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Core Seminar
Singleness & Courtship
Session 8: The Early Stages of Courtship
_______________________________________________________
[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction and Review
This morning we’ll be looking at what the early stages of courting should look like.  We’ve determined it is an appropriate time to be in a relationship, we’ve established that there is interest on both sides; we’ve gotten past initiation—so what next?
Before we start to picture what the relationship should look like now, let’s briefly review what we know so far.
To begin, we’ve said that the only appropriate purpose for a pre-marital dating relationship is one in which both people are willing, able and interested in being married.  As stated last week there are no examples of “recreational dating” in scripture.
Secondly, we’ve talked about the characteristics that Christian men and women should be looking for in a spouse, and we’ve indicated that those characteristics should be biblical, (Men consult Proverbs 31 and 1st Peter 3, women consult 1st Timothy 3, Titus 1 and 1st Peter 3 )and that you should assess a potential dating partner as a potential spouse.
So women would be asking questions in line of what it would be like to relate to him as his wife:
· Is this a man you could respect?
· Could you see yourself submitting to and following him?
· Can he provide (earn a living) for your family?
· Would he care well for you and your children?
· Will he lead your family spiritually?
Men would be asking question in line of what it would be like to relate to her as her husband:
· Will she care well for you and be a good mother/disciple to your children?
· Would she encourage you in your task of leadership?  Will she submit to it?
One thing men may do is consider the type of woman Proverbs warns against and ask:
· Is she a nagging woman (Prov. 27:15)? 
· Is she temperamental and quarrelsome such that you’d rather live on the roof than under the roof with her (21:9; 25:24)? 
· Is she a gossip (11:13; 16:28)?
· Is she unfaithful—prone to flirt with other men (2:16-19; 11:22)?
Last week, we looked at the initiation of the relationship, highlighting a few principles.  First, men initiate – they are the ones placing themselves in a vulnerable position—it’s possible they take a chance and get rejected, but that’s part of initiation.  Men don’t “put feelers out” hoping to ascertain the woman’s feelings and take all the risk out of initiating.  Men initiate because it is our God-given role as leaders of our families, and because it protects the woman we claim to care about.
Women then respond.  She should not attempt to manipulate the situation in order to get him to ask her out.  That doesn’t mean she does nothing—she can make herself available, purposefully place herself in similar contexts and be open when talking as friends.  But if she needs to take the lead in order to get him moving, it’s very likely he won’t lead when he’s supposed to!  That may become the pattern of your relationship.  Ephesians 1:11 applies here as God in His providence controls.
Finally we suggested that initiation should happen through and under the authority of some accountability structure, whether that is the woman’s father, or other family or church leaders or an older couple in the church.  Dating is not an individualistic endeavor, but a community affair.  As discussed last week this point is key in terms of purity and wise advice.  More on this later today.
Early Stages
Now we want to look at how Christians should conduct themselves in what we’ll call the early stages of a courting relationship.  As we try to consider some specifics this morning, we will look at the issues from both a negative and a positive perspective.  We’ll take our guiding principles for the negative perspective from 1st Thessalonians 4:1-8; let’s read:
1st Thessalonians 4:1-8 1FINALLY THEN, BRETHREN, WE REQUEST AND EXHORT YOU IN THE LORD JESUS, THAT, AS YOU RECEIVED FROM US INSTRUCTION AS TO HOW YOU OUGHT TO WALK AND PLEASE GOD (JUST AS YOU ACTUALLY DO WALK), THAT YOU MAY EXCEL STILL MORE.  2FOR YOU KNOW WHAT COMMANDMENTS WE GAVE YOU BY THE AUTHORITY OF THE LORD JESUS.  3FOR THIS IS THE WILL OF GOD, YOUR SANCTIFICATION; THAT IS, THAT YOU ABSTAIN FROM SEXUAL IMMORALITY; 4THAT EACH OF YOU KNOW HOW TO POSSESS HIS OWN VESSEL IN SANCTIFICATION AND HONOR, 5NOT IN LUSTFUL PASSION, LIKE THE GENTILES WHO DO NOT KNOW GOD; 6AND THAT NO MAN TRANSGRESS AND DEFRAUD HIS BROTHER IN THE MATTER BECAUSE THE LORD IS THE AVENGER IN ALL THESE THINGS, JUST AS WE ALSO TOLD YOU BEFORE AND SOLEMNLY WARNED YOU.  7FOR GOD HAS NOT CALLED US FOR THE PURPOSE OF IMPURITY, BUT IN SANCTIFICATION.  8CONSEQUENTLY, HE WHO REJECTS THIS IS NOT REJECTING MAN BUT THE GOD WHO GIVES HIS HOLY SPIRIT TO YOU. (NASB)
This passage obviously has implications that are wider than just for dating or courting relationships, but there is an application to this arena. The word “wrong” (NIV) in verse 6 is often translated “defraud,” such as in the NASB.  If I commit fraud against someone, I have in some way deceived or lied to that person.
