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Discussion Guide
Character Counts
Connecting:

•
•

45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•
•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In what
ways did you respond to him?  
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what ways,
if any, did you invite God into this challenge?  
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously thank group
members for their honesty if they state they have held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Have you ever “fallen in love?” What was this like?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in
ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Use the notes to explain the context of “falling in
love” and how this ties to the cultural narratives
around having a marriage that lasts.
Explain the background of the poem in Proverbs 31.
Read Proverbs 31.10-12 aloud. Read the text once
more seeking to hear these words as the very words
of God to you.

In what ways does character count when looking for
a spouse? Seek to find as many ways as possible.
Read Proverbs 31.13-31 aloud.
What aspects of character are highlighted as
counting most in a potential spouse?
In our American culture, what matters most in the
search for a potential spouse? In what ways are these
like or unlike what Scripture highlights as mattering
the most?
Consider the foundations of a marriage relationship
built upon the things our culture values versus the
foundation the things Scripture exhorts us to value.
In your mind, which forms a more solid foundation
for marriage? Could you elaborate?

What, if anything, keeps us from looking for a spouse
primarily using the aspects of character Scripture
highlights? What might enable us to seek value and
use these traits more in our search for a potential
spouse?

What role, if any, do we have as a family of faith
in encouraging others to look for these aspects of
character? What might this look like?

Consider

concluding by discussing what steps your
community might take to encourage the pursuit of these
character traits both individually and in the search for
a potential spouse.

Context and Background
Falling in love

Sweaty palms. Butterflies in the stomach. Euphoria.
Countlessly checking to see if she’s called. Endlessly
pondering what life with him might be like. Chances are if
you have any of these symptoms you have “fallen in love.”
The concept of falling in love is a central component to
our culture’s narrative concerning what it takes to have a
marriage that lasts. The narrative runs something like this:
to be happily married you must find someone with whom you
fall hopelessly in love. You know you have fallen in love when
the other person makes you feel great, when you feel with
them like you have felt with no one else. Certainly, love is an
important component of marriage, but the idea of knowing you
have fallen in love by the way you feel is actually rooted in the
teaching of Plato. In Plato’s myth of the round people, it was
obvious that the two halves of an original round person had
found one another when “the pair are lost in an amazement of
love and friendship and intimacy, and one will not be out of
the other’s sight, as I may say, even for a moment: these are the
people who pass their whole lives together, and yet they could
not explain what they desire of the another.” (Symposium,
Translated by Benjamin Jowett, Collected Works of Plato,
4th Ed., Oxford University Press, 1953).

However, the feelings so often associated with falling in love
might better be described as infatuation. The feelings are real,

but they are not lasting because they are the result of brain
chemistry. When you compare an MRI of a crack addict’s brain
with that of an infatuated person, they look exactly the same.
This is because the experience of falling in love triggers the
same addictive response within the brain; that is, falling in
love really does create a mind-altered state.

When

a person becomes infatuated with another person,
the brain releases a lot of PEA  (phenylethylamine) which
functions like a natural amphetamine. This natural “drug”
then triggers the brain to release dopamine and norepinephrine
all the while suppressing serotonin. The rush of dopamine
into the brain induces intense feelings of pleasure. The
norepinephrine makes your palms sweat and the butterflies
dance in your stomach. The low levels of serotonin lead to
obsessive thinking even as the dopamine seems to initiate
fantastical thoughts at such a rapid pace that the person
can no longer distinguish between what is real and what is

imagined.

This brain-chemical cocktail is what lies behind the readiness
of infatuated couples to display a gap between perception
and reality. “He is the most trustworthy person I have ever
met,” coupled with the confused faces of family and friends
who know the man constantly lies. These chemicals also
lead people to idealize their relationship. “She totally gets
me.” Or, “I have never felt more connected.”

The trouble with this brain-chemical cocktail is that its
effects wear off anywhere from 12-24 months. In other
words, people fall out of love! It is no surprise that it
is at about this mark that people report a heightened
dissatisfaction with their partner, and begin to look for an
escape from their relationship.

