20.6.10 - Marriage & Singleness 2

1 Cor 7

Aim over these two weeks is to open these subjects up and make certain acknowledgements, last week – marriage is good/re-commitments.  This week – singleness! Aim is not to give 10 points for better marriage & 10 points to be a better single, but to paint a bigger picture and draw us together - which we are in Christ.
1. Intro and setting the scene – doing it now!
2. Reminder of last weeks inc. history and context of 1 Cor

3. Letter from John Piper with comments on singleness

4. Questionnaire answers & responses from me on a few – see below
5. Brief exegesis of particular verses in 1 Cor 7

6. Caroline McCulley 10 points about singleness

7. Communion & response, inc. prayer
Questionnaire feedback (asked permission): Asked 18 singles, heard from 11 – young and old, some previously married.

A lot of sensitivity around this issue, when reading through the questionnaire I was moved by some of the answers and the pain that can be felt. 

However, there is also a lot of sensitivity within marriages and a lot of pain which can be triggered also. I didn’t do a questionnaire because I am married and have been involved with a lot of other couples and marriage groups etc. and feel I have a fairly good idea of where people are at and issues faced

Thanks singles for your support! – ‘I will be praying for you’, ‘I don’t expect one man to have all the answers!’

· Will email compiled anonymous responses to church, quoted today

· Will email singles responses from others after had permission from you plus some of the quotes and articles I have used.
Warning - 15 rating!

Permission – longer teaching time!
Reminder of last week - Background history & context overview.
Context in Corinth:

1. Legalism - More spiritual to remain celibate – but they were alredy married before conversion and so felt they should abstain because of their high spiritual light.  Over zealousness, fanaticism and extremism led to neglect of their spouse.  Christians thought they were better to separate and live ‘holy’ lives.
2. Licence - Liberty misunderstood - 'Because our sins are forgiven we can do whatever we like; because this body isn't worth anything, it's going to die in the grave, well my body wants to do this thing so if it feels good I do it, it's not going to make any difference to my eternal destination'. Temple prostitution. Sex saturated city. They were called hedonists, lovers of pleasure. Rather than restraining physical appetites, especially sexual, they satisfied them and they fed them as far as they could to quench them. Corinthianise 
3. Christians were being persecuted - A lot of complications in this passage, where people think Paul is contradicting himself, can be answered in the fact that Christians were being persecuted - and Paul is saying: 'If you want to help yourself and not get hurt by seeing your wife burnt at the stake, or your children fed to the lions, you'd be better not getting married until all this distress is over'. Highly charged and serious environment. 
4. Divorce common - It wasn't unheard of for people to be divorced as many times as 20 and over! It seems astounding, hardly believable. 

5. Active feminist movement - and wives were beginning to compete with husbands in the businesses; some of them were even wrestling with their husbands physically as a prowess of strength, feats of physical ability, lost interest in being a housewife, or being a mother - in fact, so much so, that the history books tell us that by the end of the first century childless marriages, by choice, were extremely common. Vows, marriage vows and commitments, began to be ignored more and more.
Four Roman marriage types:

1. Slaves. Sub human and owned. ‘Tent companionship’ if permitted by boss. But boss could end or dictate the relationship. Many early Christians were slaves and in this situation.

2. Usis – common law marriage. Cohabited for at least a year.

3. Coempteo inmanum – father of the bride would sell off bride to whoever had the highest price.

4. Nobility, upper class – a marriage service.  We derive our modern service from this. Roman Catholic church adopted it and Christianised, it remained unaltered through the reformation. 2 Families organising the event, matron of honour, best man, vows, rings placed on finger, bouquet, cake.
Last weeks points:

1. The foundation of freedom in Christ

2. The goodness of marriage & singleness

3. The strategy of Satan

4. The goal is Christ whether married or single

Letter from John Piper, responding to the following question:

You ask: “What is at all compelling about marriage? Why would we even want to be married?” – (marriage last week, but here is what he said about singleness)

The objective truths about singleness are also primarily God’s design: 
· To display the spiritual nature of God’s family that grows from regeneration and faith, not procreation and sex,

· To sanctify the single with the peculiar pains and pleasures of singleness, 

· To capture more of the single’s life for non-domestic ministry that is so desperately needed in the world,

· And to magnify the all-satisfying worth of Christ that sustains life-long chastity. 
That is a high calling, but it is only compelling if it meets with internal longings for God that lean strongly into these designs.

