Outline of the Journey to Marriage



   Friendship/Relationship Building


Courtship

    Engagement
Marriage


I. Friendship/Relationship Building

· This stage is a period of trust in the Lord, and patience that God will provide a godly spouse.

· A time of casual development of friendship. There are no actual or implied commitments.

· It determines what kind of relationship exists (i.e. “just friends” or acquaintances, close or intimate friends, etc).  Ordinarily, it is unwise for young men and women to develop deep intimate friendships with people of the opposite sex. 

· It may take place over the course of years, or fairly rapidly.

· This is a time where young men and women should be careful about their emotions, and be aware that they may become infatuated with someone that they may not otherwise want to be married to.

· Both the young man and woman should ideally be continually in conversations with parents about all friends, especially about friends (of both genders) that are becoming close or intimate friends. 

· It is a time to understand, at somewhat of a distance, each other’s: thoughts, beliefs, interactions with other people, family life, personalities, general goals and progress in life, etc.

· It is a time to determine if there is “chemistry.” This includes: attraction, enjoying each other and desiring to continue to spend time together, general ease of communication, compatibility of goals and interests, etc.

· Conversations between the couple remain fairly casual and without great depth. Both should be cautious about what is talked about and how.

· There is absolutely no touching between the couple (i.e. no platonic hugs, footsies under the table, physical flirtatiousness; cf. 1 Cor. 1:1-2; Heb. 13:4).

· Friendships should not be flirtatious in any way. They should be thought of as brothers and sisters in the Lord (similar to brothers and sisters in the family). 

· There is no one-on-one dating during this time. Young men and women will naturally develop friendships in family and group settings. 

The transition 
· When the relationship between the young man and woman begins to change from causal friendship to something else, it is very difficult to comprehend, measure, control, evaluate and to know what to do about it (Prov. 30:18-19). The key is to be honest with ones self, and to communicate with parents. 

· The transition from friendship to courtship should only be with a Christian. Under no circumstance should a young man or woman consider deepening the relationship with an unbeliever. Parents should be watchful and helpful to their children to teach them the importance of marrying only in the faith, and wisely holding them accountable to the biblical standard for relationships (2 Cor. 6:14; Gen. 6:1-4; Deut. 7:3-4).

· If the young man is increasing in his friendship with the young woman, the young man should begin “courting” the father. His thoughts and feelings should not be communicated directly to the young woman. He should, ideally, begin meeting with the father to forthrightly discuss the fact that his relationship to the young woman is getting more serious/romantic. The father will direct the relationship between the daughter and the young man. If the father does not like the young man or believes that the relationship should not continue to progress (temporarily or permanently), he will wisely and graciously put a stop to it.

· If the father approves (tentatively) of the young man, at his wise discretion, he will communicate to his daughter the interest of the young man. If she does not want to be pursued by the young man, the father should assure her of his support, and wisely and graciously put a stop to it. If the young woman desires the relationship to continue to develop, the father will provide godly oversight and counsel to both about how he expects the relationship to develop

· If the young woman is increasing in her friendship with a young man, she must communicate this to her father/mother. Although this may be frightening and uncomfortable, she needs to learn to trust the Lord through her parents during the process. Failure to communicate with her parents will make them concerned about her willingness and ability to submit to their godly oversight. The relationship may become strained and frustrated.

· Open and forthright communication between the parents of both the young man and woman at this point are ideal.

II. Courtship

· The purpose of courtship is for the couple (with parental oversight and counsel) to decide if they would like to be married. The young man not only continues to court the father, but also is given more intimate access to the young woman (under the oversight of her father). 

· Courtship is generally more formal, and is fairly strictly regulated and monitored. All rules and guidelines must be explicitly discussed. Normally it is a self-conscious development of the existing friendship (ideally). It may be that there has not been much of a friendship developed before the courtship, but both the young woman and her parents approve of seriously considering marriage. There usually are some actual or implied commitments in the relationship, but not necessarily. One father may be willing to have more than one young man court his daughter. Another father may desire that only one man court his daughter at a time. This is at the discretion of the parents and the young woman. Commitments should be discussed as thoroughly as possible, minimizing implied commitments. 

