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Core Seminar
Singleness & Courtship
Session 9: The Intermediate Stage
_______________________________________________________
Introduction
This morning we continue our study of biblical conduct in dating relationships.  And, as we have done most weeks, we start with a brief review.  
Review
Hopefully, you’ll remember many of the things that we have laid out in this class so far:
· The first stage was initiation.  There is no biblical category of “recreational” dating.
· In talking about initiation, we said that men initiate and that women respond.  These are God-given roles (male leadership and female response/support) that will transfer to marriage, and that should also guide any pre-marital relationship.
· We discussed 5 principles which apply throughout courtship.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  (1) Single people should date only for the direct purpose of finding a marriage partner.  (2) Generally, men should usually initiate a pre-marital relationship, women should usually respond to that initiation.  (3) Relationships ideally should be initiated and carried out under the authority of scripture, and with lots of counsel and guidance from family, friends from church, and church leaders.  (4) Single people should be looking for those characteristics that are extolled in scripture for potential spouses. (5) Finally, will this relationship serve God and His local church well together?] 

· The last thing we talked about in this stage was the fact that, if we are to follow the biblical example of courtship and dating, a relationship should ideally be initiated in the context of a loving Christian community that is the church, with lots of counsel from wise friends, with guidance from church leaders, older couples in the church and your families (particularly the girl’s father if possible).
· We also termed this accountability or accountable relationships.
· We next talked about the early stage of a relationship.  We established that this stage is for determining whether you should get to know a person more intimately.  It is not the stage in which that level of intimacy actually happens.
Today’s Topic:  The Intermediate Stage
It’s here that we pick things up with the relationship, using those same over-arching principles as our guide.  We’ll call this the “intermediate” level of the relationship, and we’ll today consider some principles for this phase of the relationship.  
How does the world and culture think about this stage—after the start of dating and before marriage?  They tend to refer to it as “getting serious.”  Let’s stop and think for a moment—what’s meant by the phrase “getting serious?”  Usually it involves a much higher degree of physical involvement (i.e., fornication); spending a lot of time together; the couple may move in together, or spend the night together regularly; they try to share everything physically, emotionally, etc.
The key question for the Christian in the intermediate stage is:  “What do I need to know to decide to marry this person?”  REPEAT.
The balancing act you are dealing with here is:  How do I get to know this person better so that I can make a decision about marriage:
· Without acting married in the process and defrauding them
· Loving them and considering what is best for them.
To think this through we’ll look at several points for guidance:  (1) Communicating Where You Are (2) Areas to Consider and Discuss and (3) Accountability (this may seem repetitious but is critical).
Communicating Where You Are
First of all, let me encourage you not to take this step for granted.  Don’t assume that because you agreed to start courting  you or your partner will “just know” when things begin to progress.  Each stage is distinct from all the others, and we can’t place too high a premium on being clear about your expectations at every stage.  You want to have a clarity that promotes honesty lest you deceive by neglect, indifference or with malice.  Here are a few verses to consider:
Psalms 12:2 THEY SPEAK FALSEHOOD TO ONE ANOTHER; WITH FLATTERING LIPS AND WITH A DOUBLE HEART THEY SPEAK.
Amos 2:4 THUS SAYS THE LORD, "FOR THREE TRANSGRESSIONS OF JUDAH AND FOR FOUR I WILL NOT REVOKE ITS PUNISHMENT, BECAUSE THEY REJECTED THE LAW OF THE LORD AND HAVE NOT KEPT HIS STATUTES; THEIR LIES ALSO HAVE LED THEM ASTRAY, THOSE AFTER WHICH THEIR FATHERS WALKED.
Exodus 20:16 YOU SHALL NOT BEAR FALSE WITNESS AGAINST YOUR NEIGHBOR.
Now discussing what stage you’re at isn’t something that is done on every date (lest you over analyze things), but periodically, it is helpful to check in and communicate where you’re at:
· You basically want to see if there are any clear obstacles (in terms of beliefs or affections or goals or personalities) to the two of you getting married.