There is more to marriage and singleness than I have mentioned. But the point is to show that neither I nor the Bible means to say that either is compelling in and of themselves. That is why Paul says, “One has one gift and one another” (1 Corinthians 7:7). I think he means: The internal reality of one person finds one of these powerfully compelling and the internal reality of another finds another powerfully compelling. And I would add: This can change from one season to another.

I don’t know which holds out more joys and more hardships. There is no way to know ahead of time, it seems to me. We Christians don’t make our choices that way anyway. This would be clear if all singles not only heard the wedding vows, “For better or for worse,” but also heard the same words written over singleness: “For better or for worse.” Marriage may prove to be gloriously happy, or painfully disappointing. Singleness may prove to be gloriously satisfying or painfully disappointing. Only God knows which it will be for you.
The reality is that it is different for everyone

· Older Christians – spoke of being in a different season and had adjusted, those previously married and widowed also found different issues.

· It is almost always on my mind and many nights are spent in tears and in frustration, crying out to God for answers, a partner, or for the desire to have one go away.  
· I can only think of one Christian that I’ve ever been attracted to yet there’s plenty I’m attracted to outside the church that are a big temptation.
Questionnaire: 
1. Do you want to get married?

Majority said yes, but also……
· I definitely want to get married.

· Kind of half and half, can swing from time to time when you see families or couples around you.

· No I don’t want to get married.
2. What do you enjoy about being single?

· Everyone said: Freedom, not having to share wardrobe space, able to make decisions without consulting others, not being told off when I scratch the car

· No violence, no arguments, no hurt, rejection or abandonment.  You’ve got to understand though, that my answer is based on my experience of my parent’s marriage as a child.
· I also enjoy the fact that I have the opportunity to serve other people with time, families, babysitting etc. I find that there is real pleasure in being able to give time to people.
· Very small number specifically said: Allows me to focus on God

3. What are the difficult issues you face?

· I hate having to deal with "disasters" by myself when things go wrong in the house, such as water leaks. I also find holidays difficult because I dont like being away on my own or in groups of strangers.
· Idolising Marriage, When your waiting marriage can become this think that will be the ultimate step in happiness. It can become a big thing that you want and you feel that when you get it, it will make you happy. I want to be content whilst I am waiting.

· It is very easy to not share stuff with others and just bottle things up as a single, in particular when you live on your own and can’t always turn to someone to get something off your chest when you need to. Another challenge can be that sometimes I feel vulnerable being on my own, in particular because I have no family nearby. Who will care for me if I get very sick or who would contact people if I would be involved in a severe accident and end up in hospital?
· Lonliness/lack of true companionship (I feel like the friendship between husband and wife is probably more constant and goes deeper because of additional feelings involved), possibility of never becoming a mother, lack of phyical intimacy.
· Funnily enough I don’t find loneliness a challenge at all; I’ve felt far lonelier in relationships (which obviously weren’t working) than now being single. 

4. Do you feel that the church is sensitive to issues singles face? 
· Not our church yet.  We are defined by marital status 
· Dont know whether the church is "sensitive" to issues singles face or not as singleness is experienced very differently by different people 

· Sometimes. Possibly best to treat all people the same, singles may be prone to more depression and loneliness due to lack of network. But hate being put in the 'singles' department, like it when its mixed up. 
· Feel they are generally sensitive, the ones I know anyway. Sometime it can feel like there is pressure to find someone ASAP.

