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Core Seminar
Singleness & Courtship
Session 7: Initiation
_______________________________________________________
Introduction
This morning we continue to look at biblical pre-marital relationships by examining more closely the initiation of a dating/courting relationship.  We want to think through a few questions:  Why should you initiate or agree to begin a relationship?  What characteristics should you be looking for in someone to date?  Who starts this thing off?  And, how should it take place and within what sort of framework (if any)?
Five biblical principles are important for our discussion today: 
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 (though not necessarily always positively or negatively).
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 (accountability).
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? (e.g., Will the marriage be a picture of Christ and His church?  Will the marriage serve the local body in the way Jesus served?  Will the marriage glorify God because of the mutual benefits it provides each spouse which are used to edify His Church?  Will you serve well together?)
If these statements strike you as too general or simple or dogmatic, it may be because our culture essentially rejects this model for beginning a relationship and family.  We see these principles as essential elements of courtship/dating.  One way to define courtship/dating is a process of getting from singleness to marriage that (1) begins with the man being intentional; (2) conducted under the accountability of others (family, church, and wise friends), and (3) always has marriage as its goal.
Remember the word picture we talked about last week: the playground with fences.  In the dating process, there is a real danger in all of this in focusing on rules.  What am I supposed to do?  When do I guard my heart?  When am I allowed to be vulnerable?  Can we ever be alone?  etc., etc.  I want to you see the things that I will lay out over the next few weeks as guidelines.  They are the fence around the playground.  They are meant to keep you on safe territory, to protect you from harmful things on the outside.  But once you figure out what those fences are, then go inside the playground and have fun.  Dating is supposed to be something you enjoy.  Keep the guidelines in mind, but after you’ve done that, then go out there and have some fun.
Seeking a Spouse on the Basis of Biblical Characteristics
Being A Potential Spouse
Typically, you would think that we start the courtship process by considering potential spouses, but really we need to start by considering whether you are ready to be a godly spouse.  A couple of important questions to ask yourself: 
A. Are you a Christian? (John 3; Rom 10:9)  If you are not, then you need to consider issues of salvation before ideas of dating.  I’m glad you are here, and I hope you get a lot out of the class, but fundamentally, if you are not a Christian, you need to think more about the cross than getting a boyfriend/girlfriend.
B. Are you a growing as a Christian?  (I Tim. 3; Gal. 5:22)  If you are not growing, you need to consider how a boyfriend/girlfriend at this point could be a distraction to your spiritual growth.
C. Are you spiritually ready to take on a relationship?  Some of you may be so young in your faith, or you might be struggling with some fairly weighty sins, such that now would not be a good time to spend time or energy on someone else.  Rather it would be better to focus on your own growth and fighting your besetting sins for a particular season.
D. Are you humble, teachable, respect authority? You can know this if you’re in an accountability relationship, honor parents, and submitting to the elders’ teaching.
E. Are you able to maintain good relationships and friendships?  If you are not, then you should focus first on building good spiritual friendships rather than getting a boyfriend/girlfriend.  If you don’t know anyone in this community, you need to consider working on friendships first.
F. Are you financially prepared?  If you have a lot of debt, you need to start thinking today how you can make yourself a more viable marital partner by dealing with the debt sooner rather than later.
Considering a Potential Spouse
As you are thinking about a potential spouse, what should you be looking for?   What are the top characteristics that Christians and non-Christians look for in a spouse?  According to surveys (in order of descending importance and frequency):  (1) Good personality; (2) Physically attractive; (3) Good sense of Humor (makes me laugh); (4) Fun-loving (eager and able to have a good time).—What do you think?  Good list?  Probably not!
How does your thinking compare to this list?  Be aware of what ranks where in your list of criteria or priorities for a spouse.  If you are not sure, take some time this week to write out your own list.  Godliness must rank high on your list.  The roots of many marital difficulties occur not during the marriage itself, but earlier, at the point of selection where foundations are being established.  In many cases, not having godly priorities and choosing someone who does not exhibit godliness is tantamount to choosing a lifetime of difficulty and struggle.
You don’t need someone who is perfect, but you do need someone who desires to grow in godliness.  This is one of the most important decisions you will ever make, so be careful of the pull and attraction of more worldly priorities.  Scripture makes very clear the importance of godliness, so make it the highest on your list. 
Ten General Questions to Ask
Here are some general things to consider as you evaluate someone of interest:
(1) Is he/she clearly a believer? (2 Cor 6:14-15)  If you have any uncertainty about this, get counsel from others before you move towards a relationship!
