Communication Killers 
Marriage Tips from Sam and Geri Laing

1. Failure to Listen 
My dear brothers, take note of this: Everyone should be quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry (James 1:19). 
Communication is a two-way street. It is far more than merely saying what we want to say and getting our point across. It means listening as well. If you are frequently pre-occupied, often having to ask your spouse to repeat himself or herself, then you are not listening. If you find yourself frequently saying things like: "What?" "Huh?" or "I don't remember that," you are probably not hard of hearing, just hard of heart! 
Some of us are great listeners when the subject interests us. We listen selectively. If the matters at hand are not important to us, we listen halfheartedly, tune out or change the subject. Our intensity of attention when we have personal interest highlights our apathy when we do not. This can frustrate our spouses and tempt them to be resentful. Not listening may seem to be only a small flaw, but it says "You are not really that important to me". Failure to listen is failure to show love and respect. We may excuse ourselves blithely with, "Oh, I'm just preoccupied," but translated this means our concern for ourselves is greater than our concern for the other person. 
Once again it is men who are the chief offenders (although I have known some women who were notoriously poor listeners). I don't know why we excel in this communication flaw - maybe men are always tired from work (but aren't women also?), or perhaps male genetics are mysteriously predisposed towards preoccupation and selfishness. But whatever the root, cause, reason or excuse, men simply have a hard time paying attention to their wives and this must change. 
The way to change is.. .just change'. Pledge that when your spouse addresses you, you will stop what you are doing, change your train of thought, look him or her in the eyes, and listen lovingly and attentively to every word. (Husbands: In preparation for this change, buy some smelling salts to use in reviving your wife when she faints from shock!) 
2. Defensive Listening 
He who answers before listening-
that is his folly and his shame 
(Proverbs 18:13). 
Defensive "listening" is done not to hear and consider the words of our spouses, but merely to give ourselves time to prepare a response. We never really give their opinions or feelings serious consideration. We even finish our spouses' phrases for them, as if they needed our quick minds to help them make it to the end of a sentence. Oh, we hate it when they do this - we can see the wheels turning behind their eyes even as we speak! Some of us are defensive even when no one is attacking. "What do you mean by that" is our oft-repeated reply. Our tones of voice and reflexive outbursts belie a greater problem of pride. Instead of hearing what is said, we formula our entire thinking process around protecting ourselves. 
The root of this problem is pride. We are defensive because we assume we are right most of the time. "Don't confuse me with the facts - my mind is made up," is our motto. Have you ever stopped long enough to consider that your spouse could have a glimmer of insight? That he or she might even be right or have a better idea?
Defensiveness begets defensiveness. If you are defensive and stubborn, your spouse will either become a doormat (albeit a frustrated one!) or an opponent, always guarding himself or herself in preparation for the next verbal joust. 
Geri and I once worked with a couple who were extremely defensive in their relationship, even on the smallest of issues. Both of them were emotional and opinionated. He would often express himself sarcastically, which hurt her feelings and led her to respond in kind. After a long period of observing and listening to them, we discovered that the husband actually had the more tender heart and was more willing to listen and change. It was the wife's arrogance that was the sticking point. She was defensive, haughty, and emotional with us even as we tried to counsel her. As Geri and I found ourselves getting provoked in our interactions with her, we realized the difficulties her husband faced. We challenged her. She reacted defensively (of course!). Her husband sat up a little straighter in his chair, with a newfound gleam of hope in his eye. We persisted. She reacted even worse, but eventually saw what we were saying. She became deeply ashamed of her pride, apologized to her husband, and resolved to change (as did he).
There are still occasional bumps in their relationship, but they are learning how to respectfully and patiently listen to one another. As a result, there is now peace between them that has never been there before. 
3. Disrespect of Viewpoint 
A fool finds no pleasure in understanding but delights in airing his own opinions (Proverbs 18:2). 
Many of us have the attitude that we are always right, and that we know more than everyone else, especially more than our spouses. We snap off quick answers. The main exercise we get is by jumping to conclusions! We feel free to contradict and correct our mate so often in front of others. We say things like, "What she really means is..." or "Forgive my husband, he's so...." This is rude and embarrassing, and reveals an attitude of disrespect. If you find yourself repeatedly improving or altering what your husband or wife is saying, you have a real problem. Actually, you probably won't "find yourself" doing it at all - it is a long time habit hidden within a smug superior disposition. In all likelihood, this communication flaw will need to be pointed out to you; you are not likely to see it on your own. 