· Courtship may or may not be publicly announced. It may be that the various people involved may want to keep it as a private-family matter. If this is the case, it should be expressly discussed as such, with guidelines given about how the courtship is to be handled and discussed outside of the families. The value of courtship having some public component is that it provides opportunity for godly men and women to advise the couple and the parents.

· At this stage the young woman’s father has given tentative approval of the young man. Nothing is evident in his life that would disqualify him. There may be things that surface during the courtship process that may disqualify him, which would normally put an end to the courtship until the issue has been resolved. If the father is fulfilling his responsibility he is not likely to change his mind and bring frustration to his daughter. This is important because the father is giving permission for the young man to win the heart of his daughter. 

· If at any time the young man determines that he does not want to marry the young woman, he may do so with honor. He must communicate this clearly and immediately to the young woman’s father. Her father will determine the wisest way of communicating this to his daughter (i.e. by the young man directly, or indirectly through the father). 

· If at any time the young woman determines that she does not want to marry the young man, she may do so with honor. She must clearly and immediately communicate this to her father. The father will decide the wisest means of communicating her decision to the young man. Generally, the father will tell the young man about her decision. This will protect her from unwanted attempts at persuasion, or being in an awkward position.

· Although it should be an enjoyable time, it is primarily a serious consideration of the two being married. Once the couple has made the decision to marry, the engagement/betrothal will be more characteristically exciting and romantic.

· There is no generally expected length of time courtship should take. It may be relatively short (just a few months); or could be over a period of years. Each relationship and circumstance is different, requiring biblical wisdom on the part of the couple and parents.

· There is still generally no one-on-one dating during this time. While there is no biblical standard for this, parents should be careful to provide adequate oversight of the couple to avoid both indiscretion and the appearance of such. Additionally, it may be wise to help the couple keep control on their emotions.

· While the couple is generally chaperoned, it is important that they have an opportunity to discuss important issues privately. A general rule is that the couple should always be in “eye-sight,” but not necessarily be heard. The couple should be given instructions about what they should and should not discuss. If the parents do not wish to place any restrictions on the nature or content of the conversations, they should at least be in regular communication with the couple about the conversations. If the parents do desire to regulate the conversations of the couple, they must do so explicitly. Failure to do so will inevitably lead to frustrations or inadvertent violations of the parent’s will.

· The issues that should be seriously discussed include: life goals, vocation, money, the working wife, beliefs about parenting, theology and church practice, extended families, etc. These conversations will generally be much deeper, personal and intimate than during the friendship stage. Parents should be counseling with their son or daughter about what issues to discuss, and what has been discussed. The young man and woman must be careful not to become defensive or unwilling to hear the counsel of their parents. To do so would be a rejection of wise counsel to their peril. 

· The parents of both the young man and woman should, ideally, be in regular communication with each other about the progress of the courtship (Gen. 24:2-3; 34:4, 6-12; 38:6; Judg. 14:2). Care should be taken to be flexible with each other’s view of courtship, and to create a positive relationship.

· It is wise to counsel with Pastor/Elders at this point about the advisability of the couple marrying.

· There is still absolutely no touching between the couple (i.e. no, kissing, hand holding, platonic hugs, footsies under the table, etc; cf. 1 Cor. 1:1-2; Heb. 13:4). The reason for this is that the goal of courtship is to make a decision. All physical touching is a form of sexual play between couples during courtship. God has created men and women to become emotionally connected to each through physical contact. During courtship, the heightening of emotions through physical contact tends to minimize thinking, discussion and sober-minded decision making. Additionally, the initial excitement of physical contact gives way to an ever-increasing desire, leading toward sexual sin.

The transition

· Unlike the transition from friendship to courtship, the transition to engagement should generally be clear and expected by both the couple and the parents. What may be difficult is timing.

