that once you are married, your spouse becomes your highest priority, second only to God himself (Genesis 2:24). You’ve been instructed by God to leave your family of origin and cleave to your spouse in such a way that you become one flesh. This is the essence of Christian marriage. When you follow through on these principles, you transfer your fundamental loyalty away from your parents to your spouse.

			But this time of great joy when you unite yourself to your spouse is exactly the moment when you begin to realize that the people who nurtured and sacrificed for you are no longer the principal relationship in your life. Making this change in priority can feel like betraying your parents. You deeply desire to love your spouse but, in most cases, you can’t stand the thought of disappointing your parents.

			What does the Bible teach us about how we maintain a loving and respectful relationship with our parents after we get married?

			Here are three foundational biblical principles that can help us as we consider this important question.

			1. Move from obedience to honor

			All children have one permanent and one temporary duty to their parents. The permanent call is to honor them (more on that in a moment), while the temporary call is to obey them.

			The temporary duty of obedience is described in Ephesians 6:1–3, where the apostle Paul says,

			Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. “Honor your father and mother” (this is the first commandment with a promise), “that it may go well with you and that you may live long in the land.” 

			This means that as children living in our parents’ home and under their authority, we must do our very best to adhere to their guidelines and expectations (provided they are biblically ethical). But once we’ve exited their home and come out from under their authority as adults, our duty to obey our parents is removed, leaving us to settle back into our more permanent and abiding duty of honoring them.

			It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see that this is a terribly difficult transition for parents and their adult children, perhaps even more so when those children are newly married. Parents, who have (usually) poured everything they have into teaching, guiding, and providing for their children, suddenly have a dramatically shifted role in their grown children’s lives, and young adults now have to learn what it means to make decisions for themselves. 

			There are two fundamental dilemmas to consider as you embark on this newlywed journey and establish new parameters in your relationship with your parents. The first is the obvious mathematical fact that when you get married, you usually gain at least two new parents. That means that you are now called to honor additional parents, not just two. That’s twice as complicated as your situation before marriage. The good news is that your parents probably had to deal with the same thing when they married, which means that they should, at least in principle, be aware from their own life experience of the new dynamics you are facing.

			The second dilemma is that old habits die hard. Parents are accustomed to telling their children to do things, and children are likewise used to being told what to do. Many young marriages go off the rails right away because one of the spouse’s parents haven’t yet made this adjustment and exert significant pressure upon their child to meet their expectations. This can impinge upon the essential bond of marriage. 

			Unlike our relationship with God, whom we are called to obey for our entire lives, our relationship with our parents changes once we are full-fledged adults. In fact, continuing to be subject to our parents’ authority after we’ve left their home is unbiblical. Scripture teaches us that instead of giving perpetual obedience to your parents, you are called instead to offer continual honor (Exodus 20:12). 

			In the fifth commandment, the Hebrew word for honor is ka-bad, and when used in its imperative sense, it means to glorify or make something weighty.1 It’s a word used most often to describe one of our fundamental duties toward God: celebrating his attributes and virtues. Similarly, we are to aim for a disposition toward our parents that esteems them, considers their wise counsel, and treats them with respect. 

			The basic idea here is that all children, no matter what their age, are called to celebrate the virtues of their parents. Likewise, they are to carefully consider the wishes of their parents, but only so long as those wishes do not place an inordinate burden on the new marriage that would detract from their primary relationship with their spouse.

			An example of an inordinate burden parents might place on a couple is asking them to quit their jobs and uproot their lives to live in the same town as the parents. While perhaps grounded in an understandable desire to be near family, a request like this is not something you should feel pressured to comply with unless you and your spouse see the wisdom in it and desire this change yourselves. An example of a reasonable request from parents is their invitation for you to join them for a big anniversary celebration with plenty of advance notice to work out the logistics.

			I should pause here to acknowledge that not everyone’s parents have lived in a way that is honorable. Some have been unkind, neglectful, or even abusive. We have a God who understands what it’s like to be subject to harsh treatment (Hebrews 2:17–18), and he certainly isn’t expecting us to honor anything sinful in our parents’ legacies. But there may still be ways of honoring parents who have failed us in some significant way. In cases of abuse, a counselor can help us work through what appropriate and healthy honor might look like. The idea is that Lord wants us to prayerfully wrestle with how we pursue honoring our parents even in less than ideal circumstances. Why? Because when we truly understand the impact of the gospel in our lives and how undeserving we are of God’s grace and forgiveness, it will prompt us to look for ways to extend that same grace to those who have wronged us.

			2. Move from dependence to responsibility

			As we get older, we become more mature. We stop doing the childish things we did when we were kids, and we start taking on the responsibilities of adulthood. This is such a basic truth about growing up that Paul uses it to illustrate harder-to-understand spiritual truths in 1 Corinthians 13, his great chapter on love. Here is how Paul words this fundamental principle of growth and maturity: “When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I gave up childish ways” (v. 11). In becoming adults, we grow not just physically, but emotionally and spiritually as well.

			One aspect of our growth is relating to our parents in a more mature way. This means that we can’t keep being dependent on them in the same ways we once were. We need to take on more and more practical and emotional responsibility.

			As an example, if your parents are financially supporting you, you need to actively work to relieve them of this responsibility as soon as possible. Doing this removes awkward confusion in the relationship between you and your parents about who bears financial responsibility in your life. If your parents are covering many of your major expenses after you marry, their investment often leads them to feel like they have the right to exercise accountability (and they might in certain circumstances), which can lead to conflict and will confuse loyalties, impeding your process of leaving and cleaving.

			So while your parents may offer to help you financially in the early days of your marriage, when it comes time to replace a car that your parents bought for you when you were in high school, it really should be your responsibility. And if you can’t quite afford it yet, it may be better to wait rather than to ask your parents to finance that purchase, simply because of the awkward pressure it introduces into the relationship.

			When our daughter got married, her bank accounts were still visible to us. But she and her husband rightly discerned that our ability to see their finances could tempt us to editorialize on their financial decisions. So she and her husband made a wise decision to end our ability to view these accounts, removing any temptation my wife and I might have had to undermine our relationship.

			The maturing process also means that as we take on more responsibility in our own lives, our view of our parents grows and changes. For instance, when we were young, we may have concluded that our mom or dad was neglecting us if they had to work late. In our youthful immaturity we may have allowed this idea to fester in our imagination, causing a rift between us and our parents. But now, as adults, we may also find ourselves in situations when we have to work late, which can help us understand that work time is often an issue out of our control, even if our spouse is at home waiting for us. Such newfound awareness may provide the opportunity to heal old wounds with our parents.

			Thinking more maturely about relational disappointments in our past gives us a platform for more mature engagement with our parents as we move further into adulthood. 

			3. Move from self-centeredness to concern 
for others

			Finally—and this may be the most important tool we place in our toolbox—God’s Word teaches us to show concern for others. Up to the point of becoming adults, we’ve basically spent our whole lives being self-centered, thinking foremost about our own preferences, plans, and needs

			
			
			
			Proactive Strategies for Honoring Your Parents While Loving Your Spouse

			
			Express your gratitude

			
			
			
			
			Seek their counsel

			
			
			
			Propose opportunities to connect

			
			
			
			Show them grace

			
			
			
			
			
			
			What If My Parents Aren’t Responding?

			
			
			1. Seek the counsel of a trusted older Christian couple

			
			2. Ask open-ended questions of your parents

			
			
			3. Help them understand your situation

			
			
			Conclusion
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