· I think the church integrates singles quite well
Why or why not?  How could it better do this?

· Please don't have baby showers as a women's social event - they aren't a nice for all women.
· Words people share relating to being a wife or a mother.    Don't women have any other reason for being?
· Being asked to take communion with your families.  I don't have one to hand! 

· I get irritated by couples who seem only to be able to relate to other married couples. It's easier for people to connect with other people who share similar circumstances, but that can be hard for someone if they find themselves in the minority.
· Couples being overly affectionate with each other in public although mild show of affection is cute and reassuring.
· Discussions alluding to a couples’ sex lives.  I really don't want to know. Church is generally good at helping you out with stuff.  I’ve been helped to moved things, helped me choose a car & look at houses with me.  They’re been round to meet workmen with me and challenge them.  I have also been made to think that I'm asking for the moon though.
· More teaching on relationships would be awesome!
· What we are doing at the moment is good, recognising both and praying for both I think that is something that could be done on a more regular basis not just a one off.
· Maybe that would be good to have more interactions between single people and married: for instance, a single “adopted” by a family

· Although a marriage and children are a gift from God, it can sometimes irritate me when married people seem to think there is no life beyond their children or their own family. Children are wonderful and important, and singles love to hear about them, but there are also other things in life that we like to talk about. It also annoys me sometimes when couples go ‘double-dating’ with other couples but don’t make effort to spend time with singles. I enjoy hanging out with couples as much as hanging out with singles. We need your friendships; we’re not after your husbands or wives.
5. Would you like the church to talk about this issue more and to have times where prayer is focused on singles? (for example next Sunday)
· It is good to acknowledge that we all live our lives in different ways and that we have to support each other in that. I believe that singles and couples should support and learn from each other and we could maybe do this more in the church. I wouldn’t want it to be over-emphasised though as we’re all the same people in the end and no one wants an ‘us and them’ attitude. 

· Married people seem to still think I have lots of free time!. I choose to be involved with lots of church activities, and other things like babysitting so I do not spend a lot of time indulging myself!
· That we're not just useful for babysitting - it would be nice to spend time with the adults rather than just with their kids!
· Married couples to be more open to single people, considering them as part of their family, feel very low on lists of priorities sometimes so that you question why you exist. Would love couples to just bear us in mind and not invite us a a global entity, we can get involved in day to day activities and help out with tasks too, also why can't we come to a dinner party with two couples - why does that have to be awkward?
· I don't think it helpful to make a huge deal about it, but just to have it acknowledged as a serious issue would be great and prayer is always appreciated!  Prayer for partners for those who want them (I understand that there is a possibility this isn't in the plan for everyone but if you don't ask, you don't get!) and to accept and get on with the life we have until such a time occurs.
· I think other groupings should also be given similar attention to be consistent e.g marrieds, ethnic minorities, the elderly, special needs people, women, men, etc. In the church I think the issue of singleness should be tackled socially from a community/body perspective - ie learning how to live together whilst recognising we have differences. 
· Not keen on being prayed for in church on Sunday as I think it will to dig up some really personal issues.  Get the tissues out.
· Yes. I think that would be good for the church to talk about that and pray for singles; some singles are happy as singles and others want to get married. That would be good to pray for both cases.

· I think that would be good if the church could pray specially for singles who want to get married. 
6. What would you like to hear in a sermon about singleness and what would you most definitely not like to hear?
· I don’t know what I don’t want to hear but what I would like to hear is Jeremy 29:11 that says that God has plans of peace and prosperity for us and a future. So in whatever situation we are, God has a perfect plan for our lives where he wants us to flourish and be used to the best of our capacities to serve Him, either by remaining single or being married.

· Maybe some biblical examples of singleness and the reasons for it, the historical context behind Paul's statements on singleness, and relating that to today's context showing similarities or differences. 