· Because the communication between the young man and the father of the young woman should be regular and straight forward, by the time the young man desires to get the final approval from her father, he should already know what is expected of him/them. This could include: vocational or educational requirements, dowry expectations, financial requirements, etc. The young man should sufficiently meet all expectations before the father gives final approval. 

· The young man and woman have likely begun to discuss marriage by the time the young man seeks final approval. Yet the couple should avoid being presumptuous. They should leave a good deal of discussion of wedding plans and marriage to the engagement period. During courtship their focus should be on whether they want to be married.

· The young man should seek counsel from his parents before seeking final approval from the young woman’s father (1 Cor. 7:38). His parents may want to discuss his desire with the parents of the young woman.

· The young man should respectfully ask for permission from the young woman’s father, and submit to his decisions. If the father desires for them to wait for some reason, the young man is free to seek to courteously persuade the father. In the end, the young man must submit to the will of the father.

· If the father gives permission to the young man, the father should explicitly give any instructions about the manner in which the young man may propose the his daughter, if he has any. The father may give permission for the proposal to be done privately.

· The decision of the father to allow the marriage should be considered a permanent one. He should only rescind his decision for gross sin, or discovery of serious deceit on the part of the young man.

· Engagement

· If the young woman accepts the proposal of marriage, the couple is engaged. This should be viewed as a permanent decision, and should only be rescinded for gross sin, or discovery of serious deceit on the part of either the young man or woman (Matt. 1:19). Biblically, this period is known as betrothal and was culturally viewed as unbreakable as marriage
· Engagement is generally a public issue. It makes clear that a commitment has been made, and that neither the young man or woman are “available” to anyone else. It also provides opportunity for others to rejoice with the couple.

· Engagement usually involves a much shorter time than the friendship or courtship stages. It is primarily a time for the couple to arrange the marriage ceremony, and make preparations for their life together. 

· Pre-marriage counseling is both advisable and usually required by most Pastors.

· While the parents of the couple may allow them to go on “dates” during this time for special occasions, care should be taken to help them avoid sexual temptations and sin, and the appearance of such. Chaperoning should still be the general rule.

· There is generally some touching allowed between the couple during engagement. Their parents may permit them to kiss, hold hands, etc. The general rule should be: no touching any part of the body covered by a bathing suit. This should be explicitly discussed with the couple to avoid any confusion or rationalization. If the couple violates any conditions set forth by the parents, they will have sinned (Heb. 13:4), violated their conscience, and disobeyed the commands of their parents. It must be remembered that all physical touching is a form of sexual play, and the marriage bed must be kept holy. 

· Efforts should be made to develop good relations between the two families during engagement.

· Wedding plans should be a source of joy, especially for the couple. Their families should avoid putting strains on the couple by sinful and selfish desires for the ceremony.

III. Marriage

· After the wedding ceremony, a new and separate family has been established (Gen. 2:24). The authority of the bride’s father has been transferred to the groom. The father of the bride must resist the temptation to try to continue to exercise oversight of the couple. He must trust the Lord and the work he has already done in her life. He must also trust the Lord through her new husband (whom he approved).

· The couple must self-consciously separate themselves as a new family from their parents (Gen. 2:24; Ps. 45:10). The couple should continue to have good relations with their extended families. They should make efforts to meet biblical and socially imposed obligations or expectations. But they must not allow themselves to be “ruled” by their families.

· The young man should be careful to observe, at least the spirit of, the year of exclusion (Deut. 24:5). He is to focus his attention on his bride and to establish his household in godly and biblical patterns. He needs to give her joy and good cheer in their life together (Eph. 5:25-29).

· The young woman must be careful to submit herself fully to her new covenant head. She needs to learn to respect him as Christ’s representative to her, taking joy in his nurture and guarding (Eph. 5:22-24).

· The couple should drink deeply of the love they have for each other, and generously express it verbally and sexually (1 Cor. 7:2-5).

· And they lived happily ever after.
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