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Finances, and especially how you handle them, can either break or
make your marriage. Money matters are often one of the biggest
sources of conflict for couples—and a leading cause of eventual
divorce. But when both husband and wife take the “win-win”
approach to discussing and applying their hard-earned dollars,
finances can be a source of deep connection. Whether you're
preparing for your wedding or you've been married for years, going
through Matt Bell’s practical guidebook to all things financial—
together—will be one of the best investments you can make in your
lifelong relationship.

DR. GREG SMALLEY, vice president of marriage and family formation at
Focus on the Family

ERIN SMALLEY, BSN, MS, LPC, Focus on the Family, @FocusMarriage

Money can make or break the early years of marriage. In Starting
Strong, Matt Bell shows couples how to build a financial foundation
that strengthens trust, teamwork, and long-term love.

DRS. LES & LESLIE PARROTT, New York Times—bestselling authors of
Saving Your Marriage Before It Starts

As an engaged or just-married couple, you might be drawn to this
book for the wise and practical guidance on managing money.
But it’s so much more! Matt Bell weaves personal experience

with biblical wisdom to help you launch your life together with
joy, purpose, mutual respect, financial confidence, and a future
designed by our loving God. Read it together and don’t miss the
five-prayer vision for your marriage!

JAY PAYLEITNER, national speaker and bestselling author of 52 Things
Kids Need from a Dad, The Newlywed Year, and What If God Wrote Your
Bucket List?



Starting Strong is as thorough and practical a book as you'll find
about preparing for the financial challenges and blessings of living
life together as man and wife. This would be a wonderful addition
to any premarital class, and just as helpful for any newly marrieds
class. Written from a thoroughly biblical perspective, Starting Strong
addresses just about any marital money issue you could think of
and many you probably haven’t (but should have!).

GARY THOMAS, author of Sacred Marriage, Cherish, and Making Your
Marriage a Fortress

Years ago, my wife and I went through a premarriage finance
course taught by Matt Bell, and the principles he shared became a
foundation for financial stewardship in our marriage. His biblical,
practical, and grace-filled approach helped us align our hearts and
our habits with God’s purposes for money. In Starting Strong, Matt
distills decades of wisdom into a guide every couple can build
upon. This book doesn’t just teach sound financial management—
it shows how shared stewardship can be a source of unity, purpose,
and joy in marriage.

GREG BAUMER, chairman of Generous Giving and coauthor of God and

Money and True Riches
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INTRODUCTION

Extraordinary Days

un°comemon [adjective]

1: not ordinarily encountered: unusual; rare
2: above the ordinary

3: remarkable; exceptional

[Jesus said,] “I am the door. If anyone enters by me, he
will be saved and will go in and out and find pasture. The
thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that
they may have life and have it abundantly.”

JOHN 10:9-10, ESV

YOU’'RE IN THE MIDDLE of one of the most exciting times of your
lives. Whether you are about to get married or have recently gotten
married, you're at the beginning of an incredible adventure, a time
of great joy and anticipation. My hope and prayer is that this book
will put even more wind at your back, propelling you toward a future
you can't fully grasp right now but one that you, of course, want to
be good.

It can be good—uncommonly good. And how you manage money
will play a very important role.

In the pages ahead, I'm going to share the truly life-changing les-
sons I've learned about money ever since my painful, humbling, and
very unintentional reenactment of the Bible’s parable of the prodigal

son. I'm going to share the most important financial lessons that my
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wife, Jude, and I have learned over the course of our twenty-five years
of marriage. I'm also going to pass along the most impactful money-
management lessons other couples have shared with me. And I'm
going to describe what various research studies say about how couples
can use money to build strong, joyful marriages.

These lessons will be quick on theory, long on practicality, and
grounded in Scripture. It’s all designed to help you have an excep-
tional experience with money, which will go a long way toward help-
ing you have an exceptional marriage.

