


[image: ]
Core Seminar
Singleness & Courtship
Session 11: How Far is Too Far?
_______________________________________________________
[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction
The topic today has the potential to be new thinking/a paradigm shift/a sea change for many of you.
So the question is:  How far is too far?  Did you ever think that just might be the wrong question?  Did you ever think that might be like “playing with matches” in a room full of dynamite?  You know the results:  spectacular but destructive.
Consider the seriousness of this issue.  The news is filled with stories of violence and murder and much of it revolves around sexual infidelity and immorality.  Recall that adultery was a capital offense in the Levitical law (Lev 20:10).
Now, you may be thinking that in order for your relationship to progress, you need to see what intimacy looks like and figure out whether you can sustain a long-term intimate relationship with the person you’re courting in order to consider the permanent commitment of marriage.  But intimacy is the reward—the product—the fruit of commitment, not the means to achieving it.  Intimacy requires stability.
I want all of you to consider an approach to this topic that no longer asks the question: “How far can I go?” but instead asks “How can I serve and honor the person to whom I’m attracted and with whom I am pursing a courtship or dating relationship?”
We’ve talked about providing principles to operate inside of but what I’m about to say isn’t so much principle as it is imperative direction.
Any sexual relationship outside of marriage is not part of the Biblical model and should be considered sinful.
So this question of purity is our topic for today.  Biblically, how did I get there?
Controlling Scriptural Principles
Genesis 2:24
We begin NOT by looking at dating or fornication.  We begin by looking at marriage, from God’s perspective.  When God ordained the marriage relationship, he says in Genesis 2:24 “FOR THIS REASON A MAN WILL LEAVE HIS FATHER AND MOTHER AND BE UNITED TO HIS WIFE, AND THEY WILL BECOME ONE FLESH.”  As is discussed in the marriage class, this one flesh relationship is not just sexual.  It contains oneness in all areas, physical, emotional, spiritual, etc.  However, we should not gloss over the fact that it does specifically speak to the sexual oneness that has been specifically created for marriage alone.
And thus sexual oneness outside of marriage is forbidden.  It clearly transgresses God’s law.  It lies about the unity God created for marriage alone.  A unity created to reflect His unity.  Thus as Christians, if we engage in a sexual relationship outside of marriage we lie about God.
One big problem with modern dating practices both within and outside the church is that it encourages kicking around “how far I can go” with the objective of intimacy/potential permanency instead of looking to understand marriage from a biblical context.  In addition to simply being sin, physical involvement in dating relationships distracts people from discerning the prime issue of marriage potential—those biblical characteristics and qualities discussed in previous lessons.
This is a pivot point that will reveal whether you and your relationship are properly oriented toward the gospel.  The key question to ask yourself is this:  Does the nature of your courtship portray a distorted image of the gospel because you’re only seeking self-fulfillment on a pathway you’ve designed?  If so, you’re demonstrating that the satisfaction Christ offers through a life of sacrifice for him and your Christian brothers and sisters is not really attractive or sweet to you.
Let’s look at Romans 13 as we think about loving others before ourselves while being conformed to the image of Christ (note sexual sins):
 ROMANS 13:8-10 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. (NASB)
ROMANS 13:13-14 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)
Paul is once more framing our interactions through the Christian context of loving others before ourselves.  This is our calling; it is to be our mark as Christians in a selfish, self-absorbed world.  Interestingly, he speaks to our behavior.  Not just our philosophy but rather our actions.  He points out that love, not sexual immorality is to define our actions.  Does the context of love define your relationships?  Specifically your courtship or dating relationships?
Think about that last line:  BUT PUT ON THE LORD JESUS CHRIST, AND MAKE NO PROVISION FOR THE FLESH IN REGARD TO ITS LUSTS.  Physical involvement before marriage by definition is making provision for the flesh and gratifying my desires.
At the core is selfishness.  My desires.  My desire to feel excited.  My desire to make you feel excited and thus be more attracted to me.  It is still my desire for self fulfillment, no matter what language we try to wrap it in.
Paul’s biggest concern in these verses is that the Lord is coming back (Romans 13:11-12) and out of love you should help your neighbor get ready.  Rather than being involved in sexual immorality he says, PUT ON THE LORD JESUS CHRIST.  Notice, again, the Christ-centeredness of these passages. The motivation for abstaining from sexual immorality is the priority of our identification with, obedience to, and satisfaction in Christ.  That should be our desire.  To glorify Christ and serve him forever.  Yes we can do that in a courtship or dating relationship.  But clearly it must be without sexual immorality.