· That it’s only for a season even if that’s true because the season can become quite long. 
· Definitely that no matter what state you are in there are positive and negative things about both.
· Teaching on relationships seems to be reserved for teenagers.  
· Having become a Christian at 18, I’ve never actually had any discussion in a church setting on relationships etc
· Understanding of how a single person feels. Whole issue of dating and choosing a wife / husband may be a good issue. Is there 'one' person ?
· That it's ok to want it, that it's what we were designed for (woman was made to help man!) and how to cope with it when it doesn't happen without getting angry at God I don't want to hear that it's not something we should be seeking.

· Don’t say “don’t worry, you will find a partner and get children” because that is not how it goes in real life. Several of us singles may never be blessed with a marriage or children. However, being single is also a blessing (as stressed by Paul) because it gives a lot of freedom to serve God and I think this should be stressed. I also think that couples could possibly learn from this (not that they should give up their families but that they think about how they can serve God as individuals or as families, or who comes first in their hearts: God, partner or children?).

· I would like to hear that "singleness" is not the same for everyone and it is different at different seasons in life. When singleness is a problem , I think the real issue is disappointment, which is hard for anyone to deal with and also loneliness. There can also be envy and unrealistic expectations about how life is for marrieds. Also, I think some people have problems with self image and with trusting people.
Closing comments:

· It is almost always on my mind and many nights are spent in tears and in frustration, crying out to God for answers, a partner, or for the desire to have one go away.  
· I can only think of one Christian that I’ve ever been attracted to yet there’s plenty I’m attracted to outside the church that are a big temptation.

· Older Christians – spoke of being in a different season and those previously married as facing different issues.

Letter from John Piper, responding to the following question:

You ask: “What is at all compelling about marriage? Why would we even want to be married?” – (marriage last week, but here is what he said about singleness)

The objective truths about singleness are also primarily God’s design: 
· To display the spiritual nature of God’s family that grows from regeneration and faith, not procreation and sex,

· To sanctify the single with the peculiar pains and pleasures of singleness, 

· To capture more of the single’s life for non-domestic ministry that is so desperately needed in the world,

· And to magnify the all-satisfying worth of Christ that sustains life-long chastity. 
That is a high calling, but it is only compelling if it meets with internal longings for God that lean strongly into these designs.

There is more to marriage and singleness than I have mentioned. But the point is to show that neither I nor the Bible means to say that either is compelling in and of themselves. That is why Paul says, “One has one gift and one another” (1 Corinthians 7:7). I think he means: The internal reality of one person finds one of these powerfully compelling and the internal reality of another finds another powerfully compelling. And I would add: This can change from one season to another.

I don’t know which holds out more joys and more hardships. There is no way to know ahead of time, it seems to me. We Christians don’t make our choices that way anyway. This would be clear if all singles not only heard the wedding vows, “For better or for worse,” but also heard the same words written over singleness: “For better or for worse.” Marriage may prove to be gloriously happy, or painfully disappointing. Singleness may prove to be gloriously satisfying or painfully disappointing. Only God knows which it will be for you.
Communion - together
Pride
Read & exegete:

7:1-2 ‘It is good for a man not to touch a woman’ (euphanism for having sex) – this is said because there is ‘so much immorality’.  A city and a church which has lots of people sleeping with lots of people.  Just have one woman and take her as your wife! He is not speaking to a room of singles who want to get married but can’t.
7:7-9 - Paul was single at that time, singleness and marriage are a gift (God only gives good gifts), Paul thinks it better to be like him for the sake of serving God.  It is better to marry than burn with passion ‘if they cannot control themselves’ (marry the people they are sleeping with!)

What if you feel you are burning with passion but can’t find anyone to marry?