4. Cutting, Critical Remarks 
Do not let any unwholesome talk come out of your mouths, but only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs, that it may benefit those who listen (Ephesians 4:29) 
The tongue that cuts, slashes and wounds is one of the most common, hurtful and lethal problems in marriage. It has many forms. It speaks with tainted tones of sarcasm and muffled mutterings of bitterness. It expresses itself with phony sincerity and with hurtful shouts, name-calling and cursing. It disguises its criticism with cruel humor, mockery and subtle jabs. And it shows itself in our body language of smirks, rolling eyes and shaking heads. 
We justify ourselves in the name of honesty: "I always say exactly what I think." Or we subtly turn the tables: "Oh, I didn't realize you were so sensitive." In spite of how reasonable our excuses may sound to us, they ring hollow as we consider the inspired words of Scripture, "Love...is not rude" (I Corinthians 13:4-5).
I am appalled at the way I sometimes hear husbands and wives address each other. I have seen couples go at it to the point that I was embarrassed for them, but they went on with no shame. Many of us perhaps grew up around rude, cutting language and are not shocked by it. Perhaps some have spoken this way so long that they are desensitized to its brutal effect. Or it could be that they imitate the "slash and bum" standards of the TVsitcoms, where people rip into each other with sneering insults, put-downs, and sarcasm. Whatever the reason, there is never an excuse to speak in such a way as to retaliate, humiliate or denigrate. We must radically repent of such sinful speech. "Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ" (Ephesians 4:15). 
5. Hinting 
If rudeness is the weakness of some, obliqueness is the weakness of others. By this I mean an indirect, subtle hinting around what we really mean to say. We drop a hint here and there, then expect our mate to be a psychologist and mind reader rolled into one. And to top it off, if he or she does not figure it out, we get upset! We need to stop playing this selfish, immature game. It unfairly puts the burden upon our spouses to figure out what we already know and could express if we chose. It is a form of control and manipulation. If we are afraid to say what we mean, we need to muster the courage to speak our minds, remembering that our fears are usually fears of how we, not our mates, might be hurt. 
6. Clamming Up
Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry, and do not give the devil a foothold (Ephesians 4:26-27). 
Some of us have a great way to avoid conflict - we clam up! We go for hours or days without really talking. When we are angry, hurt or afraid, we withdraw into a shell of self-protection. We simmer in anger, quiver in fear or wallow in self-pity. We solve nothing by this behavior. Shutting down can become a form of manipulation. By it we force our mates into a guessing game or into a guilt trip. We do this to put the burden upon them to figure out what is bothering us. What are our spouses to do? They can wear themselves out trying to get us to talk, blow up at us in frustration, or merrily go on their way, oblivious that we are upset. 
If something is troubling you, you should let your spouse know. You need to pick the right time and place, but you must talk it out, or it will degenerate into bitterness and resentment. You must trust God's plan, which I would describe this way: Get it out in the open, talk about it, solve it, and go on with life. 
7. Blowing Up 
A fool gives full vent to his anger, : but a wise man keeps himself under control (Proverbs 29:11). 
Anger is a dangerous emotion. Losing our temper, flying off the handle, and erupting into a volcanic rage is a serious and grave matter. How many times have we wished we could have reached out and seized our angry words before they struck their mark? How many times have we had to apologize for the wounds we have inflicted? 
Angry people usually do not realize how deeply their sin hurts the other person. For us, it is only an emotional outburst, a chance to let off some steam; we feel better after we have said our piece. But for your husband or wife, the harsh words leave behind wounds - wounds like hurt, bitterness and fear that can cripple his or her ability to trust and feel close to you. 
Some of us excuse ourselves with "Well, I do have a bit of a temper. It runs in my family, you know." Others of us are genuinely sorry, but feel enslaved to our anger. Still others of us use anger as a tool to intimidate, bully and get our way. 