One last note, see the component that thought plays here (see Romans 13:14 NIV).  Even our thoughts are under God’s authority.  So often this is where sexual immorality begins.  We start thinking inappropriate thoughts about the person we are courting or dating.  As we cultivate improper, sexual desires in our heads, are we surprised to find the physical component more difficult to control?  This thinking is reserved for marriage; for singles such thoughts are sinful and only lead to greater temptation.  Guard your thoughts—focus on Christ.
1st Thessalonians 4:3-8 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)
Question:  Think about your past, it may be last night or last year or back in high school, if you were sexually involved with anyone at any level, did it meet the standard of verse 4?—was it holy and honorable?—did it promote sanctification?  Or was it passionate lust?  That person you were involved with physically—at any level—did you go on to marry her or him?  Did you pass the standard of verse 6 and not transgress or take advantage of him or her?
The New American Standard Bible uses the word “defraud.” Did you set yourself up as showing commitment that you failed to keep or worse never intended to?
Again, the motivation for rejecting immorality is pleasing God, the will of God, the authority of the Lord Jesus Christ, God’s calling to holiness, and submission to God rather than rejecting him.
Proverbs 6:20 – 7:27 (Avoid adultery, sexual immorality and foolish relationships)
First notice the importance of God’s word as delivered by the parents in resisting the temptation of lust and sexual immorality.  Brother and sister, guard yourself with the holy scriptures.
Second, see how Proverbs describes the foolish man as lacking judgment by coming close to temptation, by inquiring into foolish relationships, by ignoring the counsel of the wise.
Flee temptation & immorality (2Tim 2:22).  Do not flirt with it.  No matter how strong you are, you are vulnerable.  None of us are yet sanctified.  It is only by the power of Christ that we can resist.  Why would you fool with such destruction?  As it says clearly, this is the way to the grave – to the chambers of death itself.
Third, notice it addresses this behavior from the perspective of young men.  Because of your role as leaders, most of this is your responsibility, men.  You must lead well in this area.  Reject the worldly notion that you should push forward until the women establishes the boundaries.  No—this is your responsibility and you will give account to God for it (Eccl 12:14).  Lead well in this area.
That said, ladies you well know this is not a one way street.  You too have responsibilities here.  You can do much to encourage good leadership in this area or you can undermine that leadership or worse encourage sinful behavior that will result in more difficulty to come.  Modesty in dress and in action is appropriate (1Tim 2:9-10).  Avoid sexual immorality.  You too will give account.
1st Timothy 5:1-2 1DO NOT REBUKE AN OLDER MAN HARSHLY, BUT EXHORT HIM AS IF HE WERE YOUR FATHER. TREAT YOUNGER MEN AS BROTHERS, 2OLDER WOMEN AS MOTHERS, AND YOUNGER WOMEN AS SISTERS, WITH ABSOLUTE PURITY. (NIV)
Remember, that woman you’re looking at is your sister in Christ, first and foremost.  You wouldn’t touch your own sister—the one you grew up with—inappropriately.  With God as your father, how much more your sister in the Lord?
Until she becomes your wife, the most fundamental relationship you have with a women is as a sister in Christ.  Even up to and including your engagement, she is first and foremost your sister in Christ.  Have you treated her as such?
And in absolute purity.  Remember the term is absolute (NIV) purity.  That is the standard.  Paul knows our sinful hearts and their desire to rationalize our intentions.  He is not looking for relative purity with the world or even relative purity with other brothers and sisters in Christ.  No he is speaking of absolute purity.  Because again our relationships with our brothers and sisters in Christ is one of the best examples of the gospel.  They will know we are Christians by the way we love one another. This may actually be one of the best witnesses to the unbelieving world.  How we treat one another even in dating and courtship relationships.  Remember the gospel is at stake and that’s visible in the conduct of this local church.
1st Corinthians 6:9-20 (Seriousness of sin; flee From sexual immorality; honor God with your body) 9OR DO YOU NOT KNOW THAT THE UNRIGHTEOUS SHALL NOT INHERIT THE KINGDOM OF GOD?  DO NOT BE DECEIVED; NEITHER FORNICATORS, NOR IDOLATERS, NOR ADULTERERS, NOR EFFEMINATE, NOR HOMOSEXUALS, 10NOR THIEVES, NOR THE COVETOUS, NOR DRUNKARDS, NOR REVILERS, NOR SWINDLERS, SHALL INHERIT THE KINGDOM OF GOD.  11AND 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.