(2) Does he/she show an evident love for God (in how he/she spends time, money etc.)?
(3) Does he/she show an evident love for God’s Word?
(4) Is there clear evidence of Christian character?  Does he/she exhibit the fruits of the Spirit? (Gal. 5: 22-23) – Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.
(5) Is he/she fruitful in ministry?
(6) Does he/she show clear regard and care for others?
(7) Is he/she faithful and consistent in the Christian life in prayer, scriptural study, etc?
(8) Does he/she have the same view and valuation of marriage as you?
(9) Do you trust him/her and trust his/her character? 
(10)Do those who you know and trust think highly of this person?
Questions for Women to ask
(1) Is this a man you respect? Could you envision yourself submitting to and following him over the course of your lives together?  (Eph. 5:22-24) Would this man’s leadership make submission a burden, or a delight?
(2) Do you believe he will care well for you and your children?  Can he provide (earn a living) for your family?  Will he serve you and encourage your spiritual growth?  (I Tim. 5:8, Eph 5:25-29)  (If you are not sure of this, you can get clues by watching how he interacts with his parents and family, how he interacts with seniors in the church, how he interacts with children in at church?)
(3) Is he growing in godliness and in the characteristics of biblical manhood?  (I Timothy 3, Titus 1 and I Peter 3)
Questions for Men to ask
(1) Do you believe she will care for you well and be a good mother and discipler to your children (as biblically defined)?  (Titus 2:4-5)
(2) Is she growing in godliness and in the characteristics of biblical womanhood (see Proverbs 31 and I Peter 3)?
(3) Do you envision her being supportive of you and the God-given task of marriage? (Gen. 2; I Peter 3)
(4) Can you envision her following you and being responsive to your leadership?  Would she encourage you in the task of leadership?  
In general, both sexes should consider potential spouses in light of Ephesians 5:22-33.
Obviously, no one lives this out perfectly (even after years of marriage), but does your potential spouse aspire to this? Can you picture him or her striving for it?
Often when pursuing a spouse, we are looking for someone because we are scared of being alone for the rest of our life.  But the choice of a potential marriage partner is much more than just fellowship. This is a person that you will worship with, have a family with, suffer tragedy with, minister with and grow in Christ with. This is someone you will lead or someone you will follow and give account before God as to how you did.  When you choose a potential spouse, think what is important in Scripture, and let that shape what you are looking for.
Where do you find just such a person?  Start by looking in your local church.  Start by looking right around you in your normal circles of fellowship in our congregation.  Pastor Tommy Nelson says:  “Run as hard and as fast as you can toward Jesus.  Look to your left.  Look to your right.  Marry someone who’s running beside you.”  Is it wrong to date someone outside of the congregation?  No, not at all but you need to be careful if you are dating outside of the church not to let the relationship develop by itself; without any accountability with folks in our congregation.
A Couple of Words About Physical Attraction and Romance
Thinking about attraction; should it be a consideration?  Yes.  Should it be a primary consideration? No.
There is certainly a place for attraction and beauty.  The Bible makes clear that it is a good thing to be attracted to your spouse.  In Genesis, we’ve seen the accounts about the beauty of Rebekah and Rachel.  And we see in the Song of Solomon, in the context of a marriage relationship, we see the admiration for physical beauty (1:11-16; 4:1-7).  But since our culture elevates attractiveness to the extreme, to the point of idolatry, it is wise for us to be wary of physical beauty.  As Proverbs 31:30 says:  CHARM IS DECEITFUL AND BEAUTY IS VAIN, BUT A WOMAN WHO FEARS THE LORD, SHE SHALL BE PRAISED.
It is much wiser, I would argue to first determine whether you are theologically compatible than whether your spouse is beautiful.
What do we mean by theological agreement?  I don’t mean that you have to take Grudem’s Systematic Theology and run through each chapter scoring yourselves.  Do you both see eye-to-eye on major areas of life and doctrine?  Are you of similar views on God’s sovereignty, on baptism, on what you are looking for in a church, on the importance of Scripture and church, on men and women’s roles, on parenting, and these sorts of things?  In fact, I would say that if you are in a relationship and the two of you cannot agree on a church to attend together, you need to seriously evaluate continuing.  Because as Christians, we are called primarily to serve God and bring glory to Him with our lives and that setting occurs in your local church.
In that context, one really important reason to marry someone is that you think that you will be able to serve God better together than apart.  That almost certainly will not be true if you are constantly fighting one another over basic areas of life and doctrine.  It will lead to stymied decisions, mixed signals from your household to your children and to the outside church and world.  It will undermine your relationship by causing you to battle consistently with the one person who should be your most consistent ally.
