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INTRODUCTION

The history of dating is a pendulum swing from total dependence to total independence.  In 
ancient times marriages were arranged.  An arranged marriage could have been arranged 
while the bride and groom were still in their infancy by the parents, or by a person 
appointed to choose a suitable spouse.  Potential spouses did not necessarily have the 
opportunity to meet until the wedding day.  There are still many today who implement this 
practice usually allowing the son or daughter to meet the prospective mate and veto to 
reject or accept the arranged marriage.

Dating is a recent phenomenon that arose at the beginning of the 20th century.  Prior to 
dating there was what is called courting.  Courting was the practice of a suitor visiting the 
home of a girl, upon her invitation and with her father’s permission, the suitor would spend 
time with the family, and would have opportunity to get to know the girl in conversation in 
the parlour.  There would be other family members in the house, so there would be 
accountability but also a measure of privacy.  The father would often be present and he 
would get to meet the young man and question him and see him relate to others in the 
family.  The goal was often to get to know the character of a person and to see if they were 
a suitable marriage partner.  The traditional practice of the young man asking for the girls 
hand in marriage was also part of this.  

Dating was a very different thing altogether.  Dating was the process of removing the girl 
from her home and the watchful eye of her family and instead of spending time talking and 
getting to know ones character the focus became about taking the girl dancing, to the 
theatre and entertaining her, wining and dining her.  Removing her from the home and 
including alcohol soon led to dating with sexual encounters before marriage becoming the 
norm.  

The next development after dating which came in the 60s was the hook up culture where a 
person would engage in sexual relationships with no intention of marriage.  With the rise of 
Feminism which encouraged the women to have the same promiscuous attitude to sex as 
men, as well as the wide spread use of the birth control pill which enabled sexual 
encounters without the risk of pregnancy, mixed in with the eras view on free love, most 
traditional values and practices went out the window and we today have inherited a 
situation where Christians are just like the world in their dating practices.  Dating today is an
independent, sexualized human right governed by personal preference and not biblical 



principles.  So, today as we continue looking at the issue of singleness we must speak to 
this matter of dating.  There is no biblical model for dating, but there are biblical principles 
that can be applied to the issue of dating.  Dating was not a practice the bible addressed 
because of ancient cultural practices, however, the bible does put forward timeless principles
that all Christians in all cultures and times can use to guide them.  I make this point as we 
begin because you will come across those who say that we need to go back to courting or 
follow only one particular way of dating, as if this were the teaching of the Bible.  I am not 
going to defend the practice of courtship versus dating but instead am going to suggest 
certain principles that should be applied to relationships today.  

Independent dating

The first principle from the Scriptures I would like us to discuss is the principle of the 
headship of the father in dating.  We know that children are under their parent’s authority, 
and so are encouraged to obey them, and to honour them in Ephesians 6:1-3.  Until a man 
or a woman leaves their parent’s household they are under their authority.  Let’s look at 
what this looks like at different ages.  If there is an 18 year old girl that you want to date is 
living at home with her parents, it is the responsibility of the young man to approach the 
father of that girl to ask for permission to begin to date that girl.  This might seem very 
strange to you, but only because of what you are used to.
We live in a time when boys and girls are thrown together in high schools and constantly 
exposed to the opposite sex in a media culture where dating for its own sake without the 
goal of marriage as its end is the norm.  The practice of a boy speaking to a girl’s father to 
ask for permission is so alien because no one does it, and it seems to go against the 
independent teenager culture where parents are perceived as the enemies who we pit our 
wits against to overcome the rules and restrictions they place upon our freedoms.  We live 
in an age of dominant peer culture not a dominant parental culture, this is evidenced by the 
lack of following a parent’s faith.  
If a boy is interested in a girl, if he has Christian parents he should seek out their advice to 
see what they think.  This would be his way of honouring his parents.  

The great danger for most young people is when they go off to study.  In university young 
men and women are confronted with the most concentrated amount of single people of the 
opposite sex for potential relationships in their lives.  Or if a young man or woman is in their
twenties and has moved out of the house.  How does parental authority and dating apply to 
adult children who have already left home?  Some might say that the bible is clear, I am not 
convinced.  The bible statements about obeying your parents was in the context of teenage 
arranged marriages, your relationship with your parents changes when you are an 
independent adult.  I would suggest that we recognise a difference between the obedience 
which a child owes to his/her parents, and the honour which is a lifelong obligation of the 
children to the parents, even after marriage.  If you have unsaved parents who do not share
your values and what you are looking for in a spouse, better advice will be got from older 
Christians in your church.  The action of the husband asking for the father’s permission even
if he is unsaved is a good way of conveying Christianity and opening a door for witness.  In 
the extreme case of an overcontrolling parent who insists on obedience and not honour, or 



an unsaved parent who is interfering because they do not share your faith, in the case of 
those who are independent adults, they should consult the church community and make 
their own choices having done all that they could to honour their parents.  To use an 
extreme example, do you think a 40 year old widow with an unbelieving father needs to get 
her father’s permission to marry?  I don’t think so.  A parent’s responsibility is to raise 
people to be adults and to send them off into the world to live a life to the glory of God, and
not to keep controlling them from a distance.  I make so much of this point because of 
some of the abuses I have seen.  When I went to India I encountered men who were in 
their late 20s and early 30s who were still unwed and really struggling with lust.  They lived 
at home with their parents who were refusing to arrange marriages for them and using their
incomes to buy nice cars and other things.  
So then as long as a girl is a dependent she is under her father, and so, it is right and good 
for the Christian young man to still ask for the father’s permission to date or marry his 
daughter.  Older, independent adult children can also honour their parents in the same way 
but are not bound to obey in the same way as a dependent.  The modern day form of 
dating that disregards the parent’s role and rights is a sign of sins erosion of the family.  

