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Core Seminar

Singleness & Courtship
Session 10: Making the Decision
_______________________________________________________
Introduction

All along the way, we have thought through different stages of engagement—initiation; early stages; intermediate stage.  Today we want to think about the last stage of courting, engagement and then preparing for the marriage.   As always, we want to think using the lenses of Scripture and biblical wisdom as our guide.  With that said, let’s start by considering the question, “Is He or She ‘the one?’ “

Considering Proposal in the Last Stage: Is He or She “The One?”

So here you are, you have begun courting/dating someone and things are going great! You have mutually held to godly standards of friendship and courtship up to this point and now things are quickly progressing through that intermediate phase where you continue to explore the possibility of marriage and all the signs are looking good.  

Today we start by thinking about the last stage.  In this last stage, three elements are often significant: (1) it is often come for dating couples to visit parents (if it has not already been done).  We’ve encourage guys and gals to build relationship with family from early on, but if this has not occurred usually there is a visit with family to introduce them to your prospective fiancé.  (2) The key question for this last stage is:  “What do I not know that I need to know in order to get engaged?”  To help you, see the 8 F’s that can more comprehensively help you figure out what else you need to talk about.  See the last page of the handout.  (3) Making the decision to get engaged.   So let’s think about that decision by starting with the question, “What are you looking for?” 
What Are You looking for?

If you’ve done this process well, the core characteristics that you should be looking for in someone to marry are the same as those you initially wanted in someone to date (thus, you must be careful and biblical in choosing who to become involved with in the first place).  Proverbs 31, I Peter 3, Titus 1, I Timothy 3, Ephesians 5 – these are the descriptions of men and women that you should consider as you determine whether or not to marry someone.

It is unlikely he or she will exhibit all of these characteristics perfectly and without exception.  However, are they a growing Christian? Do they have a clear desire for growth in these areas and are they taking action to affect this growth? Is there basic theological agreement between the two of you?  Once you ascertain the answers to these general questions, it becomes time for you to look more specifically at making the decision regarding the two of you and the quality of your relationship.

Making the Decision

So, “how do you know if you’ve found the one?” Well, in one sense you do not know this until he or she becomes “the one.” Keep in mind that this question is best answered progressively within the context of regular and honest accountability with mature Christian individuals and families.  I can’t tell you from this lectern if you should or should not marry an individual. What I can provide are some guiding principles for making this decision.

First, look at the purpose that God has for your life (generally to “bring glory to God and enjoy Him forever;” more specifically how you see that playing out in your ministry and circumstances).  What do you think your ministry will be, or what is it now as the Lord has placed you?  Will you be able, generally speaking, to serve God better together than apart?  Will you be able to accomplish ministry (be it your original plan or one that you have caught a vision for through this person) more effectively together than apart?

Next, look more closely at Ephesians 5:22-33.  Consider carefully the roles laid out for men and women in this passage.  Do you desire to fulfill that role with this person in question specifically in mind?  Do you feel that you can love her sacrificially or respect and support him? Also, what do others--particularly those under whose authority the relationship has taken place think of the relationship?  Does it look solid to them?  Does the relationship seem to be good for both of you spiritually, glorifying to God and Christ-centered?

This is an important point.  If your relationship leads you into sin (physically or otherwise); if it dulls your interest in your church or your walk with the Lord; if you are less eager to learn, study, grow and pray because of the influence of, or interactions with, your partner, why in the world would you consider making that relationship permanent? If you can’t affirmatively state that you are better off spiritually with this person, then you must think very seriously about whether that relationship should continue.  Do the two of you seem to be a good match spiritually and personally?  Again, here, there is great advantage to having let others know the two of you well, both separately and as a couple – and conducting the relationship under some authority – in that you will get much better advice at this stage (provided you have been honest and clear in your accountability – not hiding your sin).

Popular Myths that Hurt the Decision-making Process 
Let’s now turn to some of the popular myths that surround engagement and dispel them so that we can continue to think more clearly on this subject. 
First, you don’t need as much information as the world says you do.  This feeds the myth of a perfect or easy marriage. Many single people out there (especially men) seem to believe that if they can just date long enough, get enough information about the other person, work out enough of the other person’s failures or shortcomings , or even date enough people, that they can find a woman, or man, or situation that will enable them to have an easy marriage.  They want 100% of the information available before they are willing to make a decision.

Well, guess what? Marriage isn’t easy and no amount of information will ever remove the work required for marriage. Marriage always takes a tremendous amount of work and even sacrifice.  There will always be little – or even big – things about the other person (and about you, by the way) that will come out only in the context of vulnerability and permanence that is a marriage relationship.  Some of those things will be undesirable.  Learning of those things and loving the other person anyway is part of marriage.  Marriage is wonderful, but it is still work.

Another myth is the need to “keep your options open because the perfect woman or man could walk around the corner and you don’t want to be caught settling.”  We live in a society that teaches that any sort of commitment is a narrowing of our options and is therefore bad.  How many people have hesitated or even refused to commit to another person because they think that the perfect man or woman is waiting to show up five seconds after they are irrevocably committed to another?  