One quick note: Throughout this book, I write as if you are
engaged to be married or are recently married. If you've been mar-
ried a little longer, the principles here are absolutely for you, too. I'm
simply avoiding the awkwardness of having to constantly write, “If

you are about to get married or are already married . . .

“You Talk About Money a Lot”

When Jude and I were dating, as well as throughout our engagement,
we did what most couples do. We spent a lot of time together. We saw
movies, went out to dinner, and hung out with friends.

Money factored into the equation in only one memorable way.
Jude thought I talked about money & /o#/ That’s funny to both of
us now. However, at the time, she had some legitimate questions.
Partly I talked about money so much because 'm passionate about
the stewardship-ministry work I'm involved in.

I’'m fascinated with money—how people think about it, why they
do what they do with it, and what it means to them. I enjoy seeing
how money is treated in movies and books. I'm interested in the
emotional, the psychological, and especially the spiritual aspects of
money. I love helping people get to a better place with money.

No problems there. It’s how I became so interested in money that

raised some questions for Jude. My fascination with money began
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during my recovery from a dramatic financial crash-and-burn I went
through about nine years before we met.

Earning and Spending

From a young age, I was a hard worker. I delivered newspapers, mowed
lawns, and spent a couple of summers toiling in the cornfields that
surrounded my hometown, seventy miles west of Chicago. I worked
in restaurants busing tables, washing dishes, and cooking. The sum-
mer after high school, I got my favorite teen job of all: working at a
golf course. I was all about earning money—and spending money.
Those were the only two options on my financial radar screen.

After college, while working as a radio reporter and producer, I
discovered credit cards and thought they were amazing. Buy a bunch
of stuff but only pay for a little of it? I was all about that.

Then, in my midtwenties, something happened that completely
changed my life. I inherited $60,000 from an uncle. I had no idea that
he had planned to leave me any money, so imagine what a wonderful
surprise it was to find out. It felt like winning the lottery, and I hadn’t

even bought a ticket.

Wandering from Home

I saw the inheritance as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity and truly
did have good intentions for that money. While I enjoyed my work,
I saw the inheritance as my chance to do something really fun for a
living.

Between the time I found out about the inheritance and the time
I received the money, I read an article about a guy who loved France.
He created a newsletter for other people who loved France, which
enabled him to visit the country regularly to write articles about vari-

ous cities in the country, their hotels and restaurants, and things to
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see and do. From what I could tell, his newsletter was very successful,
and he was having a blast.

I decided to do something similar with my love for golf and
travel—create a newsletter for people who take golf vacations. While it
lasted, it was incredible. I traveled to Puerto Rico, southern Spain and
Portugal, California, North Carolina, Florida, and more. I got to play
golf on some of the most spectacular courses: Pebble Beach, Pinehurst,
the beautiful courses along Spain’s Costa del Sol, and others.

When I wasn’t traveling, I used my inheritance to enjoy some of
the better restaurants and clothing stores in Chicago, where I was
living.

The whole experience was everything I'd hoped it would be . . .
except profitable.

In fact, it was so unprofitable that two years after inheriting the
$60,000 from my uncle, I found myself loaded down with $20,000
of credit card debt.

I had become so acclimated to the life I was living and so blind
to what was happening with the money that when the actual money
ran out I just kept funding my dream on credit cards.

Soon enough, my parents sensed that something wasn’t right, and
they invited me home for a chat. When they understood the full
extent of the mess I was in, they encouraged me to move home, which
I did for six months.

Turning Point

I will always be grateful to my parents. They provided a safety net
when I needed one. Still, for the first two months, I was deeply
depressed. I had gone from living the life to living in my parents’
basement in the small town where I grew up.

I looked forward to nighttime, when I could close my eyes

and forget about how I had squandered my uncle’s money and my
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once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. And I dreaded the sun coming up
each morning and having to face the facts for another day.

