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Core Seminar
Singleness & Courtship
Session 2: The Gift & Freedom of Singleness
_______________________________________________________
[bookmark: _GoBack]This morning we are going to look at the gift of singleness and we are going to look at it in the context of 1st Corinthians 7.  I want to try to make this more interactive or seminar like and not just a strict lecture so if you have a question or helpful comment just raise your hand and I will pause soon after to recognize you.  I can’t promise an answer to every question but based on my own knowledge and time available I’ll work on an answer.
Let’s open in prayer.
Let me start off by reading the beginning of 1st Corinthians 7.
1 Cor 7:1-7 ‎NOW CONCERNING THE THINGS ABOUT WHICH YOU WROTE, IT IS GOOD FOR A MAN NOT TO TOUCH A WOMAN.  2BUT BECAUSE OF IMMORALITIES, LET EACH MAN HAVE HIS OWN WIFE, AND LET EACH WOMAN HAVE HER OWN HUSBAND.  3LET THE HUSBAND FULFILL HIS DUTY TO HIS WIFE, AND LIKEWISE ALSO THE WIFE TO HER HUSBAND.  4THE WIFE DOES NOT HAVE AUTHORITY OVER HER OWN BODY, BUT THE HUSBAND DOES; AND LIKEWISE ALSO THE HUSBAND DOES NOT HAVE AUTHORITY OVER HIS OWN BODY, BUT THE WIFE DOES.  5STOP DEPRIVING ONE ANOTHER, EXCEPT BY AGREEMENT FOR A TIME THAT YOU MAY DEVOTE YOURSELVES TO PRAYER, AND COME TOGETHER AGAIN LEST SATAN TEMPT YOU BECAUSE OF YOUR LACK OF SELF-CONTROL.  6BUT THIS I SAY BY WAY OF CONCESSION, NOT OF COMMAND.  7YET I WISH THAT ALL MEN WERE EVEN AS I MYSELF AM.  HOWEVER, EACH MAN HAS HIS OWN GIFT FROM GOD, ONE IN THIS MANNER, AND ANOTHER IN THAT. (NASB)
The Gift of Singleness 
One of the questions we need to tackle today is “What is the gift of singleness?”  This often-used phrase comes from verse 7, where Paul said, “I wish that all men were as I am.  But each man has his own gift from God; one has this gift, another has that.” 
Paul wishes all men were single (as he was).  He clearly sees there is some benefit to singleness, such that he wishes everyone (“all men”) could experience it.   We’ll talk about the benefits more in just a minute as we look at vs. 32-35.  But he clearly recognizes that singleness is for some, and not others.  This is implied by that first sentence “I wish…”.  But it is more directly stated in that second sentence – each man has his own gift.  Think of the word “gift” as something that is given; and in this case, it is something that is given from God.  Paul is saying that not everyone has this gift of singleness.  Singleness is a gift for some; and not others.  Others have different gifts given to them by God for instance administration; hospitality; teaching; but not singleness.  Some of you are going to view this gift of singleness as not much of a gift.  Clearly that is a great struggle in a society where only 45% of the population is getting married.
What is the gift of singleness?  What it is not is some super-spiritual, mystical, or magical ability to resist sexual relations and to reject marriage.  It is not some higher, more spiritual or ascetic state where you can deny the flesh and be uniquely more focused on spiritual issues.  That’s what monks and nuns pursue as they cut themselves off from society in general and put themselves in secluded monasteries and nunneries.  If this were what Paul was trying to describe, then God has created a two-tier system for singleness – the super-spiritually ascetic singles, and the rest of us – uncontrolled, burning, and “must-get-married” singles. / If that is not it, then what is the gift of singleness?  It is a recognition that God has given some the gift of celibacy for a season or maybe a life-time.  The gift is more than a status classification—i.e., you are single and I am married.  Tied to this idea of a gift is one who is spiritually motivated to be single, who is able to live a self-controlled life, and who lives with contentment in their singleness.
Let’s focus for just a moment on this idea of contentment.  If you have this gift, you’ll be content in your singleness.  Look at how Paul talks about contentment in the Christian life in Phil 4:11-13, and remember how this great apostle was single.