This is an important protection for the girl.  The father is experienced and knows what men 
are like and can see through certain types.  If a girl does not want to date a certain boy the 
father can convey a ‘no’ to the boy.  This principle of honouring your parents and seeking 
their permission is important and will need to be worked at to be protected in our age of 
Facebooking and texting.  In light of the father’s role to protect his daughter, and his 
responsibility to chaperone her guarding her chastity, is it right that young men bypass the 
father with Facebook flirting or text teasing?  One of the good things about ‘courting’ is that 
there was an accountability, the possibility of someone overhearing the conversation, but 
now with all of this private communication the father’s role is undermined and the girl is 
exposed and vulnerable to being manipulated.  Young men, if your intentions towards a 
young girl are pure then man up and go and speak to the father, show the proper respect 
and apply the biblical principle of the father’s headship in the home. Teenagers stop 
undercutting your parent’s authority and protection by going behind their backs with your 
texting and Facebooking.  

Undiscerning dating

The second principle we need to discuss is that Christians can only date and marry other 
Christians.  In 1 Cor. 7:39 Paul says this, ‘A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives.
But if her husband dies, she is free to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord.’  
Here we see that a Christian widow who is allowed to remarry, is only allowed to marry a 
believer.  Now widows are not a special category to whom only this law applies, this applies 
to all believers.  There is nothing about widows or widowers that make them unique that 
they would be given restrictions that do not apply to Christians generally.  Marrying a 
believer is not being put upon widows as a punishment for those who have already had a 
chance to be married.  The classic text quoted is 2 Cor. 6:14, ‘Do not be unequally yoked 
with unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? Or what 
fellowship has light with darkness?’  Now in the context Paul is not talking about marriage or



dating, he is talking about being united with false apostles, or going into idol temples with 
unbelievers.  However, the principle of what he is saying has application to many areas of 
union including dating and marriage.  Yoking an animal of one species with another was a 
practice forbidden in the OT, Deut. 22:10, ‘You shall not plow with an ox and a donkey 
together.’  Paul recognizing that this law of God was not merely an arbitrary law but based 
on the principle of separation in much of the OT law applies the kernel within that law in the
NT.  This has implications for all sorts of relationships between believers and unbelievers 
including dating and marriage.  The notion of being unequally yoked with unbelievers is not 
part of the Mosaic law which falls away in the NT.  No, we see that the reason for the flood 
was because the ungodly daughters of men mixed with the godly line, the sons of God, and 
corrupted them provoking God to send the flood, Gen. 6:1-7.  When Abraham chooses a 
wife for Isaac, he makes sure that it was not someone from the ungodly Canaanites, Gen. 
24:1-3.  We see that Isaac’s son Esau is described as marrying a Hittite and how this was 
bitter for his parents, Gen. 26:34.  Isaac also instructed Jacob not to take a wife from the 
Canaanites.  This practice of remaining separate under mosaic law was not an issue of 
racism but religion, Deut. 7:3-4, ‘You shall not intermarry with them, giving your daughters 
to their sons or taking their daughters for your sons, 4 for they would turn away your sons 
from following me, to serve other gods. Then the anger of the LORD would be kindled 
against you, and he would destroy you quickly.’  God warned off the Israelites from 
intermarriage because the inevitable effect is that pure religion is lost and idolatry creeps in.

When you become a Christian, you have seen yourself as an unworthy sinner and been 
confronted with the truth of who you are.  You see that you are a creature created to 
worship, you see that God alone is worthy of praise, and you see that Christ is your only 
hope for forgiveness and happiness in this life.  When you trust in Christ for salvation you 
also repent, repentance includes putting away all sin because it is a violation of God’s law, 
you have a new loyalty to all things that challenge the authority of God.  You are angered 
when men do not keep God’s law, when they resist their very Creator, rivers of water run 
down from your eyes because you mourn that God is not glorified and man must be 
punished.  Will you then take into your heart someone who hates what you love, who resists
the one who saved you, who you love more than all others and whom you worship as 
worthy of all praise and devotion?  Could you stand to have someone as your closest friend, 
to share your inner world of dreams, desires, frustrations and fears who is against the God 
you love?  Either you will have to blunt your fervour for God or they will have to go.  You are
on two different tracks, going to different destinations, you have two different world views, 
two different value systems, two different ways of loving, seeing right and wrong, parenting 
ideas, and everything else, for our whole lives are affected by God.  

