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Recapturing Eden Lesson 9

Leave Who?  Developing Healthy Parent and 
In-Law Relationships

“Cutting the Cord and Securing the Knot”

 God’s design is that families live in supportive, peaceful relationships.
If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.   —Romans 12:18

 God’s sequence for developing healthy family units involves leaving, cleaving, and becoming one.
For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh.   
 —Genesis 2:24

 Principle 1: You must leave before you can cleave.

For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become 
one flesh.  —Genesis 2:24

 1. The Hebrew word for leave means to “abandon,” “forsake,” “sever,” “cut-off.”

 2. Marriage is not an “add-on” to family life.  It is a radical paradigm shift.

 3. You can “cleave” only to the degree that you “leave.”

Practical applications:

	 1.	 Leaving	involves	financial	independence.

 2. Leaving involves physical independence.
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 3. Leaving involves emotional independence.

 4. Leaving involves acknowledging that you are switching your highest loyalty from your family 
of origin to your spouse.

 5. You are now responsible for planning your vacations and holidays.

 6. In decision-making, you are to value your spouse’s advice over your parents’.

	Principle	2:	 You	must	cleave	before	you	are	able	to	truly	become	one	flesh.

For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become 
one flesh.  —Genesis 2:24

	 1.	 The	definition	of	“unite”	is	to	“cement”	together	in	such	a	way	that	the	two	objects	cannot	be	
separated without tearing.

 2. Cleaving is done in a public covenant ceremony in which you commit yourself to another for 
life.

 3. This relationship is like no other human relationship.  You were designed to leave, not to unite 
with your parents.  You are to “unite” with only one person: your spouse.

 4. Out of the security of your new relationship, you are now able to become “one” with your 
spouse.
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Practical applications:

 1. When a choice of yours involves satisfying the desires of your spouse or the desires of your 
parents, which are you to lean towards?

 2. Because you have united with your spouse, you should not regularly seek marital advice as an 
individual from your parents.

 3. Being an advocate for your spouse in family situations is one way of demonstrating that you are 
now united.

	Principle	3:	 You	must	become	“one”	before	you	are	ready	to	enter	a	redefined	
relationship with your parents.

For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become 
one flesh.  —Genesis 2:24

	 1.	 Becoming	one	flesh	is	a	process	that	includes	all	aspects	of	the	relationship,	not	just	the	sexual.

	 2.	 Within	the	security	of	your	“one	flesh”	relationship,	you	relate	together	as	“one”	to	your	
parents.

Practical applications:

 1. When communicating with your parents, you present a united position.  Rather than saying, 
“I wanted to come for Christmas, but Sally didn’t,” you say, “We’ve decided not to come for 
Christmas.”
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 2. You speak truthfully to your parents about your decisions.

 3. You make your own decisions regarding your children and do not need to perform for your 
parents’ approval.

 4. From the security of your own relationship, you are able to encourage a deeper relationship 
with your parents and in-laws.

 Principle 4: As “one,” you are now ready to return to your parents in a new relationship, 
adult-to-adult.

 1. You are still their son or daughter, but as an adult you put away your “childish” relationship 
with them.

 2. You are now free to together seek their advice, but are not bound to it.

Practical applications:

 1. You are to honor them as your parents, but no longer obey them as their child.

Children, obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right. —Ephesians 6:1

“For God said, ‘Honor your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses his father or mother must be 
put to death.’” —Matthew 15:4
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 2. You are to care for your parents.  

But if a widow has children or grandchildren, these should learn first of all to put their religion into 
practice by caring for their own family and so repaying their parents and grandparents, for this is 
pleasing to God.  If anyone does not provide for his relatives, and especially for his immediate family, he 
has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever. —1 Timothy 5:4,8

“For God said, ‘Honor your father and mother’ and ‘Anyone who curses his father or mother must 
be put to death.’  But you say that if a man says to his father or mother, ‘Whatever help you might 
otherwise have received from me is a gift devoted to God,’  he is not to ‘honor his father’ with it.  Thus 
you nullify the word of God for the sake of your tradition.” —Matthew 15:4–6

 3. Out of love for your spouse, seek to develop a healthy relationship with his or her parents.

 4. As a secure adult, be willing to forgive and to ask forgiveness.

 5. Do all in your power to help your children have the highest possible regard for their 
grandparents.

Helpful Resources

The Seven Principles for Making Marriage Work, John M. Gottman.
In-Laws, Ron Kincaid and Jorie Kincaid.
The Mother-in-Law Dance, Annie Chapman.
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Group Questions

 1. What thoughts come to your mind when you hear the words “cut,” “sever,” or “abandon” 
used to describe “leaving mother and father?”

 2. What are ways you have seen individuals leave their parents physically but still not separate 
from them in the areas of allegiance and priority?

 3. How have you found it possible to honor your mother and father and yet not “obey” them?

 4. What are some of the issues raised regarding “leaving and cleaving” when we are called on to 
care for our aging parents in our area or even in our own home?”

 5. Describe a couple that have done this well by leaving and now have a very good relationship 
with their parents and in-laws as an adult-to-adult relationship.

Questions for Couples

 1. What are the areas of strength in your relationship with your parents and in-laws?

 2. What areas have caused the most tension in those relationships?

	 3.	 What	are	some	of	the	practical	indicators	of	the	extent	to	which	you	have	“left	home”?

 4. What are some steps you could take to “leave” your parents more fully so you are able to 
“cleave” to your spouse more completely?