Phil 4:11-13 NOT THAT I SPEAK FROM WANT; FOR I HAVE LEARNED TO BE CONTENT IN WHATEVER CIRCUMSTANCES I AM.  12I KNOW HOW TO GET ALONG WITH HUMBLE MEANS, AND I ALSO KNOW HOW TO LIVE IN PROSPERITY; IN ANY AND EVERY CIRCUMSTANCE I HAVE LEARNED THE SECRET OF BEING FILLED AND GOING HUNGRY, BOTH OF HAVING ABUNDANCE AND SUFFERING NEED.  13I CAN DO ALL THINGS THROUGH HIM WHO STRENGTHENS ME. (NASB)
You might hear me say this, and you automatically think, “Oh, no, obviously I don’t have the gift, so I need to get rid of my singleness as soon as possible.”  I would offer:  no, that is not a helpful way to think of your singleness.  Some of you are very discontent in your singleness, so recognizing that God has providentially given singleness to you, the question becomes: what does it take to grow in your trust of God and be content in your singleness?  I don’t want to rush by this question, so just think about the answer for yourself for a moment.  If your only answer to this is, “If God gave me what I want then I’d be content….well, then you are not really wrestling with this question.  This was a great struggle for me as a single person and I would remark that contentment was not always a continuum but had its ups and downs.  So you have to ask yourself the question when bad things happen:  a child is seriously injured, you lose your job, a mother dies young, the society turns against you or . . . you remain single is God still good?  Is He who He says He is and are His promises true?  The Bible answers these questions directly, in the affirmative and by the example of God’s people as portrayed in its pages.  Philippians 4 is a good chapter to meditate on as you consider this issue of contentment as it tells you how to rejoice, how to think and how to be content.
Comparing v. 7 with what Paul says in v. 37 (if someone feels no necessity to get married; and feels he or she is spiritually motivated for singleness; and is able to live a self-controlled life), then it is clear that some singles can choose to remain single for a season, or for a lifetime.   In a church culture that teaches on the beauty of marriage and encourages singles to get married, it can be falsely assumed that singles are second-class Christians.  That should never be the case.   Generally speaking, more singles are going to get married than remain single.  Remaining single is less common.  But, biblically speaking, just because it is less common should never mean it should be thought of as abnormal.  Does that make sense?  Some people think that a single person would never knowingly choose to remain single, either for a season or a lifetime.  If people ask you, “Why are you still single?” or “You want to be married, right?”, sometimes they are implying that marriage is a better state.   Yet, what you learn from Paul in this chapter is that singleness and marriage are both valuable, one is not superior to the other.  You see that in the way Paul wishes for some to have the gift of singleness like he has (vs. 7), but also in how he encourages some singles to not rush into marriage, but to stay single and be a good steward of that singleness (v. 27, 32-35, 37-38).  Question for you:  Do you think like Paul?  Do you see your singleness as valuable?  Or do you have such a strong yearning for marriage and to change your singleness that you don’t place any value on your singleness?  If so you are devaluing the state God has placed in you in.
Comparing vs. 7 with what Paul says in v. 2 (because there is so much immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband) and v. 9 (if you burn, get married) it makes sense that some singles should get married.  Paul is a good pastor, and he recognizes that many singles are going struggle with sexual desires, and rather than falling into sexual immorality, it is good for you (as a single) to enjoy sexual relations in the context of marriage.  That’s where sex is meant to be—in marriage (cf. v. 4, conjugal rights or marital duty, i.e., the rights of a spouse to give their bodies over to the other and to enjoy physical relations with their spouse).  Granted, this is not the only reason why someone should get married (i.e., to have sex), but it is one good reason why it is important to pursue marriage.  Two caveats to this:  (1) Plain, hard, cold reality – you may struggle with sexual desire, and desire to get married, and even pursue marriage by dating others; but circumstances just may not work out for you to get married.  It is easy to think, “This is not fair!  God is torturing me.  Don’t you see I burn and therefore I must have marriage?”  That’s a poor way to read this verse, i.e., because I burn, I must be guaranteed from God the gift of marriage.  No, what you should see Paul saying in v. 9 is, if you can’t control yourself, do everything you can to pursue marriage.  For it is better to be married and enjoy sexual relations within marriage than to burn.  (2)  I’ve talked with a lot of single men who struggle with internet pornography who assume that because they struggle, they should not date or get married.  They think the problem needs to be completely “fixed” before they ask a girl out for a date.   What do I think?  YES – single men, do everything you can with God’s strength to fight the problem now.   The longer you have reprieve from the problem, the more it will serve you in your dating relationship and marriage.   NO – the pornography problem is a sign that you burn, and what does Paul say about that?  It is better to get married than to burn with passion.   But don’t think that when you get married, and you enjoy sex within marriage, that your porn problem will magically go away.  It won’t.  You can find great satisfaction in your sexual relationship with your wife, but it is not a magical prescription to make your sexual struggles go away. (look at Pro 5:15-19, it indicates satisfaction is sought in marriage) (3) It is okay to enjoy singleness for season, to have great contentment in your singleness, to run hard after Jesus while you are single, and at the same time be open to one day being married.  The two don’t have to be mutually exclusive.  