Remember that a husband is called to lead his wife theologically, to disciple her – and she is called to follow that leadership. Both the leading and the following will be much more difficult and contentious if there is basic disagreement.  Investigate these things as you get to know potential spouses.  Proverbs is riddled with warnings against having a household full of strife.  Given all this, it might be wiser to say that complements attract, rather than opposites.  Choosing someone who you have theological agreement with around major issues of life and doctrine creates the potential of a lifetime of growth and godliness.  
You should apply this principle in a secondary way to personality traits, interests and other issues. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying that you should all shun differences and be out there looking for someone of the opposite sex that is exactly like you.   Rather, I’m encouraging you to consider how you complement each other and how that enables your service together for the Lord.
A Word about Romance
Finally, let me give a brief admonishment to not over-emphasize romantic feelings as you try to find a spouse.  Romance is the window-dressing, not the foundation.  Feelings do come and go.  JER 17:9 "THE HEART IS MORE DECEITFUL THAN ALL ELSE AND IS DESPERATELY SICK; WHO CAN UNDERSTAND IT?
[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS?]
Initiation of a relationship
Men Initiate
Among the different roles assigned to men and women in the Bible, men are assigned the role of leadership both at home and in the church. This is not a sign that men are more valuable or more important than women; it is the design and assignment of roles ordained by God.  Men initiate, women respond. This concept holds true in the area of beginning a relationship as well as in marriage (Ephesians 5:22-32).
What does this look as two people begin a relationship?
First, the man must initiate asking the woman out on a date.  He should not do this unless he feels he is “ready” to marry and means to investigate whether marriage to this specific woman is the right thing for them both.  There is no category of recreational dating found anywhere in scripture.  If you’re not ready to marry, you’re not ready to date.
[As a quick aside, if you are a single man here today, and you would not describe yourself as ready to be married, think about why that is.  In the Bible, marriage and family are considered a natural stage of progression toward manhood.  The command to be fruitful and multiply is a general command.  When Paul extols singleness, it is singleness for the purpose of enhanced ministry (discipleship, teaching, missionary work).  If you are floating around staying single because you like your social flexibility or having time to yourself or you want to hang out with women and delay any form of commitment or because you have worldly ideas about the perfect woman or how to approach marriage or you are afraid to risk rejection, consider—are you really approaching life biblically?  What would it take to become ready to live out manhood and marriage biblically?  If you are not sure if you are ready or how to answer this, then talk with one of the elders about this.]
Once he determines he is ready to be married generally, and once he has found a particular woman he is interested in pursuing, the man needs to initiate.  Initiation is not scoping the scene to make sure you are not embarrassed by her saying “no,” or manipulating the situation so she thinks highly of you before you officially “ask her out.” or doing whatever it takes to minimize the risk of rejection or embarrassment.  Initiation means initiation.  It means that you as the man take the first step, put your cards on the table, risk and all.
How might she respond?  Well here are some personal examples:  No, I’ve heard that more than once; I’m not interested; take a number; my friend wants you to leave her alone and one woman told me “you don’t have a romantic bone in your body!”
Welcome to leadership.  Your intentions and your feelings, to the extent that you can discern them and it is appropriate for you to share them, should be clear. Part of your role even at this early stage is to protect the woman from unnecessary risk and vulnerability by providing a safe context in which she can respond.
Women Respond
As it is the man’s God-given role to initiate, so it is the woman’s God-given role to respond.  As men need to be learning how to lead (whether they like it or not), women need to be learning what it is to let a man assume spiritual leadership in the relationship—and to respond to that leadership.
Wait, you say. “What if I’m really interested in a man and he just isn’t getting it and I need to move him along?”  Don’t!  When men drop the ball on leadership, it is very often a temptation for the woman involved to pick up the reins and lead for him.  This sets a terrible pattern that only confuses the roles in the relationship and encourages both of you to take the role of the other to the detriment of the relationship and ultimately the marriage.
“Does this mean that generally you just sit back and watch and pray and maybe it doesn’t ever get off the ground?”  Yes.  The Lord is sovereign.  If it doesn’t work out, the Lord will cause something else to work out.  He knows what is best for you and all of us must learn to trust Him—especially about things that are really important to us.  There are a limited number of things you can do to express interest but you must be very careful that this does not turn into overly flirtatious behavior, initiating or leading of the man.
Feel free to respond to the man who shows initiation.  Let him know if he’s wasting his time, and feel free to appropriately encourage him if he’s not.