1. Paul does not directly address this or have this in mind.

2. If you are married, you still have to work at directing your passion within marriage and not elsewhere. Pornography, masturbation, temptation to go elsewhere, physical problems that come in different seasons, relational problems that affect sex – marriage won’t automatically bring an end, long term.
3. It is impossible for God to God to call us to something we can’t cope with by his grace.  1 Cor 10:13 – he always provides a way out of temptation. The example of Paul himself.  The example of Jesus.
4. Be released from guilt and shame if you don’t feel you are doing well. This applies to married couples too who can feel guilty and ashamed, embarrassed. Paul was speaking to a church which was not doing well in this area.

5. Trust God, focus on him and keep going. Share with appropriate others. (comes up in later verses)
7:17-21 – The issue is spiritual pride.  Circumcision or not, slave or free, married or single.  You are not defined by any of these things.  You are defined by being in Christ.  One body.  
You are defined by who you are in Christ, watch out for spiritual pride that comes from your circumstances, married or single.

-There is no marriage in heaven – Matt 22:30

It’s okay to want to be married & it’s okay to not want to get married. Both are ‘good’ and neither is the goal. Singleness is not the same for everyone.

Our structures, systems, attitudes and approaches should always be governed by this central gospel truth.  How do we integrate together, with all sections?
7:25-31 – Virgins spoken about separately.  Better to stay single and be spared trouble in Corinth, but if you do marry then that also is fine.  Paul has not been asked about those who want to marry but can’t find a husband – his response would probably be to see that as a bonus! (In their culture, singleness and not finding a partner was not a big issue, marriages arranged etc – there was no word for ‘batchelor’!)
7:29-35 – Paul’s priority for all, whether married or single is that they live devoted to the Lord. Happy & taking pride in your better position – don’t be, sad about the difficulties you are facing because not married – don’t, those who love the things of the world – don’t.  Change your perspective and expectations because things are serious and you could easily face trouble, persecution and disappointment. 
Danger of idolising marriage – for the single it becomes the ideal and for the married it can also be an idol.  It is not the focus of life but something God uses and works through to mature you and enable you to work out Christ like love.

Be real – you might not get married and things may happen in marriage and family if you are (persecution in their case).

It is not – something you enter into, settle down, become apathetic about God and his kingdom, remain on the fringes of the church.  Single people are helped by  married people who look like their marriage and family is not the centre of their lives!

Caroline McCulley – author & speaker & single woman  - 10 statements about singleness in a Christian magazine
It’s not possible to know why someone is single.  Though many are sure that a particular character trait or physical feature is the reason why someone they know is still single, empirically that can’t be true, for many married people are guilty of those same qualities. And I’d like to gently point out that making such claims assumes a level of omniscience that none of us possess.

What you believe about God informs what you believe about singleness. Christians who believe that we serve a loving and wise God who ultimately will accomplish His plan and purpose for us also believe that singleness can be part of that good plan at various times. Though there is an obvious tension between God’s sovereignty and human responsibility, the Bible’s accent is on God’s rule and reign in our lives.  So we are called to trust Him in all circumstances, even ones we would not choose for ourselves, such as extended singleness. This is my position. For those Christians who don’t hold to this theological view, I’d like to submit that this belief is not the same thing as blaming God for our singleness or not taking any responsibility for the choices we’ve made that contribute to singleness. It means that unwanted singleness is one of those “all things” that God is working together for good in His mysterious providence (Romans 8:28).

Those of us who are single today can know this is God’s will for us today and still give thanks for it. “Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 Thessalonians 5:18). As for the future, let’s leave that in the Lord’s loving hands. It’s impossible for us to know what tomorrow holds so there’s really no need to fret over whether we are “called” to lifelong singleness or how to parse that concept. Married people don’t know whether they are “called” to lifelong marriage, either. Our circumstances can radically change in only one day.

It’s no surprise that a culture that denigrates marriage will have a high number of unmarried adults in its midst. The church is not immune from being affected by this trend, as evidenced by the comparable divorce rate. So I applaud pastors, theologians, churches, and ministries that are studying this trend and calling for transformation, as far as it can be brought about by our endeavors. I would only appeal that when these discussions are held, please don’t forget that you are talking about people and not just statistics.  Please offer biblical hope for change to those who are currently single and listening to you.