This view is fundamentally self-centered, immature and totally contrary to the model of love and commitment that the Bible shows us.  This assumes that marriage is there primarily to meet your needs and fulfill your desires, rather than the way scripture describes marriage (as a means to serve, minister to and minister with another person in order to picture of the way Christ relates to His church).  If you are a Godly man or woman in a relationship that seems to be moving toward marriage and you are the one hesitating, ask yourself why.  Are your reasons biblical?

This is closely related to another myth, the myth that says we must have overwhelming romantic attraction and chemistry with our partner before we “pop the question.”  You have to purge this type of thinking. Yes, you should be attracted to your spouse and be able to have a conversation with them without wanting to rip their head off.  But, if you have progressed to the stage where you are seriously considering marriage, you very likely have the requisite level of attraction and chemistry to get married. Anything beyond this is best left to discovery within the context of marriage.

You must also disregard the myth that perpetual companionship and an indefinite “deciding” stage are ok.  Men must be deliberate in moving the relationship forward or moving out of it, and women must make a decision too as soon as it’s appropriate.  Perpetual non-marital companionship for its own sake is not okay.  It inevitably leads to circumstances and conduct that does not adhere to scripture.  It is biblically incumbent upon both of you (but especially the guys) to be moving toward a decision in good faith and to make it at the soonest appropriate time.

You might feel like at some point you will just magically know he or she is the one.  Fundamentally, there comes a point in every relationship, when if you enjoy being with the person, you know you have theological agreement across the board on a host of issues, and you have no “red flags” or “deal breakers” that would stop the relationship, then finally, it’s a matter of deciding to commit yourself.  There will be no writing in the sky.  God won’t give you a verse in your quiet time that says, “Marry her.”   No, fundamentally, you (emphasis on YOU) have to decide that to the best of your knowledge getting married is a good thing, and if so, then you commit yourself to going forward.  Don’t wait around wondering how to figure out God’s will for the relationship.  Most often, God’s will is revealed by you making the decision.  
One final exhortation.  If you believe that you are called to be married, and you believe you have found the person you want to marry, then get married.  The logistics will never be perfect.  Marriage is something that will last the rest of one of your lives.  It will be central and controlling over whatever ministry either of you has.  Adjust things like school, jobs, money and distance to accommodate getting married.  Try to not adjust the purpose and timing of marriage for any of these logistics or other earthly circumstances.

It’s unwise (and in sinful violation of some of the other principles we’ve discussed) to have a three-year engagement or an inappropriate relationship because the logistics of getting married aren’t perfect.  If the logistics are so bad that you feel you just can’t get married in the near future, then take a hard look at whether you should even be in a relationship.  
[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS?]
Engagement

Ok, congratulations, you’re engaged.  What do you do now?  There is only one concept to keep in mind when it comes to engagement, and it’s really easy.  It’s simple and it should guide you in every decision, thought and act until you are standing before God, the people and the pastor on the big day.  Ready?  Pens primed?  You are not married yet.  Now depending on logistical or other circumstances, cultural backgrounds, length of relationship, things other Christians might have told you, there’s another way to put this:  ready?  You are not married yet.  Remember that if you get nothing else out of today’s class. So, with this in mind, let’s look at some of the categories we have considered previously.

Time Spent

In this first category, time spent, the main concerns should be to avoid temptation and to keep in mind that you are not married yet.  That simply means keeping basically the same constraints on the settings in which you spent time together before you were engaged.  In other words, while you will be spending more time together, it still should not be alone (especially at night) in one of your apartments. You will be tempted in your heart to say, “I’ve committed to this man or woman and therefore I am no longer bound by our previous constraints.”  Wrong!  Yes you are.   It is very, very easy to take this temptation for granted.  
Topics Discussed

Now that you’re engaged you will now have topics of conversation that will occupy more of your time than before.  You will be regularly discussing how you in fact are not yet married yet.  Here are some other things to think about.

First, don’t spend significant time talking about what your sex life will be like once you’re married. Do talk clearly about boundaries in your physical relationship, and do put clear methods in place to help you adhere to them, but don’t spend time fantasizing about your future sexual relationship.  That will make it very tempting for both of you to sin sexually.  This should not be something you talk about every time you are together. Clearly articulate the boundaries and keep to them.

If each of you feels that you should talk to someone that you trust (of the same sex) about fears or concerns you may have about your sexual relationship – especially the wedding night itself – then do that as your wedding approaches.  You don’t need to practice, and you don’t need to read Song of Solomon together three months before your wedding.  Don’t buy into the secular myth that you are somehow inferior or failing your new spouse if you don’t show up as a sexual expert on the night of your wedding.  In fact the opposite is true.  If you are already a sexual expert on the night of your wedding, then you have, somewhere along the way, blatantly strayed from God’s design for sexuality in your life.  Learning and growing together in this way is one of the many wonderful things about marriage.

