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Think of the person you’re closest to. Now think about how you usually 
argue with that person. Everyone has conflict. Every close relationship has 
conflict. In a fallen world, unity and mutual understanding are hard-won 
achievements of wisdom, humility, and perseverance. So think about it. What 
kind of fighter are you? We all have a conflict “style” that we tend towards. 
This is not the content or facts of the conflict but the process and ways we 
move in conflict. It’s the style that is most instinctive and that we feel most 
comfortable operating in. For example, some people like the powerful feeling 
that can come in a conflict when they doggedly hound the other person in 
a bullying and ruthless way. This style can be called “domineering.” Others 
are frightened by uncomfortable conversations and so they minimize and 
sidestep these interactions. These are “avoiders.” Some people struggle to 
humble themselves and will stick to their stance even when reason should 
easily convince them otherwise. This is “defending.” There are also “appeasers” 
and “justifiers.” There are many styles. 

These destructive styles of fighting can be generally categorized into 
two basic movements. The first is when one or both spouses move against 
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one another. This consists of behaviors such as blaming, accusing, attacking, 
complaining, demanding, or criticizing. The second is when one or both 
spouses move away from one another. This consists of behaviors such as 
withdrawing, becoming silent, shutting down, dismissing, closing off,  
or ignoring.1 

Whatever our particular style of conflict, these directions reveal an active 
heart, core loyalties, and the inner movements of our soul. Yet, spouses 
don’t always intend to punish or retaliate by responding in unhelpful ways. 
Their modus operandi may be more self-protective and instinctive than it is 
aggressive. Often, spouses are unaware of their tendencies and may not be 
able to imagine dealing with conflict in any other way. Conflict is difficult 
for all of us.

In this article, we are going to focus on how to help couples whose conflict 
is chronically destructive, with focused attention on spouses who move away.2 
Helping them is a process. We will discuss the elements that must happen in 
that process in order for a distancing spouse to grow in wise, intentional love 
for his or her spouse. 

Before we describe how to help engage a withdrawing spouse, we will 
first think about how the Bible helps us understand why withdrawing is so 
damaging to a marriage. 

Understanding Withdrawing Biblically 
What is it about withdrawing and disconnecting in marriage that makes us 
single it out from the other conflict styles? One reason is that it is a common 
style. In most marriages, you will find at least one spouse who typically 
withdraws during conflict. A second reason is that it is one of the most 

1  There is, of course, a third movement. Moving toward your spouse is the Christ-like, 
constructive movement. This is a goal in marital counseling and conflict: to mutually engage 
and move toward one another in a loving, self-giving way. This consists of behaviors such as 
remembering, responsiveness, open-heartedness, forgiving, seeking forgiveness, believing the 
best, affirming the good ways God is at work in your spouse, asking earnest questions with 
the goal of understanding, initiating, empathizing, and persevering until reconciliation. In 
other words, embodying all of the fruits of the Spirit to your spouse in the midst of conflict 
(Gal 5:22–23). 

2 In the forthcoming issue of JBC 32:3, we will offer an article on how to help a spouse 
who moves against during conflict.
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damaging conflict styles when you consider what a marriage is created to 
be. In Ephesians 5:31–32, Paul stunningly reveals a deep mystery: marriage 
is a parable and signpost of Christ’s love for his bride, the church. As such, a 
marital union is called to imitate, reflect, demonstrate, and point to Christ’s 
union with his people. Christian marriage, therefore, actually puts on display 
the doctrine of union with Christ, which describes the nature of God’s 
relationship with us. 

In the most extensive illustration of union with Christ, Jesus describes 
his relationship with us as a vine and its branches (John 15:1–17). In this 
depiction of the intimacy he enjoys with us, he emphasizes the imperative 

to bear fruit. The very purpose of a vineyard is to bear fruit, and doing 
so is only possible by his abiding in us and our abiding in him. Mutual 
abiding is an absolute necessity. But what is abiding? It’s a way to describe 
the intimate relationship with Christ that he creates and that we are to 
cultivate and enjoy. It is to be known and to know, to be loved and to love. 
It is a reciprocal activity that requires our deliberate effort and frequent 
attention to connect with and remain connected to Christ—the vine. We—
the branches—cannot and will not bear fruit in isolation or independence. 
We must have intimate and vital connection with the vine. Detachment is 
guaranteed fruitlessness and certain spiritual death.

Let’s now extend this spiritual reality to marriage. Because Christian 
marriage is meant to imitate and reflect Christ’s union with his people, 
a fruitful marriage requires a husband and wife to regularly pursue and 
maintain a vital connection with the Lord and with each other. We can 
describe this connection between spouses as the need to “abide” in one 
another—analogous to the branch and vine mutually abiding in each 
other. Indeed, the importance of a husband and a wife staying connected 
and in tune with one another cannot be overstated. They are to prioritize 

Spouses experience relational starvation 
when a spouse regularly withdraws, leaving 

disputes unresolved. 
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