In a business context, it is to lie about what will be provided in a deal or the worth of certain goods in order to draw someone in to make an investment.  By that definition, if I imply to someone in the context of personal relationship (by being physically or emotionally intimate or by some other means) that some level of commitment exists between me and that person that does not truly exist, I have defrauded that person, and Paul here calls that type of activity sin.  
It is that defrauding of our brothers and sisters in Christ (by implying a commitment that does not exist or that is inappropriate) that you want to avoid, and that is a particular temptation, in a courting context.  See Proverbs 16:11 & 20:23 here meaning what you see is what you get and no more.
This is not always an act done with malice.  Frequently it is done by carelessness or indifference.  Men—your responsibility is to lead the relationship towards God and implied in that is caring for your sister in Christ.  You will have to give an accounting for your actions.
How Jesus led the church is particularly relevant here.
Now, let’s consider the positive perspective on how to approach a courtship. For this perspective, we’ll look to Romans 13:8-14.  Let’s read:
Romans 13:8-14 8OWE NOTHING TO ANYONE EXCEPT TO LOVE ONE ANOTHER; FOR HE WHO LOVES HIS NEIGHBOR HAS FULFILLED THE LAW.  9FOR THIS, "YOU SHALL NOT COMMIT ADULTERY, YOU SHALL NOT MURDER, YOU SHALL NOT STEAL, YOU SHALL NOT COVET," AND IF THERE IS ANY OTHER COMMANDMENT, IT IS SUMMED UP IN THIS SAYING, "YOU SHALL LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF."  10LOVE DOES NO WRONG TO A NEIGHBOR; LOVE THEREFORE IS THE FULFILLMENT OF THE LAW.  11AND THIS DO, KNOWING THE TIME, THAT IT IS ALREADY THE HOUR FOR YOU TO AWAKEN FROM SLEEP; FOR NOW SALVATION IS NEARER TO US THAN WHEN WE BELIEVED.  12THE NIGHT IS ALMOST GONE, AND THE DAY IS AT HAND.  LET US THEREFORE LAY ASIDE THE DEEDS OF DARKNESS AND PUT ON THE ARMOR OF LIGHT.  13LET US BEHAVE PROPERLY AS IN THE DAY, NOT IN CAROUSING AND DRUNKENNESS, NOT IN SEXUAL PROMISCUITY AND SENSUALITY, NOT IN STRIFE AND JEALOUSY.  14BUT PUT ON THE LORD JESUS CHRIST, AND MAKE NO PROVISION FOR THE FLESH IN REGARD TO ITS LUSTS. (NASB)
Loving the other as yourself (vv8-10)
Believers are called to love one another; this applies just as much to dating or courtship relationships as it does to any other aspect of life.  And, of course, biblical love isn’t a subjective or emotional response because of attraction.  In this passage, love involves relating to others the way we would want them to relate to us.  These kinds of relationships avoid harming the other person because we’re thinking about how to do good to them; how to care for them; how to lead them; how to edify them in their walk with Christ, not about how we can get what we want for ourselves.  This kind of mindset is the fountainhead of authentic obedience to God’s commands.
This could take on so many forms, but one example early on in dating—Guys, what about showing a deliberate interest in the girl, asking her about what she likes, asking her about her job, asking her about what God is teaching her, rather than spending the time so focused on “selling” yourself on the first date.
Recognize the nature of this life and the life to come (vv11-14)
If we fail to understand how short this life is in relationship to eternity, we will attach distorted values to the things we desire.  We need to recognize that our time in this world is short and that our true citizenship is in an eternal kingdom.  We are truly aliens in a foreign land.  This understanding will help us put to death the desire to grasp all we can in this life for ourselves with little regard to the selfishness we may have in our motives and desires.