But two incredibly good things came out of that experience.
First, not long after I moved home, a close friend from college,
Wayne, got back in touch with me. Wayne and I had been in the
same broadcast journalism program, worked together at a campus
radio station, and built a great friendship. Unbeknownst to me, after
I graduated a year ahead of him and moved out of state for a job, he
became a Christian. When we got together, he eagerly told me all
about his new life of faith.

He challenged me as only a good friend can by telling me, “Matt,
the more you've leaned on your own understanding, the more things
haven’t worked out so well.” Then he encouraged me by saying, “God
has a plan for your life.” I didn’t realize it at the time, but he was ref-
erencing the words in Proverbs 3:5-6 (and other passages) directing
me to trust in God’s wisdom instead of my own.

Wayne suggested that I start going to church, reading the Bible,
and praying. So I did. After moving back to Chicago, I resumed
radio work, freelancing for several radio networks and taking as many
assignments as I could get to pay off my debts as quickly as possible.

Progress was slow, and a few months later, I found myself deeply
discouraged about something else that wasn’t going well. One night,
in the quiet of my little studio apartment, feeling very broken, I heard
Wayne’s words echoing in my head: “Matt, the more you've leaned
on your own understanding, the more things haven’t worked out so
well.” And “God has a plan for your life.”

I bowed my head that night and prayed a simple prayer. I said
something like Dear God, if You really do exist, I'd like to know You.
If You really do have a plan for my life, I'd sure like to know what it is,
because I'm out of ideas. Thank You for dying on a cross for my sins. I'm
sorry for the many ways I have made my life all about me. From this
point forward, my life is in Your hands. Do with it what You will. Amen.
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I didn’t see any flashes of lightning in the sky, and no angels
appeared at my door. But that night marked the biggest turning point
in my life.

A New Direction

Fairly quickly, I got involved in a Bible study, and during one session,
the leader asked us to turn to 2 Corinthians. After someone helped
me find that book, I read,

In order to keep me [Paul] from becoming conceited, I was
given a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to torment
me. Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from
me. But he said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my
power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all
the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power
may rest on me. That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight

in weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in
difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong.

2 CORINTHIANS 12:7-10

Those words had a powerful impact on me. I still felt overwhelmed
by how much debt I had. It seemed as though it would take forever to
pay it all off. But when I read those verses, it was as if a heavy weight
was being lifted from my shoulders. I began to see a purpose for my
debt: God was using it to put me on my knees in prayer. He was
helping me break the chains of self-sufficiency, learn to trust Him,
and begin to draw strength from Him.

Eventually God used what would turn out to be a more-than-
four-year journey out of debt to reshape my heart, turning my self-
centered confidence into humility, my faith in myself into a strong
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faith in Him, and the temporary happiness I'd found in money and
what it could buy into a joy that had nothing to do with money.

Soon enough I began volunteering in a stewardship ministry at
the first church I went to, starting as a one-on-one coach and eventu-
ally joining the teaching team.

Much good came from my mismanagement of that inheritance.
It's what God used to draw me into a relationship with Him and
introduce me to my life’s work.

Nine years after placing my faith in Jesus, I met Jude. As she
learned more about my story, she had every right to wonder whether
money still had a grip on me—whether I had truly changed the ways
I had thought about and used money that had gotten me into so
much trouble.

Thankfully she got enough of her questions answered to say yes
when I proposed. And for the past twenty-five years, she has been
my partner in this work, refining what I write and speak about as we
do our best to understand and live out a biblical approach to money
together.






Charting
_ Your _—
Course






1

Envision

Dreaming and Praying Big

comemit [verb]
1: to carry into action deliberately

2: to pledge to some particular course

The Lorb says, “I will guide you along the best
pathway for your life.
I will advise you and watch over you.”

PSALM 32:8, NLT

FOR MOST OF THE SIX MONTHS WE DATED, and in the early
days of our six-month engagement, Jude and I rarely had disagree-
ments. Then we registered for wedding gifts at a department store.
That’s where we had one of our first real arguments. As silly as it
probably sounds, the issue was about which pattern of dishes to
register for.