We singles have to learn to listen to generalities about marriage and singleness without taking it personally. I know it’s hard, but let’s be thankful that the Lord is raising up various people to notice, examine and teach in order to correct these trends. To continue the gemstone analogy, we have to remember that they are looking at a different facet of singleness when they are speaking.

Singles can play a vital and fruitful role in our churches, especially when everyone remembers that our primary identity is Christian, not whatever marital status we currently possess.  We are all called to grow up in Christ, who is the head of the church (Ephesians 4:15). Being single does not exempt us from this sanctification process. It is just a different path toward that goal. (Yes, I understand that marriage puts a bright spotlight on selfishness and that many married people will testify to how their weddings put them on the fast-track of sanctification. But there’s a different form of long-simmer sanctification for single adults who have to continue to choose daily to be involved, confess sin, serve others, and not withdraw in the face of years of loneliness and lack of intimacy.) The Bible is clear that singleness is not a second-rate status in the church (1 Corinthians 7:8), and it provides several compelling portraits of singles (Paul, Mary, Martha, Lazarus, Lydia, and possibly John the Baptist and even Timothy.)

Yes, we singles do bear some responsibility for our current singleness, but that isn’t the same thing as bearing the entire or sole responsibility, as though God is not in the picture. There are numerous factors in life that contribute to an individual’s current status, but what we can see now is not the end of the story. Joseph’s future wouldn’t have looked promising if you’d met him in jail — a result of choices made by Joseph, his brothers, and others. But that wasn’t the end result of God’s plan nor was He limited by those choices. The same goes for us. For example, I did not become a Christian until I was 30. So perhaps that’s a factor in why I’m still single more than 10 years later — I was not in the church in my prime marrying years. There are consequences for the choices I’ve made in my life, but I’m still committed to praying for a husband as long as I desire to be married because I have no idea what God has ordained for my future. And while I’m praying, I want to remember to thank God for saving me at all, even if it was at the ripe old age of 30! Unmerited favor at any age is a stunning gift.

Not all singles ministries are alike, so sweeping condemnations or celebrations of such are unwise. A singles ministry reflects the leading and teaching of its church elders, and as such there are as many flavors of singles ministries as there are churches.  Even within any particular singles ministry, you will find serious Christians and the shallow souls who give singles ministries their bad reputations as “meat markets.” In my opinion, however, singles shouldn’t be segregated from the rest of the church. We need relationships with families, and perhaps those relationships will curb stunted singles ministries.

For those who married relatively early, please don’t confuse your memories of being young with being single. Singleness is not a monolithic season. To be single at 40 or 50 and beyond is much different than being single at 25. The ease of finding a marriage partner also changes with time. If you married early, you may think it is not a complicated process to find a mate and you may not clearly perceive how difficult (though not impossible) it becomes over time.

There are huge differences between taking some initiative to seek marriage in the context of all other responsibilities and tasks, and being consumed by the initiative.  If I die tomorrow, I will not hear, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Let’s see, you answered 175 personal ads, attended 546 different singles meetings, went to 891 singles mixers, and accepted 34 blind dates! Enter into the joy of your master.” No, I — like every other single Christian — will be evaluated for how I invested my time, talent, and treasures into the Kingdom. So please don’t push us into a frenzy of activity just to Meet Someone. If we go to singles meetings with our deer-hunting headlights up, we will first blind and then scare away the prey. Instead, please ask us if we are going to meetings to serve others, receive the teaching, reach out to visitors, and advance the gospel. Those are the activities that will earn eternal rewards. If we Meet Someone while doing it, it is an added blessing. However, married people, you can help us steward our time if you prayerfully consider compatible people you can introduce us to and then discreetly (meaning: don’t tell us your matchmaking agenda) invite us all to some event.
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