26th September – Dating
Welcome
Notices/family news – church meeting next Sun 3rd

Psalm 136:1-9
The psalm goes on to speak about what God has done for Israel.  And that’s great – but I want to think about what God has done for us.  This could go horribly wrong.  But what I would like is for you to say in one sentence, or a couple of words, what God has done for you; and the rest of us will respond, ‘his love endures forever’  So I’ll start:
	To him who lifts us up when we are sad… his love endures forever
End: Give thanks to the God of heaven: his love endures forever

1241 Give thanks to the Lord, our God and King

We have thanked and praised God for what he has done, and that’s great.  But let us come to him now in prayer and ask for the things we want him to do, knowing that ‘forever he is faithful’.
Prayer requests?
Lord, we come now on behalf of those we know, those situations we know about.  We pray for your healing on the sick… we pray for your comfort for those who are grieving… we pray for your strength for those in difficulty.  We pray for situations around the world where there is pain and conflict, disease and death.  Lord would your hand be on those situations, bringing peace, reconciliation, healing, strength, comfort.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen.
Pray for offering

Let’s sing together again, 
593 what a friend we have in Jesus

Today we are going to continue our series on life events, and this time I want to talk to you about something I have never heard talked about in church before!  And that is, dating.
Perhaps part of the reason it is never talked about in church is because it isn’t really talked about in the Bible!  They lived in a very different culture, where arranged marriages were common and the concept of relationships before marriage was not!
By the way, who thinks arranged marriages (and I’m not talking about forced marriages but those set up by other people, usually the parents, with the consent of everyone involved) are something that either happened a long time ago, or happen in another country?
Who thinks that we have just swapped marriages arranged by our parents, for marriages arranged by a computer?
We might come back to that later.
But although the cultures are different, there are some principles we can take from the Bible into our relationships.  We start with a reading from 1 Cor 7:32-38

What Paul isn’t saying here is that men and women should keep dating and not get married.  Don’t forget, they didn’t have a ‘dating’ status.  His line is between people who are single and people who are married.  And he says that singleness is better.
It might sound strange to start a sermon on dating by talking about singleness.  But in today’s society, it seems like boyfriend-girlfriend (or similar) relationships are the be-all and end-all of life.  To be complete, you have to be part of a couple.  And it is important that we realise that this is not true.  It is important that we know that we are whole people, with much to offer, a valid part of society, without a member of the opposite sex in a particular relationship.
Paul tells us that single people have a lot to offer.  They can focus on God.  They don’t have the ties that married, or even dating, people have; concern for pleasing each other.  They can go where God calls them, spend evenings out without affecting anyone else, spend their money how they wish… (obviously a lot of this doesn’t apply to people who have children at home!)  In relationship with God, and focus on him, we recognise that contrary to what society says, there are benefits to being single.
But we know that right back in the beginning, God said, “It is not good for man to be alone.”  This is still true.  In saying that romantic relationships are not the ultimate necessity, I am not saying that we do not need each other.  But what we often forget is that there are more types of intimacy than sexual intimacy.  Many people have found deep, meaningful friendships outside the boundaries of a romantic relationship, with people of either sex.  And sometimes, that can be enough.
Jesus himself speaks about ‘eunuchs’ which I’m not going to go into too much, but one aspect of these men is that they are unable to marry.  He says, “Some… were born that way; others were made that way by men; and others have renounced marriage because of the kingdom of heaven.  The one who can accept this should accept it.”  (Matt 19:12)
There is such a thing as a call to celibacy, for the sake of God.  And Paul would have us know that a life without romantic relationships is not a half-life, or second best.  It is a blessing from God, and a blessing to God, for his people to be entirely devoted to him.
So I hope you’ve got that first point today.  Before we can think about dating, we have to be comfortable without it.  We have to know that a full and fulfilled life is possible.  We have to recognise the value of help and friendship that is deep, and intimate, yet goes no further than friendship.  It is not just possible – it is good.
And we have to know the love of God.  Because until we know God’s love we do not know how to love others.  Many relationships today are started not from love but from lust, and selfishness; focussed on ‘what I want’, ‘meeting my needs’ rather than the sacrificial example of Jesus.  For God, love is about giving.  It is about sacrifice.  It is about what the other person wants, what the other person needs.  And we will come to that more shortly.
But first let us sing together, a couple of songs that remind us of that love of God.
God’s love (flinstones!) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZNlB_hQpBbo chose this version on purpose because I think the kids will like it – guess why!
976 Overwhelmed by love
168 Here is love vast as the ocean