I was all about modern, minimalist design. I like clean lines and
simple geometric patterns. It’s what I like in clothing, furniture, and
artwork.

Jude was all about classic design. Think flowing patterns and
intricate details. A set of formal dinnerware rimmed in gold was on
prominent display in the living room of her childhood home.

So there we were in that store, walking aisle after aisle of dish

"



STARTING STRONG

displays, carrying with us our until-then-unspoken likes, dislikes, and
very different assumptions about what dishes should look like.

I assumed we would have plates and bowls that looked like the
dishes I'd grown up with. Sturdy. Simple. Solid white. Jude assumed
we would have dishes similar to what she'd grown up with. Formal.
Fragile. Floral. Floral!

I guess we should have seen it coming. When we were dating,
Jude had made some comments about my apartment. Cold and /like
a boardroom were some of her more memorable descriptions. If I had
been paying attention, I would have noticed a distinct lack of modern
design in her apartment.

I suddenly realized that making decisions about what to buy—the
style of the tables, towels, and trinkets Jude and I would own—might
require letting go of all I found familiar. It wasn’t just about which
pattern would stare up at me from the bottom of my cereal bowl
each morning. It was the possibility that something else—possibly
lots of something elses—in our home would have a floral pattern. I
felt queasy.

I also realized that if we were having such a tough time spending
other peoples money—after all, we were registering for the gifts we
wanted our family and friends to buy for us—what about when it
came time to spend our own money?

Guess who won the battle of the dishes? Let’s just say that over
time 've had to make peace with our cups and saucers. And I have.
For the most part.

Coming together in marriage requires a lot of adjustments, a lot
of compromises. You won't naturally agree on everything, because
you are both bringing a lot of stuff into your marriage—different
assumptions, habits, experiences, upbringings, hopes, dreams, tem-
peraments, and more. As you make those adjustments and compro-
mises throughout your life together, it will help a lot if you agree on

the big picture.

12
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The Blessing

What if God told you how to be blessed? Youd be interested, right?
In the New Testament book of James, God does just that:

Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive
yourselves. Do what it says. Anyone who listens to the
word but does not do what it says is like someone who
looks at his face in a mirror and, after looking at himself,
goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like.
But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives
freedom, and continues in it—not forgetting what they
have heard, but doing it—r#hey will be blessed in what
they do.

JAMES 1:22-25, EMPHASIS ADDED

Pretty simple, isn't it? Don’t just listen to God’s Word; do what it says!
And the point about the “perfect law that gives freedom”—that’s un-
expected, right? Law sounds harsh and restrictive. But James is saying
that there is great freedom in living as God intends.

That doesn’t mean you're guaranteed to never have financial
trouble. That you'll never have disagreements about what to spend
money on. Or that money will never be tight.

It also doesn’t mean that the Christian life is about robotically
following a bunch of rules and regulations. Ultimately, a life of faith
is about a relationship with Jesus. It's what God wants most from us
and for us—a vibrant, life-giving relationship with Him.

One of the most haunting verses in Scripture is about this relation-
ship. In Matthew 7:23, Jesus says He will send away some of the people
who have been listening to His teaching and even doing some of what
He teaches, saying to them, “I never knew you” (emphasis added).

God wants to know you and wants you to know Him. He has a

13
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plan for your life and your marriage. Any guidance He gives for how
you are to live is because of His love for you.

One of the ways it will be evident that God knows you and you
know Him is by how you live. Consider these words from 1 John 2:3
(Esv): “By this we know that we have come to know him, if we keep
his commandments.”

And these words from Jesus Himself: “If you hold to my teaching,
you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the
truth will set you free” (John 8:31-32).

Again, pretty simple, isn’t it? Know God, know His Word, do
His Word, and it will set you free. Doesn’t this make you hungry to
know more about the life God designed you to live in every way—
including, to the point of this book, financially?