Prepare for marriage

Make good use of your engagement by using it not just to prepare for the wedding.  Take some time to actually prepare for marriage as well.  Get solid, biblical marriage counseling, either from the pastor who will be conducting the wedding service or from some other person who is mature in the faith and in marriage.  Use that time to meditate on marriage as a relationship and as a picture of the way that Christ relates to the church.  These will be incredibly edifying conversations.

While there are a great number of spectacularly bad books on marriage, there are also some very good ones.  Find one.  Read it together and discuss its implications for your marriage.

Finally, talk about things that you think might be sources of conflict during your marriage.  A good marriage counselor will force you to do this by finding those areas and poking at them a bit, but you should make an effort on your own to address issues that you know exist.  In addition to possibly working through some of those issues early on, this exercise will teach you communication skills.  Trust me.  You’ll need them.

Prepare for the Wedding

In my view, much less of your engagement should be spent planning the wedding than preparing for marriage, but obviously you will spend some time talking about this.  Here are a few things to keep in mind as you do.

A wedding is not primarily about the two people getting married.  It is not primarily the bride’s special day (though it will unquestionably be a special day for her), and it is not primarily the groom’s rite of passage into Christian manhood (though in some ways it is that as well).  The wedding day is just like every other day in the Christian life in that it is primarily about God.  A wedding is a worship service in which two people happen to get married.  In fact, in past centuries, it was literally that.  At the end of the regular Sunday morning service, the two people getting married would either come down to the front of the church or simply stand where they were and take their vows.

As you plan the music, preaching, and other aspects of your wedding service, keep in mind that it is ultimately an event of worship before God.  I advise that you keep it simple (even humble), and keep it worshipful.  Too many couples put tremendous energy and stress (even tears) into what the programs will look like while neglecting their marriage before they even start it.  A simple wedding will also allow you to have a short engagement, which in most cases is a great thing for a number of reasons, the most significant of which is sexual purity.

Accountability

Accountability remains important in this stage.  Many couples make it to this point in purity and then fall into sin.  It’s usually because their sinful desire (combined with the message of the world and other factors) causes them to forget the cardinal rule of engagement (all together):  You are not married yet.  Take steps to glorify God all the way to the wedding. Accountability should still be frequent, personal, local and tough.

[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS?]
Conclusion
Over the course of this Core Seminar, you have been presented with a set of principles based on the biblical model of family structure and authority, and on principles for how we are to conduct ourselves as Christians. In all of this, we must remember that we are called to be different from this world in friendship, courtship and marriage.

These relationships are to be characterized by holiness, a care for the other person’s soul above your own needs, not defrauding one another, headship and submission beginning to play out and be pictured in a godly way for the world to see, relationships being played out corporately and under some authority, lack of inappropriate emotional intimacy, no physical intimacy, leaving marriage for marriage, being different from the world and bringing glory to God. Unfortunately, this often requires unlearning cultural assumptions about dating, erasing all of those ideas from your mind, and starting over from the Bible.

But consider the state of marriage in our culture. Few would argue against the notion that it is in decline despite the world’s efforts to shore it up by prolonging pre-marital relationships, indulging in extramarital sex and un-wisely exposing one’s heart to another who is not their spouse. Would God not be greatly glorified if our marriages, Christian marriages, we’re unquestionably based upon a common love of Christ—not the things the world holds up? What conclusions would an unbelieving world be faced with if Christian marriages were full of joy, love and self-sacrifice while worldly marriages remained self-centered, contentious and burdensome.  Would not the world have a clearer understanding of the love that compelled a Holy and Righteous God to give up himself on our behalf?  Let’s pray that we live out godly marriages—marriages that hold out the Gospel to a lost world and offer a glimpse of God himself. 
[PAUSE FOR QUESTIONS/MENTION FOOD FOR THOUGHT BELOW]

Food for Thought: Topics to discuss before you get engaged.  Meet the ten F’s.   
1. Fun – Do you enjoy being together? 

2. Friendship –Can you see yourself becoming the best of friends?  Do you have a good relationship together? 

3. Faith – Do you see eye to eye on fundamental issues of doctrine (the gospel, the church, the atonement, etc.)?  Are there things that would stop you from being able to fellowship in the same church (e.g., baptism)? 
4. Family – Do you share the same views about family and the workplace?  What does she want to do after you start having kids?  Gender roles are especially important in this discussion. 
5. Finances—What is your philosophy of money?  Do either of you have significant debt?  Do you have a budget and who will maintain it in marriage?  
6. Future—What do you both want to do with your lives and do your visions match up? 
7. Foolishness—What difficult things from the past does your future spouse need to know about you before you get engaged?   The purpose of this is NOT for you to share a laundry list of sins, but to be honest about your past.  Discussion of your sin (especially sexual sin) should be vague and general, not specific and detailed. 
8. Fights—How have you handled conflict in the dating relationship?  How are you working to handle conflict now?  
9. Fears—What fears do you have in getting married or getting married to this specific person?

10. Feedback – Are there other couples or married folks involved in the relationship?  What do they think about the relationship?  

6