· And, if no clear problems or obstacles present themselves, it is your intention to pursue marriage with her.
If she does not find herself in the same place in terms of her feelings about the relationship or if she becomes certain that she is not interested in marriage, the dating relationship should be ended—immediately.
Be clear.  Be honest.  Be deliberate.  If you get to this stage and it doesn’t look likely that you will want to marry her, end it.  This goes for you too, ladies.  If a man faithfully puts himself on the line in the way I’ve just described, it’s the perfect opportunity for you to say “no thank you,” or “yes, I’m right here with you as far as I know at this point.”
Don’t string him along.  If the guy is faithful in attempting to lead, you be faithful in attempting to respond honestly and in good faith.  Casual companionship is not yours for the taking.  Be loving to the other person.  Unless you both feel this relationship is continuing to move towards marriage, the intermediate stage should never get very far past this initial conversation.
[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS?]
Areas to Consider and Discuss
As the relationship grows over time, there will be changes in some of the topics that are appropriate to discuss.  You may at this point, begin to get to know your potential partner at a deeper level.  What exactly does that look like?  There’s no way for two people to know everything about each other before they get married—to cover every question[footnoteRef:2].  That’s okay; the important thing is to consider what you need to know in order to decide if you should marry that person. [2:  I had a friend who was convinced that two people had to have sex before marriage out of fear that there may not be the chemistry necessary for a healthy marriage.  One problem with that (aside from being sinful) is no two people will have experienced everything together: what it may be like to suffer through cancer together, lose a job together, go through a recession, the list goes on.  Second, Proverbs 5 indicates sexual intimacy and desire for your wife is learned and deliberately maintained:  Pro 5:18-19 LET YOUR FOUNTAIN BE BLESSED, AND REJOICE IN THE WIFE OF YOUR YOUTH.  AS A LOVING HIND AND A GRACEFUL DOE, LET HER BREASTS SATISFY YOU AT ALL TIMES; BE EXHILARATED ALWAYS WITH HER LOVE.] 

Goals in Life
One important conversation to have at this point in the relationship is regarding goals and anticipated ministries; there should either be a good deal of commonality between your goals and visions, or there should be significant flexibility.  Things will likely be very difficult down the road if only one of you feels strongly called to the mission field and the other does not.  This is something I have always prayed for in my own family that we have unity in foundational issues.
Gender Roles
Another thing to consider is how you each see gender roles played out in the home between husband and wife.  One reason this is important is that we bring expectations whether we are aware of them or not.  To enter a marriage assuming you are on the same page on this issue only to find out that you’re not could lead to a great deal of friction in how you make decisions, raise kids, spend money, and care for each other.  So, it’s worthwhile to understand not only where each person stands, but what the Scriptures say.
While the Bible affirms that men and women are equal in dignity and value because they are both created in God’s image to reflect His glory, it also affirms that God has assigned men and women different roles both in the home and church.  Not only are these distinctions in roles beneficial for us, but they help to reflect God’s glory when, by God’s grace, there is unity amidst diversity.  In that sense, the different roles serve to complement each other rather than compete with each other.
So, since the beginning when God created Adam and Eve and saw everything as good, the husband was given the responsibility to compassionately lead, provide for and protect his wife.  On the other hand, the wife was given a role that complements the man’s in affirming such distinctions where she comes alongside her husband as a helper and source of strength for him to carry out his responsibilities.
· That said, it doesn’t mean this is the only thing a wife can do, but it does highlight a change that needs to happen in that this is her new and primary orientation: to be a helper to her husband.
· Second, the submission the Bible talks about is not to men in general but to her husband[footnoteRef:3].  Eph 5:22, 24 & Colossians 3:18 apply.  However there is submission of all church members to their elders.  1st Peter 5: 1-5 & 1st Timothy 5:17 apply. [3:  Eph. 5:22.  We could say that she should express her femininity towards ‘worthy’ men in general (see Recovering Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, pg. 48), but here we are focused on marriage particularly.] 