[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS.]
The Freedom of Singleness 
1 Cor 7:25-35 25NOW CONCERNING VIRGINS I HAVE NO COMMAND OF THE LORD, BUT I GIVE AN OPINION AS ONE WHO BY THE MERCY OF THE LORD IS TRUSTWORTHY.  26I THINK THEN THAT THIS IS GOOD IN VIEW OF THE PRESENT DISTRESS, THAT IT IS GOOD FOR A MAN TO REMAIN AS HE IS.  27ARE YOU BOUND TO A WIFE?  DO NOT SEEK TO BE RELEASED.  ARE YOU RELEASED FROM A WIFE?  DO NOT SEEK A WIFE.  28BUT IF YOU SHOULD MARRY, YOU HAVE NOT SINNED; AND IF A VIRGIN SHOULD MARRY, SHE HAS NOT SINNED.  YET SUCH WILL HAVE TROUBLE IN THIS LIFE, AND I AM TRYING TO SPARE YOU.  29BUT THIS I SAY, BRETHREN, THE TIME HAS BEEN SHORTENED, SO THAT FROM NOW ON THOSE WHO HAVE WIVES SHOULD BE AS THOUGH THEY HAD NONE; 30AND THOSE WHO WEEP, AS THOUGH THEY DID NOT WEEP; AND THOSE WHO REJOICE, AS THOUGH THEY DID NOT REJOICE; AND THOSE WHO BUY, AS THOUGH THEY DID NOT POSSESS; 31AND THOSE WHO USE THE WORLD, AS THOUGH THEY DID NOT MAKE FULL USE OF IT; FOR THE FORM OF THIS WORLD IS PASSING AWAY.  32BUT I WANT YOU TO BE FREE FROM CONCERN.  ONE WHO IS UNMARRIED IS CONCERNED ABOUT THE THINGS OF THE LORD, HOW HE MAY PLEASE THE LORD; 33BUT ONE WHO IS MARRIED IS CONCERNED ABOUT THE THINGS OF THE WORLD, HOW HE MAY PLEASE HIS WIFE, 34AND HIS INTERESTS ARE DIVIDED.  AND THE WOMAN WHO IS UNMARRIED, AND THE VIRGIN, IS CONCERNED ABOUT THE THINGS OF THE LORD, THAT SHE MAY BE HOLY BOTH IN BODY AND SPIRIT; BUT ONE WHO IS MARRIED IS CONCERNED ABOUT THE THINGS OF THE WORLD, HOW SHE MAY PLEASE HER HUSBAND.  35AND THIS I SAY FOR YOUR OWN BENEFIT; NOT TO PUT A RESTRAINT UPON YOU, BUT TO PROMOTE WHAT IS SEEMLY, AND TO SECURE UNDISTRACTED DEVOTION TO THE LORD. (NASB) 
Looking again at vs. 25-35:  As I mentioned earlier, Paul says in v. 26 that because of the “present crisis” (NIV) or “present distress” (NASB/ESV), the Corinthians should remain as they are – married stay married; single stay single.  (v. 28, but if a single marries, he or she is not sinning.)  v. 29, the time is short (before Christ comes back) and v. 31, the things of this world are passing away.   Paul often wrote about living in the time between the resurrection and Christ’s return—and how we do not know how long this time will be (1 Thess 5:1-2), how we should not be attached to this life because it is fleeting (James 4:14), and how we should get ourselves ready for Christ’s return (1 John 3:2-3).   So it initially sounds strange when Paul says, “if you are married, live as if you don’t have a wife; if you are happy, live as if you were not; if you use things, don’t get engrossed in them.”  He is pointing to how the things of this life are passing away, so ultimately, they won’t matter anymore when Christ returns.  That’s the immediate context for Paul’s statement in vs. 32a: “I would like you to be free from concern.”  He doesn’t want us to be caught up with the things of this life, but take full advantage of the season the Lord has put us in because “the time is short” (vs. 29) and we don’t know how much time we have before Christ returns.  To give an example of what being “free from concern” might look like, Paul contrasts the unmarried with the married in vs. 32b-35.   The unmarried person is “concerned about the Lord’s affairs, how he can please the Lord” (32b), how she can make it “her aim to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit” (34; body & spirit – i.e., giving herself totally over the Lord), and how she “may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord” (v. 35).   The married person is “concerned about the affairs of this world” (32, 34) and Paul further defines that as being preoccupied with how you can please your spouse.  This is a very deliberate contrast where Paul wants you to see the concern that is the free living of a single person compared to the life a married person which is very full of concern for a spouse and other things (children, home, etc.).  If you are single, then you know your life is by no means concern-free (especially in a fallen world!), but the point of this is the comparison—a single person’s life when compared to a married person has less to be concerned about and much more freedom to be preoccupied with the Lord.