The Text

Genesis 24.1-27: Searching for a spouse

The narrative concerning the marriage of Isaac and Rebekah
is one of the longest in the book of Genesis, an interesting
interplay of God’s providence and the fulfillment of his
promises. Years have passed. Abraham is old and Sarah has
died. However, Isaac has not married, a necessary step for
the promise of God to Abraham that he would become great
to be fulfilled (Genesis 12.1-3). Therefore, Abraham sets
about the process of finding a wife for Isaac. That a father
would initiate the search for his son’s bride was not unusual
in the ancient world as most marriages were arranged in
order to connect families, consolidate wealth, build
alliances, or gain territory. As Abraham begins his search,
he is primarily concerned with maintaining his covenant with
God. God has taken him out of his home in Mesopotamia
and guided him to the land of Canaan, promising that one
day Abraham’s ancestors will possess the land (Genesis
12.1-8). Abraham understands that this promise has been
made to his family and not to the Canaanites. Therefore, he
cannot allow his son to marry a Canaanite woman, nor can
he allow his son to leave the land. Both actions would break
covenant with God. Thus, he sends his most trusted servant
back to Mesopotamia to find a wife from among his family
who remains there. The prospect of marrying within one’s
family was a common way of maintaining distinctiveness in
the ancient world, and this seems to be the point in this case,
maintaining a distinctiveness from the Canaanites.

After loading 10 camels with goods, the servant departs
for Mesopotamia and arrives, after an unspecified time,
in the town of Nahor and made his way to the well. He
arrives at evening, one of the two the times when women
came to draw water. Upon arriving, the servant offers a
prayer requesting the guidance of God in finding a bride
for Isaac. It is important that the servant does not forsake
the providence of God in his search for Isaac’s bride. It is

equally important to note the type of guidance requested. The
servant asks that God lead him to a woman who would give
him water and then water his camels. A  camel who has not
drunk in several days can consume up to 25 gallons of water
at once, and the average jug for drawing water was no larger
than 3 gallons. Therefore, the servant is asking to be led to a
woman who is not just polite but a woman who is inordinately
hospitable and caring. He is asking to be led to a woman of
great character. God guides him to Rebekah who is of the
proper family and of proper marrying age. Upon asking for
a drink, Rebekah promises to give the servant and his camels
water. However, the servant says nothing. He waits to see if
Rebekah is a person of her word, a further test of character.
After Rebekah finishes watering the camels (hours later?)
the servant rewards her and asks of her family status. Upon
discovering she is of Abraham’s family, he knows his journey
is complete.

Proverbs 31.10-31: The character of a spouse

The final words of Proverbs are an acrostic poem praising the
virtues of a good wife. In Hebrew, acrostic poems progressed
with each successive line beginning with the next letter of the
alphabet. The point of such poetry was to pronounce that
everything concerning the subject had been stated, much
like our phrase “A  to Z.” As part of the wisdom tradition,
the poem counters the wisdom of culture. Specifically, this
poem counters the ancient (and modern!) preoccupation
with evaluating women from an erotic viewpoint. It does
this by celebrating the ordinary activities of the good wife
which in fact make her desirable and beautiful. This wife is
precious because she uses her strength, ability, and wisdom
to selflessly care for others. It is important to recognize
that this poem focuses solely upon the desired character of
a wife. This is because in the ancient world, the only people
who engaged in a search for a spouse were men, and this was
often done by his parents! In our modern setting, one might
substitute “husband” for “wife” freely throughout the text,
because the advice given concerns the character traits to look
for as a person searches for a potential spouse.

The

poem begins with an acknowledgment of the worth
and value of a wife (spouse hereafter) whose character is
exemplary. According to this advice, the most important thing
to look for in a spouse is character! The person who finds a
spouse of exemplary character discovers he has a relationship
built upon trust, a relationship which is robust and lasting.