· Third, the leadership men are responsible for is not a dictatorship where he disregards his wife’s input, nor an opportunity to be controlling.  The alternative to passivity is not being aggressive and overbearing.  Rather it is a leadership that expresses itself through selfless service to his wife often denying his own wants/interests for the good of his wife’s and the family.  The picture is Christ and the church as expressed in Ephesians 5:25-28.
So, a couple who is considering marriage should think carefully on this topic and see if they agree with what Scripture is saying and if they agree with each other.
Past Sin
As a dating relationships continues to progress and the two become closer, there will need to be a time when they talk through past sin; not to just air out dirty laundry—but important to a marriage relationship where two become one-flesh—important to a relationship which calls for trust and intimacy is the need to be honest with each other about one’s past.  Doing so not only helps establish such trust it promotes love by acceptance—it says I’ll take you as my husband or wife despite your despicable past in the same way Jesus accepts us contingent on our repentance.  It prepares each spouse to know how to best care for the other.  If the guy or girl cannot live with the others past, better to find out before they make the marriage covenant rather than after.
Romans 15:7 WHEREFORE, ACCEPT ONE ANOTHER, JUST AS CHRIST ALSO ACCEPTED US TO THE GLORY OF GOD.
When should a dating couple have this conversation?  We can’t put an exact time on when, but it’s safe to say it should happen when the relationship has matured and is looking like it’s moving toward marriage.  Having it in the earlier stage may assume a level of intimacy that is outpacing commitment.
How should a dating couple talk about it?  There’s a lot we could say on this subject, but two things I’d like to highlight is the importance of seeing the conversation through a gospel lens and having the support of others.
It might be that one person is a virgin, the other not; it might be both have sexual sin in their past that is difficult to talk about, either way the good news of Jesus’ death and resurrection is what helps us to know God’s forgiveness both personally and to extend forgiveness to another.  The cross is God’s plan to free us from the guilt and punishment of our past sin.  At the cross we see God’s righteousness and justice.  Though He was without sin, Jesus took our sin upon Himself if we will repent and trust in Him – and on that cross He would bear the wrath of God so we would not have to.  (John 3:16-17, 1st John 4:9-10, Rev 1:5, Rom 5:8—to name only a few).
So for two followers of Christ facing their past sin, the cross keeps us from belittling our sin.  There we see God’s utter hatred of sin and the incredible cost that was paid so that we could be forgiven.  Having this discussion with a gospel lens thus keeps us humble and away from self-righteousness.
At the same time, the cross helps us from being paralyzed by our sin or the sin of a potential spouse.  Knowing God’s immeasurable forgiveness frees us to forgive another who has sinned against us.  Knowing His love toward us moves us to show the same love and grace to those around us.
This is easy to say & hard to do.  You will have to deal with questions; You may feel angry or even betrayed.  But it does show us the way forward.  The cross helps us to see that though we have sin in our past, our past does not define us; that is who we once were[footnoteRef:4] (*Some of you here need to hear that.  If you’re trusting in Christ, your past does not need to define you.  There is forgiveness in Christ; cleansing from sin; made new).  See 1st Corinthians 6:9-11 & 2nd Corinthians 5:17. [4: 1 Cor. 6:11 AND SUCH WERE SOME OF YOU; BUT YOU WERE WASHED, BUT YOU WERE SANCTIFIED, BUT YOU WERE JUSTIFIED IN THE NAME OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST, AND IN THE SPIRIT OF OUR GOD.  2 Cor 5:17 THEREFORE IF ANY MAN IS IN CHRIST, HE IS A NEW CREATURE; THE OLD THINGS PASSED AWAY; BEHOLD, NEW THINGS HAVE COME.] 

Still, that’s why it’s important to include others who can help walk through this with you.  You’ll want to talk with an elder or an older couple in the church who you can get advice from.  Talk with them before you have this conversation with your boyfriend/girlfriend.