Jesus was angry only when God's honor was at stake or when the rights of the weak were being trampled upon. When he or his reputation was attacked, he remained poised and in control of his emotions. He did not allow himself to become peeved and irritated by the petty frustrations of life. If we are to be his disciples, we must imitate his example of patience in dealing with others.
8. Grumbling, Griping and Complaining 
Do everything without complaining or arguing, so that you may become blameless and pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe (Philippians 2:14-15). 
It is unpleasant to talk to someone who always complains. To continually complain about life - how unfair, how rotten, how difficult - can quite effectively drive our beloved away from us. Griping, like many other communication problems, is actually a deep-seated character flaw to which we are often blind. If we knew how unattractive it is (even though others sometimes join us in our griping) we would retreat from such talk with horror. Perhaps it will take a marriage partner or another person to help us see the ugliness of this awful habit. When they point it out we need to listen. They are speaking truth we need to hear. 
It is an especially great mistake to "dump" the difficulties of our day upon our spouses as soon as we see them or to call attention to something that has not been done right. It is far better to greet each other warmly, express gladness at seeing one another, and share some good news before we bring up the negative. A right relationship with God brings gratitude, and this attitude will spill over into our marriages. When grumbling and griping are the rule, it shows not the faults of a spouse so much as a serious weakness in our relationship with God. 
9. Lying 
Truthful lips endure forever, but a lying tongue lasts only a moment (Proverbs 12:19).
We can have no relationship with anyone to whom we lie. Our spouses cannot be close to us, nor we to them, if there is deceit of any sort between us. We may believe that we have gotten away with our deception, but it still separates us. Down in our hearts we know that he or she does not truly know us. There is a phoniness and a falsehood about us. We can begin to feel insecure and unloved. We wonder, "If they really knew me, would they still really love me?" Loving the truth is the fundamental building block of character, and telling the truth is an essential step we take in building relationships with others. If we are to be close, our spouses must be able to trust our word absolutely. 
Are you careless with the truth? Do you lie about anything - even "little" things? We may think that a minor fabrication is fine, but if we lie about anything - no matter how large or small - we have undercut our relationship'. "Oh, the traffic was bad out there today," we say to mask our lack of discipline and consideration if we are late. "I don't remember you telling me that," we lamely offer to cover up our neglect. 
The best policy is to simply tell the truth - even if it makes us look bad. "Simply let your 'Yes' be 'Yes,' and your 'No,' 'No'; anything beyond this comes from the evil one" (Matthew 5:37). The trust built on truth is far more important than a temporary saving of face you gain by lying. You don't ever really get away with it - lies and lying are always ultimately exposed. The rewards of truthfulness and the punishment for lying are written into the nature of the universe by our Creator! 
I want my wife to be able to absolutely trust my words. I want her to have total confidence in me. The payoff is a relationship at peace. There will be tough moments because of having to face my sins and weaknesses, but lying, which destroys the very fabric of our relationship, will simply have no place in our marriage. 
10. Distractions 
By distractions I mean the clamorous telephone, the ubiquitous TV, the intriguing Internet, the blaring radio and the isolating headset. All of these high-tech conveniences can prevent us from real and relaxing communication with our spouses. A host of other seemingly legitimate distractions such as our children, friends and busy schedules can keep us apart in spite of our intentions. 
Radical steps must be taken to protect our relationships from all these competing intrusions. I remember in my early years of marriage developing the bad habit of watching reruns of one of my favorite television shows during dinner. I had some juicy rationalizations: We could talk at other times; I had worked hard all day and needed to unwind; the dinner hour was the only time this great program came on - all these excuses made perfect sense to me. Geri finally told me how she felt and what she thought (she is a great communicator!): Dinner should be a relaxed occasion when we share a meal and spend the hour conversing. She was right. I made a decision. A simple flick of the power switch to the left resolved the problem, and our marriage went on to glory! 
__________________________________________

Now we know what not to do. But just reading through this list will not change your marriage. You must take these things seriously. You must treat them as a threat to your relationship and make sure they are put out of your life. This, however, is just half of the story. The other half is much more positive. How can a husband and wife create a relationship with great communication? What can be done to start it up and keep it going? How can we talk like never before? (see How To Build Communication on ACES Online next week)