The author highlights three character traits which coalesce
to form the desired character for a spouse: industriousness
(13-19), devotion (20-28), and faith (29-31). Many
examples for each are given. Some readers have interpreted
these examples to be prescriptive; that is, a spouse (primarily
women!) must do these things. This is not the case. Rather,

these examples are illustrative of what this character might
look like in practical terms. An industrious character is the
willingness to work, something which is part of the
outworking of God’s image within people (Genesis 2.15). This
might be working in the home (13-15) or in the workplace
(16, 18-19). Whatever the context, the industrious spouse is
willing to go about their work with energy (17). The devotion
of a spouse involves the willingness to give of oneself for the
benefit of others. This devotion is known as love throughout
Scripture and is itself an essential part of God’s character (1
John 4.7-12). This loving character shows up in care for the
poor (20), care for one’s children and spouse (21-23) and
care for co-laborers (24-25). Perhaps the most important
character trait is that of faith, a proper relationship
with God. The outer aspects of one’s person—charm and
beauty—fade, but faith grows and speaks to the great worth
of a potential spouse.

Real life with Blake:

Does who I marry matter? Of course it matters, but on the
journey of marriage I am learning that what matters most is
not what I thought mattered. Rachel and I met in the youth
choir of our church. When I first saw her, I thought she
was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. I still do. I did
everything I could to let her know how much I was attracted
to her. I pulled her hair, kicked her chair, and generally
got her in trouble. Really. You can ask her. I couldn’t stop
thinking about her. I had to have her attention. She was the
one for me. I just knew it, because she was beautiful. Lucky
for me, she is a person of deep character, evidenced by her
willingness to put up with and then marry a guy who pulled
her hair and kicked her chair. The longer we are married, the
more I realize that her character is what draws me to her the
most and the thing which makes her a great wife. Don’t get
me wrong. I think Rachel is beautiful, but her outer features
are not what matter most or even what make being married to
her such a rich and rewarding experience. Rachel is patient,
kind, compassionate, and perhaps one of the smartest and
hardest working people I have ever met. She is faithful and
thoughtful. She makes space for me to be me and loves me
anyway. Best of all, she has a passionate love for God. She
may be beautiful but it has been the later things which have
paid great dividends in our marriage. They are the things which
make her most beautiful to me.

Real life with you:

Does it matter who we marry? Of course it matters. So,
who are we supposed to marry? The cultural narrative
encourages us to marry the person we fall in love with, the
person who turns us head over heels. It even promises that
when we find this person, should we marry them, we will
remain head over heels in love with them. . .until we don’t.
We fall out of love and then we have permission to fall out
of our marriages. Falling in love is great, a wonderful gift of
brain chemistry God cooked up. The process of falling in love
is fun and exhilarating. It is a tremendous experience. . .that
doesn’t last. God gave us the gift of falling in love but he
didn’t intend we use this experience as the primary marker for
determining our spouse. Actually, the experience of falling
in love can happen over and over again throughout life, a
testimony to new beginnings in our relationships, not all
intimate and physical. God intended we look for something
more than a “hotie” or “stud” as confirmation of our next
spouse. God desires we look for character. Good character is
hard to find, but it is good character that matters the most in
a marriage. Good character is character which mirrors God’s
character. It is this character which makes the experience
of God’s life with another person in the relationship of
marriage possible. It is the fertile soil of a good, robust
marriage. So how do you find good character? Consider
involving the family of God in the search. For thousands of
years the people of God have invited Godly counsel in the
quest to find a spouse. Perhaps this is more important than
ever in a culture that emphasizes falling in love. We need
others to think for us at a time when our emotions keep us
from thinking straight. Invite your friends, your family of
faith into the dating process. Spend time together as a group
rather than just the two of you. Experience life together and
ask for their guidance. If you are already married, don’t go
looking for a person of character! Become that person. We
can’t control others but we can control ourselves, most of
the time. Pursue God and become the person you were meant
to be. It will make a world of difference!
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