Let’s define these freedoms a little further according to this passage…
Freedom from the Troubles of Marriage (v. 28)
When Paul says “those who marry will face many troubles in this life” (v. 28), he is not necessarily talking about really bad things—abuse, abandonment, the wicked things that spouses can do to one another, etc.—though that might be included in this description.  What he is probably thinking about is the fact that marriage is a lot of work.  There are a lot of daily burdens you face when you are married and have a family.  When you get married, you marry a sinner, and you get to deal with their sin up close for the rest of your life.  That’s certainly not easy.  When you get married, you take on responsibility.  To daily keep up with those responsibilities is a lot of work.  For instance getting to church is more difficult.  The family has to all get up and work cooperatively to get washed, dressed and fed.  When things don’t work out as planned, it can be a lot of more work (and in some cases a major burden).  If children are sick that is another burden to be dealt with.  The interaction of husband and wife is another point of potential friction.  Children have to be taught, they have activities to go to, etc.  You get the idea.  Young mothers are constantly giving attention to their infant children.  The demands are by the minute making it even difficult to have a quiet time or retain enough energy to have one when you have time.  Now multiply this by 2 or 3 or 4 or 5!  So there is daily work, daily burdens, and daily responsibilities that must be faced if you are going to be married.   As a single adult, those responsibilities are different and less taxing. 
Freedom from Pleasing Your Spouse (v. 33-34)
When you are married, apart from pleasing the Lord, one of your greatest priorities is pleasing and serving your spouse.  A good marriage takes a lot of work; just like any good relationship.  It requires vulnerability, transparency, self-sacrificial love, servant-heartedness, communication, kindness, time and lots of energy.   There is a level of intensity that comes along with “pleasing” a spouse that is very different than pleasing any of your friends.  Even this week as Sarah can tell you it was difficult to balance work, home and preparing this lesson.  As a single adult, you are free from the bonds of marriage along with its difficulties and distractions so you have more time to devote to the Lord.
Freedom from Having Divided Interests (v. 35)
When people make requests or announcements on Sunday night, asking for volunteers, or announcing opportunities I often think, “I’d like to do that.”  But often times, I just can’t.  Why?  Well, my family life requires a lot of time from me if I’m going to be a good father and husband.  I’m not complaining.  I like the responsibilities of being a husband and father, but it requires a lot of time and energy.  That means balancing all the demands of family, work and church which can be difficult.  In serving my family, I do also serve the Lord.  But practically speaking, it prevents me from serving the church and participating in certain ways.  My interests are divided because I have a wife and family.  As a single adult, your interests are not as divided because you don’t have the preoccupations of marriage and family. 
Freedom to Be Single (vs. 32-35; Matt 19:10-12)  
Don’t overlook how radical Paul’s statements about singleness are in this passage.  In Paul’s day, to be single as a female was the equivalent of being poor and destitute.  Your livelihood was often connected to being married and having a husband.  For him to encourage widows and unmarrieds to stay that way was a big deal.  It showed that Paul valued singleness, even if it was counter-cultural for his day.  
Matt 19:10-12 10THE DISCIPLES SAID TO HIM, "IF THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE MAN WITH HIS WIFE IS LIKE THIS, IT IS BETTER NOT TO MARRY."  11BUT HE SAID TO THEM, "NOT ALL MEN CAN ACCEPT THIS STATEMENT, BUT ONLY THOSE TO WHOM IT HAS BEEN GIVEN.  12"FOR THERE ARE EUNUCHS WHO WERE BORN THAT WAY FROM THEIR MOTHER'S WOMB; AND THERE ARE EUNUCHS WHO WERE MADE EUNUCHS BY MEN; AND THERE ARE ALSO EUNUCHS WHO MADE THEMSELVES EUNUCHS FOR THE SAKE OF THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN.  HE WHO IS ABLE TO ACCEPT THIS, LET HIM ACCEPT IT."