These should be the controlling principles, positively and negatively, for how unmarried brothers and sisters treat one another.  With this in mind, for the next several minutes we want to look at how this principle plays out with respect to (1) Establishing Intentions; (2) Emotional Intimacy; (3) Accountability.
Establishing Intentions
This is the first thing that should happen if it has not happened during the initiation of the relationship.  As we talked about last week, intentions should be clear and it should be the man making them so.  Tell her why you have initiated or are initiating with her, encourage her, and tell her that you intend to pursue the relationship to determine if marriage is the right choice before God.  The point is to make sure she knows that this isn’t just friendship.  The goal is to remove potential for confusion in the courtship relationship (repeat).  You are no longer “just friends,” but you are now dating with the purpose of seeing if the Lord would allow you to one day get married.
You don’t have to have decided if she is the one you are going to marry.  You just need to be clear that this is the question you are intending to answer by dating. 
If you know the woman from church, if you’ve seen her interact in a group, observed her with others, maybe worked with her as a part of some ministry, that input should be enough for you to think through the decision of whether initiation of a relationship is the right thing.  The intent at this point isn’t marriage, but to get to know her better, so together you can see if marriage would be a good thing.  Again, don’t think that because you agree to go on a date that it means you are inevitably going to marry that person!  Don’t come with a 20 year plan (# of kids, their names, where you’ll live) on the first date.  The point of courting is to get to know one another and to figure out if you are to be married one day.
Ladies, as uncomfortable as this may sound for the guys, you might be in a difficult position here as well, depending on how well you know the man initiating with you.  What if that answer is “not well at all”?  In that case, look to the biblical characteristics that we discussed last week. Have you had any chance at all to see him in group settings, serve at church, etc.?  If you don’t have even information at that level, feel free to tell him that you want some time to think and pray about it (that is, if you’re not sure at that point that you’re not interested), then (in addition to actually thinking and praying about it) ask discretely a member or members who know him well or one of the elders whether we know him, and what we think.  Guys, if you know she doesn’t know you well, invite her to talk to elders/members who know you well, and even consider giving her names.
At the same time ladies, it is OK to say no if you’re simply not interested and it’s ok to say you need to get to know him better in group settings if that would be helpful (but have an end in mind, don’t lead him on).
With that in mind, rejection is hard but I think it would serve us well to take a moment to discuss how we can serve one another even as we handle a difficult situation like this.  First, if possible, it’s better to have the conversation face to face, rather than via an email or phone call.  Second, give him a straight and honest answer.  I recognize that you will ‘want to let him down softly’ but this could cause confusion and simply create false hope where none exists.
James 3:17 may help here:  James 3:17 BUT THE WISDOM FROM ABOVE IS FIRST PURE, THEN PEACEABLE, GENTLE, REASONABLE, FULL OF MERCY AND GOOD FRUITS, UNWAVERING, WITHOUT HYPOCRISY. (NASB)
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Emotional Intimacy
This brings us to another of the implications from the texts we looked at earlier—the idea that deep emotional intimacy should not be established in the early stages of a relationship.
Proverbs 4:23 tells us, “ABOVE ALL ELSE, GUARD YOUR HEART, FOR IT IS THE WELLSPRING OF LIFE.” (NIV) 
Now, it’s not that you’re being dishonest or cold.  Often times, you’ll hear the importance of having physical boundaries, but we need to realize that we can go too far emotionally as well.  Again, the modern idea of dating relationships is to test the waters of marriage by acting as much like you are married as possible until you both (in the very heat of that temporary emotion and passion) decide what you want and either get married, or one of you decides it’s not a good fit and you go through something that feels like a divorce
I admit that there is a delicate dance between building unhelpful emotional intimacy and having the relationship that has an emotional component—we are not encouraging emotionally detached relationships.  But we are also discouraging emotional attachment that exceeds commitment.  That needs to be a guiding principle:  intimacy should not outpace commitment.
How do you do that practically?
Two things to consider would be (1) the amount of time you spend together at this point in your relationship and (2) the things you talk about. 