Though you want to be honest and open with each other, that doesn’t mean you should talk about every detail.  There is a difference between what you need to talk about and what you may be curious about.  Sometimes asking for certain details is not necessary and will do more harm than good.  Talking with an elder or trustworthy married couple will help you think carefully about how to go about it.  Moreover, it may be helpful to meet talk with them afterwards to debrief or ask further questions.
This is why accountable relationships will be very helpful.
Other Questions/Topics
There are a number of other topics to consider or questions to discuss that may be helpful to discuss when two people are considering marriage.  So what I’d like to do is list a number of questions you may find helpful to discuss, or at least give you categories to think of useful questions you can come up with on your own (a caution here as I breach each category, there are biblical answers to many of the questions I’ve posed.  Issues that fall under Christian liberty don’t have hard answers but should be discussed/resolved):
· Theology
· What do you believe about “X”?  This is an important question and you can ask about anything.  You may find it helpful to walk through our church’s Statement of Faith to nail down categories or even pick up a systematic theology book like Wayne Grudem’s (bookstall) and pick different topics for discussion.  (You should marry someone you can go to the same church with hence this topic and the next are important!)
· 2nd Corinthians 6:14 DO NOT BE YOKED TOGETHER WITH UNBELIEVERS.  FOR WHAT DO RIGHTEOUSNESS AND WICKEDNESS HAVE IN COMMON?  OR WHAT FELLOWSHIP CAN LIGHT HAVE WITH DARKNESS? (NIV)
· Worship and Devotion
· What are your daily personal devotion practices?  Prayer, Bible reading, memorization, etc.
· What would you like family devotions to look like?  What did they look like in your family growing up?
· How important is it to be a part of a small/accountability group?
· Husband and Wife Relationship
· How are tasks shared in the home: cleaning, cooking, washing dishes, yard work, car upkeep, shopping for food, etc.?
· What is an ideal non-special evening for you?
· What are expectations about situations when one of you might be alone with a person of the opposite sex?
· Children
· If and when should a married couple have children?  Why?
· Would you consider adoption?
· What are appropriate ways to discipline children?
· Will you homeschool?
· Lifestyle
· Own or rent a home?
· How many cars?  Used or new?
· View of money in general?  How much should a family give to the local church?
· Entertainment
· How much money should a family spend on entertainment?
· What kinds of vacations are appropriate and helpful?
· What are the criteria for TV, movies, computers or other media?
· Conflict
· What makes you angry?
· How do you handle your anger or frustration?
· What is your view of getting help from friends or counselors?
· Work
· Who is the main breadwinner?
· Should the wife work outside the home?  Before kids?  With kids at home?  After kids?
· What are your views of daycare for children?
· What determines where you will locate?  Job?  Whose job?  Church?  Family?
· Health
· Do you have, or have you had any, sickness or physical problems that could affect your relationship if it were to move to marriage? (Allergies, eating disorders, cancer, autoimmune disorders [80% affected are women], venereal disease, etc.)
· How do you think about exercise and healthy eating?
You should also discuss things like interests, family, emotional issues, significant past events, etc. in greater detail if you have made the decision in good faith to try and pursue marriage, but caution is always in order as you get more deeply involved.
Finally, in terms of topics, do clearly discuss limits on your physical involvement (in other words men reiterate that there will not be one), and put in place methods of adhering to those limits.  That said, don’t make physical involvement (even a lack thereof) a frequent topic of conversation.  That in and of itself can become a temptation—and the more you go over it and over it in your mind, the stronger the desire becomes and the less egregious the sin becomes (in your mind).
Accountability
Finally, accountability is even more important in this stage than it has been so far.  It should still be frequent, personal, local, and tough.  At this point though, more questions need to be added to the list.  Not just “are you staying pure physically?” and all the emotionally equivalent questions, but “what are you doing?” “Where is this relationship going?”  “What kind of time frame are we talking about before some clear action is taken?” should be a regular part of conversations.  Just another plug for conducting the relationship in a community, under a family or church authority.  If you have that, and anyone in that structure really cares about the woman, you will get those questions automatically.