Look for a moment at Matt 19:10-12.  Jesus says something very similar to Paul—that it is good from some to choose to be single for the sake of kingdom of God.  In describing the complications that divorce brings on a marriage, the disciples over-react in v. 10 and say, “Maybe it is better to stay unmarried.”  Jesus responds this is true, but only for whom it has been given, namely eunuchs.  A lack of sexual relations comes to some who are born that way; it comes to some who are castrated, but also to some who deliberately choose a life of celibacy.  Don’t get thrown off that these verses are talking about eunuchs; Jesus point here is very similar to Paul’s—this gift of celibacy can be chosen by some for the sake of the kingdom of heaven (12b HE WHO IS ABLE TO ACCEPT THIS, LET HIM ACCEPT IT.).  
You don’t have to think about singleness for a lifetime as your only choice.  Let me give you a few examples/reasons why I’ve heard some singles choose to be single just for a season: (1) Time.  Singleness might be preferable so that you can meet your current obligations and not short-change a boyfriend/girlfriend (or much worse, a spouse).  Take an example, a young man in this church was leading a bible study, actively serving in the church, working full-time, going to graduate school, and had lots of really good friendships.  When he started dating, the only time he had to talk during the week was late evenings, between 11pm and 1am.  This couple sometimes saw each other on the weekends.  He said, “I just realize I didn’t have the time it took right now to dedicate myself to a dating relationship.  So I choose to wait until something significant changed in my life.”  In his case, after graduate school was done, he had a lot more time that opened up in his schedule and a lot more freedom to pursue dating relationships.  (2) Personal Issues.  If you’ve got some very difficult issues in your life, like prior physical or sexual abuse, or maybe you grew up with an alcoholic father or drug addict for a mother, you may want to take some time while you are single to work through some of these issues so you won’t bring as much baggage into your marriage.  This may be helpful though not always.  (3) Maturing in life and faith.  I’ve had conversations with younger people who want time to learn to live on their own apart from family and after college life, to learn how to pay bills, to organize their life, to be a faithful employee, and (most importantly) to take greater ownership of their faith outside of the shadow of their parents.  
Freedom to Dedicate Your Life with Singular Purpose to God (v. 32, 34, 35) 
As a single, you have freedom to be “concerned about the Lord’s affairs—how you can please God” (v. 32).  Your “aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit” (v. 34) and to “live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord” (v. 35).   Paul uses these three phrases to describe the freedom you have as a single adult to dedicate your life with singular purpose to God.   
Two ideas I want to emphasis here: (1) You’ve got a freedom to invest in your spiritual growth in a way that will be harder when you are married.   When I was single, I had a freedom to be deployed overseas which I was frequently, or to spend my evening and weekends studying the Bible, to read good Christian books, or to pour into relationships in a way that I don’t have now as a married adult.  Don’t take this season for granted.  Take advantage of it, especially for the sake of your growing closer to Christ.  (2) You’ve got a freedom to love and serve God by investing in our church community in way that is much harder for married adults.   When Paul talks about gifts in 1 Cor 12, he says the point of our gifts is not personal gain, but for building up of the body (1 Cor 12:7).   Is that the way you think about your gift of singleness?  Do you enjoy being single just simply for your personal gain, or do you see your singleness as a means to building up the body of Christ?  
Finally I return to the issue of contentment.  Can you be content in your present unmarried circumstances?  I close with this verse from 2nd Corinthians:
2 Cor 12:8-10 9AND HE HAS SAID TO ME, "MY GRACE IS SUFFICIENT FOR YOU, FOR POWER IS PERFECTED IN WEAKNESS."  MOST GLADLY, THEREFORE, I WILL RATHER BOAST ABOUT MY WEAKNESSES, THAT THE POWER OF CHRIST MAY DWELL IN ME.  10THEREFORE I AM WELL CONTENT WITH WEAKNESSES, WITH INSULTS, WITH DISTRESSES, WITH PERSECUTIONS, WITH DIFFICULTIES, FOR CHRIST'S SAKE; FOR WHEN I AM WEAK, THEN I AM STRONG. (NASB)
 [PAUSE FOR FINAL QUESTIONS.]
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