Many people want to start out a relationship spending a huge amount of time alone together, especially if things are going well.  The thing to realize is that spending a lot of time together in the early stages of dating promotes a level of intimacy that is outpacing commitment—there is such a thing as too much of a good thing.  So, leave space for other activities and relationships.  Don’t spend every moment you’re not alone on the phone, emailing, or texting each other—try to build the momentum slowly—think marathon not a sprint.  If you’re wondering how much time is too much time, don’t over analyze it—pray about it, talk together as a couple, and talk to trustworthy friends.  It’s fine to make mid-course adjustments along the way!
The other thing to be mindful about is what you talk about.  In one respect, this is your Christian brother or sister, so you don’t need to just talk about sports and the weather.  But, it’s wise to not make the person your confidante in matters personal and emotional early on.  Don’t articulate your deepest feelings on a regular basis regarding your life or even your feelings for the other person.  If that leaves you thinking there’s nothing to talk about, don’t worry—there is much to learn about the other person regarding how they became a Christian, work, interests, family background, hobbies, what they’re learning, etc.
American culture & society is generally in a rush.  We want everything now!!  Instant gratification, overnight shipping, credit cards, fast food—got to have it now.  Not great way to construct relationships which take some time, some patience, some understanding.  Don’t over pressurize things.  3 verses on patience:
Galatians 5:22 BUT THE FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT IS LOVE, JOY, PEACE, PATIENCE, KINDNESS, GOODNESS, FAITHFULNESS,
1st Thessalonians 5:14 AND WE URGE YOU, BRETHREN, ADMONISH THE UNRULY, ENCOURAGE THE FAINTHEARTED, HELP THE WEAK, BE PATIENT WITH ALL MEN. 
Colossians 3:12 AND SO, AS THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN CHOSEN OF GOD, HOLY AND BELOVED, PUT ON A HEART OF COMPASSION, KINDNESS, HUMILITY, GENTLENESS AND PATIENCE;
Accountability
Something we’ve discussed in past lessons is the importance of accountability.  Here are 3 Proverbs that will be helpful.
Proverbs 15:22 PLANS FAIL FOR LACK OF COUNSEL, BUT WITH MANY ADVISERS THEY SUCCEED. (NIV)
Proverbs 11:14 WHERE THERE IS NO GUIDANCE, THE PEOPLE FALL, BUT IN ABUNDANCE OF COUNSELORS THERE IS VICTORY. (NASB)
Proverbs 18:1 A MAN WHO ISOLATES HIMSELF SEEKS HIS OWN DESIRE; HE RAGES AGAINST ALL WISE JUDGMENT. (NKJV)
Seek counsel often (Proverbs).  Open your life to those who are close to you and have spoken truth to you before.  If you are too busy to let people see your life, this is a problem.  This means inviting others in when you’re together as a couple and it means making sure you have others holding you accountable personally and asking you the tough questions about sexual purity, ways you’re treating each other, and encouragement.
It’s great to go out together on dates, but mix it up with:
· Spend time in groups of people (fun outings/serving in ministry together)
· Spend time with other families (try babysitting with each other for a family in the church then discuss afterwards thoughts on raising children) (if you want a challenge I can suggest families with 4 or more children!!)
· Spend time with married couples (double-date/spending time together) - those people generally should be local (geographically) and should also be people who care about you and the other person enough to ask the hard questions
Conclusion
Our hope is that if these basic principles are practiced (exact details will vary from couple to couple), then the relationship is more likely to begin in a healthy and godly way.  If you don’t like these ideas, let me encourage you to examine why that is.
Overall advice:  be unselfish, be clear, seek counsel, be wise, don’t rush, don’t linger, above all have accountability & seeks God’s glory!
Finally brothers and sisters have regard for one another.  1st Corinthians 8 is talking about food sacrificed to idols which was an issue in the early church.  But look in verses 11 through 13 the kind regard Paul has for the brethren and his primary concern for their spiritual welfare.  This is an example we should all follow as we consider courtship and dating.
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Appendix
· How long should this stage last?  No set time.  Weeks, months.
· What if there are political differences?  These differences are secondary, but strife is strife.
· In this discussion membership in the same church is presumed.  But what if the two people are members of different churches?  Should the same church be pushed?  Not in early stages, but later.
· What about long distance relationships?  In some ways, this is ok at an early stage.  Occasional visits, e-mail, and phone can help overcome distance, but it’s certainly helpful to be in the same place.
· At what point do you move?  Only if you’re ready to push past the early stage.
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