12ALL THINGS ARE LAWFUL FOR ME, BUT NOT ALL THINGS ARE PROFITABLE.  ALL THINGS ARE LAWFUL FOR ME, BUT I WILL NOT BE MASTERED BY ANYTHING.  13FOOD IS FOR THE STOMACH, AND THE STOMACH IS FOR FOOD; BUT GOD WILL DO AWAY WITH BOTH OF THEM.  YET THE BODY IS NOT FOR IMMORALITY, BUT FOR THE LORD; AND THE LORD IS FOR THE BODY.  14NOW GOD HAS NOT ONLY RAISED THE LORD, BUT WILL ALSO RAISE US UP THROUGH HIS POWER.  15DO YOU NOT KNOW THAT YOUR BODIES ARE MEMBERS OF CHRIST?  SHALL I THEN TAKE AWAY THE MEMBERS OF CHRIST AND MAKE THEM MEMBERS OF A HARLOT?  MAY IT NEVER BE!  16OR DO YOU NOT KNOW THAT THE ONE WHO JOINS HIMSELF TO A HARLOT IS ONE BODY WITH HER?  FOR HE SAYS, "THE TWO WILL BECOME ONE FLESH."  17BUT THE ONE WHO JOINS HIMSELF TO THE LORD IS ONE SPIRIT WITH HIM.  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. (NASB)
So many things to consider from this passage.  First, who designed our bodies?  God.  And whose glory did he design them for?  His.  Did he design even sex with his glory in mind?  Yes.  Remember our sexuality is a gift from God and to be used properly for His glory.  It is not for sexual immorality but rather sexual fulfillment in the context that God ordained – that is marriage.
Second, God is clear that sexual immorality is serious sin.  If this characterizes your life, you should be convicted.  I am not talking about simply if you struggle and occasionally fall to temptation.  But rather if it characterizes your life, Paul says such people will not inherit the kingdom of heaven.  This is a warning we should heed.
Third, flee sexual immorality.  Again flee.  That doesn’t mean edge close to it, dally at the edges, flirt with it or remain close to it.  Rather this means headlong flight from it.  Turn and run—no stopping, no returning, no reconsidering.  A.T. Robertson, New Testament Professor of Interpretation at Southern Seminary writes:  “Have the habit of fleeing without delay or parley[footnoteRef:1].”[footnoteRef:2]  Men as leaders—this should especially typify your response.  Do not be misled—all of us are responsible before the Lord.  Flee sexual immorality. [1: To talk or negotiate, especially with an enemy.]  [2: Archibald T. Robertson, Word Pictures in the New Testament, The Epistles of Paul, Volume IV, (Grand Rapids:  Baker Book House, ©1931 Sunday School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention), p 122.] 

Song of Solomon 2:7 (Do not awaken love before it so desires) DAUGHTERS OF JERUSALEM, I CHARGE YOU BY THE GAZELLES AND BY THE DOES OF THE FIELD:  DO NOT AROUSE OR AWAKEN LOVE UNTIL IT SO DESIRES. (NIV)
Song of Songs is a collection of love poems between a lover and his beloved.  It is a beautiful picture of ideal human love and marriage.  The language is passionate and powerful.  That is the way God made sex.  As we discussed in the earlier marriage portion, this is one of the unique gifts that God has given a husband and a wife to cleave together for life.  It is not coincidental that it involves powerful emotions and has long lasting effects.
Conversely, that is another reason why it is inappropriate prior to marriage.  Yes your feelings and emotions for one another will likely increase during this period of courtship and dating.  As long as they are brought under the self control talked about in Galatians (Gal 5:16-17), there is no problem.  However, giving them sexual expression is inappropriate.  Sexual expression is reserved for marriage.  It is a building process resulting in a culmination of oneness.
A simple warning:  Don’t start something that you can’t righteously end.  There is a context for sexual, physical intimacy—it is called marriage.  Do not engage in it outside of God’s ordained context—marriage.
Implications
Truly loving someone in a dating context means not expressing that affection sexually.
You or your dating partner may want intimacy now, but men, your wives will see it for what it was after you are married.   Women, your husbands will see it for what it was after you are married.  And that is sin—sexual immorality.
Men, explain yourself clearly on this point; give your dating partner peace of mind to the extent that you can.
Ladies, you may want intimacy, understand where it ends and don’t push for it.
All sexual activity is “sex”
This may well be one of the largest bodies of well documented rationalization ever.  You may try to rationalize that:
· Passionate kissing is not sex 
· and passionate kissing and hugging “above the waist” is not sex 
· and everything short of penetration is not sex (therefore not technically fornication and “allowable”) but you’re wrong.
It is all sex— to be on the road at all is to be headed for the end of it.  It’s called foreplay, and it has a purpose.  These kinds of physical involvement are analogous to the “on ramp” to the interstate.  No one ever stays on the on-ramp.  The on-ramp leads to the highway.  And once you are on the highway, the traffic, by design, only moves in one direction.  So don’t deceive yourself in thinking you can stay on the on-ramp.  That’s like the bank robber who robbed the ATM instead of the bank so he’d feel better about it but it’s still robbery.