1st Corinthians 7:1 NOW CONCERNING THE THINGS ABOUT WHICH YOU WROTE, IT IS GOOD FOR A MAN NOT TO TOUCH A WOMAN.
[bookmark: _GoBack]1st Corinthians 6:18-20 18FLEE IMMORALITY.  EVERY OTHER SIN THAT A MAN COMMITS IS OUTSIDE THE BODY, BUT THE IMMORAL MAN SINS AGAINST HIS OWN BODY.  19OR DO YOU NOT KNOW THAT YOUR BODY IS A TEMPLE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT WHO IS IN YOU, WHOM YOU HAVE FROM GOD, AND THAT YOU ARE NOT YOUR OWN?  20FOR YOU HAVE BEEN BOUGHT WITH A PRICE: THEREFORE GLORIFY GOD IN YOUR BODY.
Now a word about getting to know your boyfriend/girlfriend.  If you want to get to know the true nature of a lion, you don’t go to the zoo; you go to the plains of Africa.  In the same way, just going on dates where it’s planned out, put on your best, have little interaction with others gives a somewhat distorted view.  Being with others (friends, family, church members) gives you a chance to see a more vivid & realistic picture of each other.  You need to learn you’re dating a sinner and see them in that light because you absolutely will inside of marriage.
Just a brief word for those dating someone outside of the congregation.  It is really hard for the community and the elders to help you with accountability if you never give us a chance (in the early or intermediate stage) to get to know your boyfriend or girlfriend.   What happens sometimes is that folks get deeply invested in someone emotionally and spiritually, and the first time an elder gets to really know them is after you get engaged.  Maybe your boyfriend or girlfriend comes to church with you occasionally.  Maybe they even joined you for a dinner or two with some other couples from the church.  But really, no one has gotten to know the outside person, and you haven’t worked hard to get others involved.  Don’t do that.  It’s dangerous.  Give members, elders, and others a chance to be a part of your relationship before you get engaged (and emotionally attached to one another).
My nightmare scenario is that you didn’t let anyone in the community “in,” you reach engagement, and then the pastoral staff are left with the dirty work of examining the outside person and the relationship to see if it is biblically sound.  So what positively should you do?
A young lady in our congregation modeled what could happen when you are dating someone outside the congregation and want to still pursue accountability.  Not long after she started dating a guy from another state, she asked him to meet up with two of the elders during his first visit to DC.  From very early on in the relationship, she encouraged him to get to know her pastors and other families that knew her well in our community.  He did.  He was very active in engaging others.  And it served them both well over the long-term.  By the time they got engaged, there were a lot of folks in leadership and the congregation that knew his character and his testimony to be very excited for both of them as they entered engagement.
Just because they don’t go to church here doesn’t mean you should be lax on accountability for both of you.  Rather, it should cause you to be even more vigorous about pursuing help and accountability from others.  Please heed Proverbs 18:1 A MAN WHO ISOLATES HIMSELF SEEKS HIS OWN DESIRE; HE RAGES AGAINST ALL WISE JUDGMENT. (NKJV)
Conclusion
Today we have focused on the intermediate stage—how the relationship should continue to progress towards marriage or end.  Next week we will talk about the final stage – that is proposal and engagement.   If you are currently in a relationship, note that on the last section of the handout entitled “food for thought” I’ve given you a few questions that would be good to think about. 
· What stage is your current relationship in?
· Have you been deliberate in establishing intentions and clarifying where the relationship is going?
· What do you need to know before committing to marry someone?
· Are you dangerously spending too much time alone or in private settings (like lots of time on a couch behind closed doors)? 
· How have the discussion topics changed and progressed in the relationship?
· Are your accountability partners asking more intrusive questions?  Are you adding more questions, like, “Where is the relationships going?” 
[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS]
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