I have spoken to many who think they can flirt and convert, who will be different and are 
driven by a true love to see the person saved.  The trouble is that because they are out of 
line with God’s word, they begin to wonder in the words of the devil, ‘Did God really say?’  
The truth is that many who have married unbelieves have lived to regret it, one woman put 
it this way, ‘If you think you are lonely before you get married, its nothing compared to how 
lonely you can be AFTER you get married.’  You have to either marginalise God or your 
partner but you won’t be able to have both in a healthy way.



Immoral dating

‘In a recent study conducted by Christianmingle.com, Christian singles between the ages of 
18-59 were asked, ‘Would you have sex before marriage?’  The response?  Sixty-three 
percent of the single Christian respondents indicated yes.’  This comes from an article 
written by Kenny Luck called, ‘Sexual Atheism: Christian data reveals a deeper spiritual 
malaise.’  The contention of his article is that the modern dating scene is one of sexual 
atheism.  There are so called Christians who when it comes to sexual ethics act as if God 
does not exist and His laws do not exist.  They claim to have faith but act like the world in 
so many of its activities.  Sadly Christians are more shaped by the world when it comes to 
sexuality than the Bible.  To be clear the Bible calls sex before marriage ‘sexual immorality.’  
This phrase ‘sexual immorality’ is the umbrella phrase which covered all the sexual sins.  The
Christians took up the Jewish definition of the word and employed it in the same way 
endorsing the OT sexual ethic.  So that sex before marriage, rape, adultery, homosexuality, 
and the many other sexual sins are included under this umbrella definition.  The word 
‘young woman’ could be translated as virgin because these things were synonymous.  

Dating with a view to marriage is not an opportunity to indulge the sin of lust.  The gift of 
intimacy is something to be explored by a couple who are married not dating and not on our
own.  1 Thess. 4:3-8, ‘For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you abstain from 
sexual immorality; 4 that each one of you know how to control his own body in holiness and
honor, 5 not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God; 6 that no one 
transgress and wrong his brother in this matter, because the Lord is an avenger in all these 
things, as we told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. 7 For God has not called us for
impurity, but in holiness. 8 Therefore whoever disregards this, disregards not man but God, 
who gives his Holy Spirit to you.’  

Sexual sin is one of the most pervasive problems in Christian relationships.  This is a thing 
that must be fiercely guarded against.  I like something Paul washer said.  He spoke about 
the fact that when it comes to fighting the devil you are called to stand.  But when it comes 
to sexual immorality you are called to flee.  Sexual sin is of such a nature that you do not pit
your will against it believing that you will be strong enough, the most chaste is vulnerable to
it because it is a drive given by God which should not be stirred before marriage.  This is 
part of what is meant in the Song of Solomon when it says, 2:7, ‘I adjure you, O daughters 
of Jerusalem, by the gazelles or the does of the field, that you not stir up or awaken love 
until it pleases.’  Don’t wake the beast until you can legitimately satisfy it in marriage.  For 
this reason couples must beware of how much alone time they have together, they must 
ensure that they are not alone in the dark at 12 midnight watching movie.  They must meet 
in groups, in public, with other people, doing activities that don’t leave you with too much 
privacy.  If men a women should avoid being alone with the opposite sex then how much 
more should couples who are already affectionate with one another guard themselves.  If 
you ask me how far can a Christian go while dating, my answer is, flee sexual immorality as 
far as possible.  

Shallow dating



The last principle worth mentioning is casting off the practice of serial dating.  In other 
words using and misleading people to alleviate your loneliness.  Dating should be used with 
a view to finding a potential marriage partner, and we should not mislead those who are 
also looking for a potential spouse and keep them hanging.  In this way we fulfil the 
principle of considering the interests of others, Phil. 2:4.  Dating is a road one should walk 
towards marriage not merely for selfish gratification.  Therefore you should go about it in a 
thoughtful way, not merely following desire and attraction but thinking about the character 
and godliness of the person you are pursuing.  Prov. 19:2 warns of following desire without 
forethought, ‘Desire without knowledge is not good, and whoever makes haste with his feet 
misses his way.’  Charm is deceitful and beauty is fading but a partner who fears the Lord is 
what we should be seeking.  

Let me close with a final word about contentment.  Marriage is not the magic ingredient 
which will make you happy for the rest of your life and solve all your problems.  If you are 
struggling with lust now, you are taking the same character into marriage with you and will 
struggle with it in marriage as well.  If you think that marriage is what you need to make 
you truly happy, you are wrong, God is the only one who truly satisfies.  Marriage is not an 
end in itself but a gift given in order that we might enjoy and return praise back to God.  If 
you are single and you are not content in God and you go into relationships looking for that 
other person to fulfil you, you are going to destroy them and disappoint yourself.  Satisfied 
singleness and a healthy marriage begin with Christians who find their portion in God, their 
treasure in Him, who feast at His table of delights and have His peace and assurance 
guarding their minds.  In your singleness push into God, make Him your all, do His will, trust
in His leading, and you will be someone who will either be happy and single or happy and in
a relationship.  
      
                     

                          