There are ramifications for sinful sexual activity
· The most important of which is the dishonoring of Christ (Romans 2:23-24, written to the Jews, God’s covenant people, most appropriate for the Church in America today)
· Sinful sexual activity has a tangible, harmful impact on the relationship.  If you genuinely hope for the relationship to succeed, the last thing you’ll want to do is introduce the obstacles of sinning against one another by arousing inappropriate desires, fostering guilt, and distracting the other person from seeking fulfillment and satisfaction in Christ.  Sin by its very nature will obscure the gospel and create difficulty in our lives.
· Participation in sinful sexual activity teaches your potential spouse something about you.  If you’re willing to engage in sinful activity outside marriage with him or her, what reason does he or she have to think that you’ll abstain from it after you’re married?
· This kind of activity creates a pattern.  Whenever we break down biblical boundaries in our lives, those boundaries are only easier to cross later on.
Helpful Principles
Set clear guidelines (talk it out, but not too often)
Talk out what is appropriate and why—just not too often.  Bounce your guidelines off married couples.
Do not do anything that sexually arouses
Recognize we live in a sexually charge culture, resist the world’s definitions.  Be clear and honest with one another.
Avoid temptation
Don’t be alone together in private.  Temptation is not sin, indulging it is.  There is a difference between sin and folly.  Sin is a moral violation.  Folly is deliberately tempting yourself with moral violations.
Have reliable accountability structures in place
Open your life to a couple of close Christian friends that will ask you the difficult questions.  Be willing to listen, repent, and change your behavior accordingly.  Both parts are critical.  We must remain teachable—particularly on such matters.  Don’t think you can go it alone—every Christian is susceptible to pride and foolishness.
Trust Christ and His salvation and sovereignty
We are a new creation in Christ, act like it.  We have all sinned and fallen short of the glory of God—forgive and love as Christ loved.
Conclusions
· Men, do you realize that how you lead before marriage is critical?  You need to be making deposits in the bank of trust today that your wife can draw on in the future.
· Men and women, are you happy to give an account before God of your pre-marriage relationships?  You will.
· This has not been an exercise in policing sin, infringement of freedom, or legalism.  I’ve intended this to be both an encouragement and a warning from a brother in the Lord who has learned much as I’ve studied scripture, evaluated my own shortcomings and has seen much both from broken and healthy relationships between men and women.
· Keep the gospel at the center of your thinking and actions as you progress in a relationship.  If you’re considering what it would be like to spend the rest of your life with this person, what kind of life would you want?  What would your life be like if it’s focused on something other than Christ and the gospel?  And what reason do you have to expect that you’ll be more Christ-centered after your marriage than you are now?
A few thoughts to end based on some recent conversations.  Many come from divorced backgrounds so the prospect of marriage can be daunting and fearsome.  That was an issue for my wife Sarah & me while dating.  I asked one of the elders in the church we were married what I might say to her.  He said tell her she’s not her parents.
Ezekiel 18:20 "THE PERSON WHO SINS WILL DIE.  THE SON WILL NOT BEAR THE PUNISHMENT FOR THE FATHER'S INIQUITY, NOR WILL THE FATHER BEAR THE PUNISHMENT FOR THE SON'S INIQUITY; THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF THE RIGHTEOUS WILL BE UPON HIMSELF, AND THE WICKEDNESS OF THE WICKED WILL BE UPON HIMSELF.
So I would say divorce is not a self-fulfilling prophecy, we are not condemned to what has preceded us if in Christ.  There is hope.
Ecclesiastes 9:4 FOR WHOEVER IS JOINED WITH ALL THE LIVING, THERE IS HOPE; SURELY A LIVE DOG IS BETTER THAN A DEAD LION. (NASB)
2nd Corinthians 5:17 THEREFORE IF ANY MAN IS IN CHRIST, HE IS A NEW CREATURE; THE OLD THINGS PASSED AWAY; BEHOLD, NEW THINGS HAVE COME. (NASB)
Marriage is instituted by God for our mutual benefit.  The Church of England’s Book of Common Prayer says it well:  [Marriage} was ordained for the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of the other both in prosperity and adversity.[footnoteRef:3]  So marriage isn’t always difficulty.  It can be healing and a distancing from past sinful lifestyles; an opportunity for increased sanctification and in the process the giving of praise and glory to our matchless savior.  That’s what it’s been for me and my wife. [3: The Church of England, The Book of Common Prayer, (Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1969), p 363.] 
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