Initiate Under the Accountability of others (Family, Church, or wise friends)
We advocate the initiating of a relationship under the accountability and guidance of others who know you well.  This could appropriately be the woman’s father, family, an older couple from church, the elders, etc.  This factor is key as you need wise counselors (parents/older married couples) to guide you in your courtship.
Historically, families have played a central role in courtship and dating.  Up until the 20th century, courtship was considered a community activity.  If a young man had interest in a young woman, he would approach her father and ask permission to spend time with her.  If the father determined that the woman was ready and if she expressed interest in the man, he would agree to let him begin spending time with the family
[bookmark: _GoBack]Dating was something that was meant to take place in a context of the wider accountability of a support structure, usually connected to the woman.  Only in the last 50 years or so has “dating” meant two people developing a very high level of emotional intimacy frequently an intimacy so entwined you are in many ways already married—this all for the purpose of seeing if you are “right” for each other.
If you do this, and it does not work out, then you go through a process that is emotionally (and probably physically) like a divorce.  You have entangled your hearts together and now there is a sometimes painful and always unhelpful separation.   Entangled hearts do not separate easily.  And emotional vulnerability, when it is given and then taken away repeatedly, begins to shape the heart in ways that are unhelpful for marriage.  PRO 4:23  ABOVE ALL ELSE, GUARD YOUR HEART, FOR IT IS THE WELLSPRING OF LIFE. (NIV)
Mechanics of Initiation
There is not a biblical step-by-step process to follow, but here are some general guidelines.
Presumably, you already have a friendship with this woman.  If not, the guy should gradually get to know the girl in group settings and other safe contexts (like church).  Some guys will be slow to initiate because they feel like they don’t have enough contact with the woman in group settings.  Guys, she needs to know enough about you to say yes or no to a first date; she doesn’t need to know the inner recess of your soul in order to go out at least once.  Be courageous and take a risk.
Establish accountability early!  This hopefully will include: (1) Get to know the father and other family members; (2) Make sure there are people in your church (leaders, wise friends, older couples, etc.) who are having a regular dialogue with you about this process and about your pursuit of a particular woman.
Keep in mind general biblical principles of friendship as you initiate: (1) Am I treating her as a sister, in absolute purity? (2) Am I consistently seeking the counsel of others (trusted friends of mine and hers, godly parents, church leaders, etc)? (3) Am I considering her more important than myself, and putting her needs first?  So, for example, a man may feel like he is ready to be married and wants any dating relationship to be as brief as possible.  Does the woman he is pursuing share this sentiment or might she need more time to consider the relationship?
1PE 3:5-7 FOR IN THIS WAY IN FORMER TIMES THE HOLY WOMEN ALSO, WHO HOPED IN GOD, USED TO ADORN THEMSELVES, BEING SUBMISSIVE TO THEIR OWN HUSBANDS.  THUS SARAH OBEYED ABRAHAM, CALLING HIM LORD, AND YOU HAVE BECOME HER CHILDREN IF YOU DO WHAT IS RIGHT WITHOUT BEING FRIGHTENED BY ANY FEAR.  YOU HUSBANDS LIKEWISE, LIVE WITH YOUR WIVES IN AN UNDERSTANDING WAY, AS WITH A WEAKER VESSEL, SINCE SHE IS A WOMAN; AND GRANT HER HONOR AS A FELLOW HEIR OF THE GRACE OF LIFE, SO THAT YOUR PRAYERS MAY NOT BE HINDERED.
Ask her out a few times (I hesitate to even say “a few” for fear of encouraging legalism) and don’t take too much time in making your intentions clear.  You main goal is to express your desire to spend more time with the express interest of seeing if the two of you might one day get married, and to see if she has the same interest.
As a woman:
· Take time if you need to think, pray and get counsel, but don’t let you answer drag out too long.
· Let your “yes” be “yes” and your “no” be “no.”  A maybe only fits if you are thinking about it and want time to pray and seek counsel.  Otherwise, a maybe should not be “I really want to say no but I don’t have the courage” or “I really want to say no but I want to hold on to all of my options.”
· Be careful of your ideal.  You shouldn’t expect 27-year-olds to have the maturity, communication skills, and Scriptural knowledge of a 45-year-old elder.  It’s an unfair comparison.  You’ve got to give the guys time to grow in Christ.   So, if you saying to yourself things like “he’s not my type,” I’d question whether you are legitimately giving a godly man a chance or you are letting your preferences and ideals rule.  My short hand for this:  If you see godly character in the guy, you should consider trying at least try one date.
[PAUSE FOR FINAL QUESTIONS]
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