Let’s read again.  This time I want to read from a book of the Bible I don’t know that I’ve ever heard read in church:  Song of Songs.
Song of Songs 2:3-13
This is a picture of human, romantic love.  A picture of rest, and joy, and security, and fulfilment – flowers and singing and cooing of doves.  And it is not surprising that in spite of everything we have said about the value of singleness, we see this as something desirable and good.  Because it is desirable and good!  We are made to love, because we are made in the image of God.  And let’s face it, without it the human race would have died out long ago!
So the chances are, most of us will at some point be in a romantic relationship.  Jesus said not everyone would be able to accept a call to celibacy.  Paul said, “It is good for a man not to marry.  But since there is so much immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman her own husband.” (1 Cor 7:1-2)  While they recognise the value of singleness, it too is not the be-all and end-all of life.  The Bible affirms both the call to singleness and the call to marriage, and in our culture the path to marriage begins with dating.
So.  Perhaps we need some guidelines, then.  And if you’re not in a place to use them yourself, this is what we need to be teaching and encouraging in our children!
Firstly: having realised that we are whole people in and of ourselves, and knowing the sacrificial love of God which we are then able to share in our relationships, we should consider who we ought to be in relationship with.
I need to point out here that I am talking about beginning new relationships, not continuing existing ones.  So if your spouse doesn’t match the description it doesn’t mean your relationship is wrong!  But if you were looking for a new partner, what sort of things should you look for?
We talked a few weeks back about wisdom, and how ‘he who walks with the wise grows wise, but a companion of fools suffers harm.’  Paul says in his next letter to the Corinthian church, ‘Do not be yoked together with unbelievers’ (2 Cor 6:14).  The closer your relationship, the more important it is that that relationship is equal, especially in terms of commitment to God.  That’s not an unnecessary restriction, but a practical point.  If you are a Christian and begin a relationship with someone who is going to ridicule your faith, or complain about you going to church, either your Christian walk or your relationship is going to suffer.  Even if your partner is ‘accepting’ to some extent, but not walking that walk with you, there will be times of conflict down the road – over priorities, over right and wrong, over how you spend your finances.  And Paul wants to stop that happening.  So date a committed Christian.
Secondly: within that relationship, your priority is the other person.  As we read earlier, a married person is concerned about how they can please their partner.  As with everything, it’s not about what you get out of it but what you give to it.  
And the key to such a relationship is love.  The famous passage from 1 Corinthians is this:  1 Cor 13:4-7  4 Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant 5 or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 6 it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth. 7 It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
This is the way we should treat everyone we come across, but especially in close relationships of love and marriage.  And without spending too much time on that passage, I just want to point out the strength in it.  It’s not a wishy-washy, pink and fluffy kind of passage.  It’s a constant, hard, persevering passage; giving and forgiving.  It is also a choice.  In spite of what the movies tell us, love doesn’t ‘just happen’.  It doesn’t sneak up on us whether we like it or not, and drag us along with it.  It has to be looked after and nurtured.
Thirdly: be honest.  And linked to this is a principle that makes all the difference between dating and marriage: end well.  The period of dating should be a period of getting to know each other, building a relationship.  It may be that the love we nurture is growing and flourishing, and we are happy with what we are coming to know.  But it may be that for one or both of the people in that relationship, that isn’t the case.  Dating doesn’t have the commitment of marriage, and it should be possible to shake hands and walk away.  There will be hurt, and pain – how much depends on how much you were invested in the relationship.  But honesty is vital, and love demands it.  Love demands that you pray for one another, seek the best for one another, even in a breakup.
And that is so much easier, if you adhere to the final principle.
God created sex for marriage.  He said that in this act, two people become one flesh.  That’s not just a physical thing, it’s an emotional and spiritual thing.  It creates a bond between two people in a way that any other relationship does not.  And to have that bond without the commitment of marriage is to go against God’s plans, and to invite trouble.
It’s funny, isn’t it, that the world is divided over the eligibility of same-sex relationships, and is intent on dragging the church into that argument.  Yet the world seems almost unanimous in the acceptance of sex before marriage, but never concerns itself with the church’s view of that.  Perhaps because we never say it!  
But as I understand it, the only Biblical place for sex is in the commitment of a marriage relationship.  Because that bond that is created there, which makes two people into one flesh, is not broken without damage.  And God doesn’t want us to be damaged!
Four points.  Choose the right partner.  Love God’s way.  Be honest, and end well.  Save sex for marriage.
And when we come to marriage, it is all of those all over again.  When we make that commitment, how much more important is it to choose the right partner.  How much more vital is it that we love with the strong, committed love that we choose to continue even in the times of difficulty.  How much more should we value honesty – and not just end well, but not end at all!  And how should we rejoice in the blessing of a sexual relationship that God has given to us.
Let me close with a quote from CS Lewis, who draws a distinction between ‘being in love’, which is a feeling we may have when we are dating, and the commitment of love we make when we are married.  He criticises the tendency to end relationships when the feeling of ‘being in love’ fades, as it usually does.
‘Ceasing to be ‘in love’ need not mean ceasing to love.  Love in this second sense – love as distinct from ‘being in love’ is not merely a feeling.  It is a deep unity, maintained by the will and deliberately strengthened by habit; reinforced by (in Christian marriages) the grace which both partners ask, and receive, from God.  They can have this love for each other even at those moments when they do not like each other; as you love yourself even when you do not like yourself.  They can retain this love even when each would easily, if they allowed themselves, be ‘in love’ with someone else.  ‘Being in love’ first moved them to promise fidelity: this quieter love enables them to keep the promise.  It is on this love that the engine of marriage is run: being in love was the explosion that started it.’

So let us pray, as we close.  
Lord, I lift to you those amongst us who are single, for whatever reason.  Would you grant us friendship and help and intimacy to sustain us in our life, and enable us to know your love which is beyond all measure.  Help us to fix our eyes on you and to find fulfilment in our devotion to you.  Help us to find peace and contentment in our situations, knowing we are loved and valued in your sight.
I pray for those of us who, in this situation, do desire another person to walk alongside us in a special way.  We recognise that such a partner is a gift from you and ask that if it is your will, you would give this gift to those who seek it.  Lord, guide our thoughts and guide our steps, to stay on your path.
I pray for those of us who are in a relationship; that our lives may be lived according to your will.  That you would give strength in our love, courage in our honesty, and keep us from temptation in all aspects of our lives together.  Would you cause our relationships, especially those of marriage, to be a source of joy and blessing, in which we may build one another up in your name.
For those of us who have found ourselves in unequal relationships, I am reminded of Paul’s words that ‘the unbelieving husband may be made acceptable to God by being united with his wife’, and so I pray that our life and witness would draw our partners closer to you.
And Lord for all of us, we rejoice again in the love that you have shown to us, in the world you have created, in your coming to earth and living amongst us, and especially in your death on the cross for our redemption to eternal life.  Lord God we praise you, name above all names, King above all Kings, world without end.  Amen.
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