Fortunately, the Bible says a /ot about money.

In the chapters ahead, I'm going to get really practical. There will
be marriage-focused guidance on earning, planning, giving, saving,
borrowing, investing, insuring, spending, and more.

And it’s all going to be rooted in Scripture.

The Bible may not tell you what type of budget to use, but it does
provide some great guidance that relates to planning.

The Bible may not tell you where to do your banking, but it does
give you some helpful direction that relates to saving.

The Bible may not tell you which mutual fund to invest in, but
it does teach some important investing principles.

In fact, God’s Word contains principles that relate to all aspects
of money management.

We'll explore those principles, and then we'll look at ways to put
them into practice. You'll hear God’s Word on money, and you'll learn
how to do God’s Word on money.

Some of the principles will feel counterintuitive, many will be
absolutely countercultural, and every last one of them will be good

for your marriage.

14
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The Set of Your Sails

Before we get into all that, I'd like to help you create a five-prayer
vision for your marriage. It’s a vision that puts your relationship with
Jesus at the center of all that you do, and in particular, a vision for
how you will manage money in your marriage.

My opening prayer for you is that you will embrace these words from
Joshua 24:15: “As for me and my household, we will serve the Lorp.”

Will you pray this prayer together? “As for us and our household,
we will serve You, Lord.”

My second prayer is that you will accept the lesson from the par-

able of the wise and foolish builders:

“Everyone then who hears these words of mine and does
them will be like a wise man who built his house on the
rock. And the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds
blew and beat on that house, but it did not fall, because it
had been founded on the rock. And everyone who hears
these words of mine and does not do them will be like a
foolish man who built his house on the sand. And the rain
fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat
against that house, and it fell, and great was the fall of it.”

MATTHEW 7:24-27, ESV

To build your marriage on a foundation of our consumer culture is to
build it on a foundation of shifting sand. To build your marriage on
the foundation of God’s Word is to build it on solid rock.

Will you pray this prayer together? “Lord, we commit to build-
ing our marriage, financially and otherwise, on the firm foundation
of Your Word.”

My third prayer is that you will move through life zogether. Before

we had kids, Jude and I sometimes talked about our family as “just

15
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the three of us"—God, her, and me. It’s a declaration illustrated in

this passage from Ecclesiastes:

Two are better than one, because they have a good reward
for their toil. For if they fall, one will lift up his fellow. But
woe to him who is alone when he falls and has not another
to lift him up! Again, if two lie together, they keep warm,
but how can one keep warm alone? And though a man
might prevail against one who is alone, two will withstand
him—a threefold cord is not quickly broken.

ECCLESIASTES 4:9-12, ESV

Now that Jude and I have three kids, we talk about our family as “just
the six of us.”

God’s vision for marriage is unity, oneness: “For this reason a man
shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and
they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24, NAsB).

Marriage requires a certain selflessness, an intention to put the

other person’s needs above your

If you want to go fast, go alone. own, “submitting to one another

out of reverence for Christ”
(Ephesians 5:21, Esv).

Will you pray this prayer

If you want to go far, go together.

African Proverb!

together? “Lord, we commit to

keeping You at the center of our marriage. And we ask You to help us
have unity in our marriage and in how we manage money.”

My fourth prayer is that you will take to heart these four points

from Jesus’ parable of the talents:

1. God owns everything, and you are His appointed managers of

the resources He has entrusted to you—"*It will be like a man

16
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going on a journey, who called his servants and entrusted to

them his property” (Matthew 25:14, Esv, emphasis added).

. God has entrusted you with the amount of money and other
resources you have the ability to manage well right now—“To
one [servant] he gave five talents, to another two, to another
one, to each according to his ability. Then he went away”
(Matthew 25:15, Esv, emphasis added).

. God wants you to do something productive with the resources
He entrusts to you—to multiply them for His glory—“He
who had received the five talents went at once and traded with
them, and he made five talents more. So also he who had the
two talents made two talents more. But he who had received
the one talent went and dug in the ground and hid his master’s
money” (Matthew 25:16-18, Esv).

. God cares how well you manage His resources, and incredibly,
if you manage them well, the promise in Scripture is that He

will entrust you with more:

“Now after a long time the master of those servants came and

settled accounts with them. And he who had received the

five talents came forward, bringing five talents more, saying,

‘Master, you delivered to me five talents; here, I have made

five talents more.” His master said to him, “Well done, good

and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little; I

will set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master.’

And he also who had the two talents came forward, saying,

‘Master, you delivered to me two talents; here, I have made

two talents more.” His master said to him, “Well done, good

and faithful servant. You have been faithful over a little; I will

set you over much. Enter into the joy of your master.” He

17
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also who had received the one talent came forward, saying,
‘Master, I knew you to be a hard man, reaping where you
did not sow, and gathering where you scattered no seed, so
I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground.
Here, you have what is yours.” But his master answered
him, ‘You wicked and slothful servant! You knew that I
reap where I have not sown and gather where I scattered no
seed? Then you ought to have invested my money with the
bankers, and at my coming I should have received what was
my own with interest.””

MATTHEW 25:19-27, ESV

Will you pray this prayer together? “Lord, we acknowledge
Your ownership of everything. We know that You have generously
entrusted to us everything we have. We commit to managing Your
resources according to Your principles for Your purposes.”

My last prayer for you is that you will direct your lives, including
your use of money, toward three overarching purposes:

1. loving God
2. loving people
3. making a difference in this world for Christ

The first two purposes come from Matthew 22:35-40:

An expert in the law . . . tested [Jesus] with this question:
“Teacher, which is the greatest commandment in the Law?”
Jesus replied: ““Love the Lord your God with all your

heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This
is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is
like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.” All the Law and the
Prophets hang on these two commandments.”

18
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The third purpose comes from Ephesians 2:10: “We are God’s handi-
work, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared
in advance for us to do.”

Ovur culture calls us consumers. God’s Word calls us stewards. These
completely different identities operate on completely different prin-

ciples in pursuit of completely different purposes:

* Consumers are all about themselves—their own pleasure,
comfort, and happiness. Stewards are all about God and
bringing Him glory.

+ Consumers believe that happiness comes from money and what
it can buy. Stewards know that joy comes from relationships.

+ Consumers are all about competition, viewing life as a quest
for more. Stewards are all about contribution, viewing life
as an opportunity to use their gifts, talents, and resources to

make a God-glorifying difference in this world.

Will you pray this prayer together? “Lord, please show us how we
can use our marriage and all that You entrust to us to love You, love
each other and the other people You put into our lives, and impact
the world in ways that bring You glory.”

I think you'll agree that this is a pretty compelling vision for your

marriage. In essence, you are saying,

In our marriage,

we will serve the Lord;

we will build our lives, financially and otherwise, on the solid rock
of God’s Word;

we will pursue unity—oneness—in our marriage;

we acknowledge God's ownership of everything, we accept our roles
as managers of His resources, and we commit to managing all He

entrusts to us according to His principles for His purposes; and
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STARTING STRONG

we will seek—financially and in all ways—rto love God, love each
other and the other people God puts in our lives, and make a
difference in the world.

The Christian life is an others-centered life. Focus your marriage
on glorifying God and being a blessing to others, and you will be
headed toward the most impactful, joyful life possible.

The Road Ahead

At the end of each chapter, take the time to talk about the ideas and
recommendations you've just read using the questions I've provided
to help you.

You'll also find a recommended memory verse at the end of each
chapter. The Bible encourages us to write God’s Word on our hearts,
where it will guide our thoughts and actions. One of the best ways to
do that is by memorizing Scripture.

Right now, before you go forward, go back to the prayers on the
last few pages. If they express the desires of your hearts, take a few
minutes to pray them together.
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