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Singles & Partners

When | first went to Bible College, on the firstydall the new students had an introductory talk by
the principal. It was a welcome to the college alsth some dos and don’ts and some good things
to do and some things that might be unhelpful. Whbree-quarters of the way through this talk
the principal came out with the line that femalgguins can ovulate by looking at themselves in a
mirror. None of us really knew if this was truet it seemed a weird thing to say. One effecidt d
have was to wake everyone up and the point thatem on to make was that in the feathered bird
world that pairing happens very easily and when paie happens then it springs up all over the
place. It can be the same in college. One cogeteogether and then it proliferates and many
couple spring up when they see this happening.

We live in a society where singleness is seen eghmusually, seen as being unnatural even. This
morning we are going to look at a series of questin the area of singleness and partners. What
does the Bible say? What does Jesus say? Letanshbw from Sue Hartley about the journey she

has made and is still making on the questso8ingleness And Celibacy Biblical?

Sue Hartley.Sue has been assisting Rev. Andy Rider the Re€tGhost Church, Spitalfields in
his pastoral ministry among church members andp@amers as curate. She sought, along with one
of the lay leaders, to facilitate the prayer lifedlaghe healing ministry of the church. Sue is mgvin
to St Paul’'s Church, Hainault and her licensing & in March.

At Spring Harvest, about 25 years ago that | werst $eminar on singleness. The room was packed
full of single women. The first question the lemdsked us was, “Is there anyone here who enjoys
being single? 1 think | was the only person whised my hand. In my early professional life, |
was keen on finding a husband. After a 3 yeartsbyr with a friend at church, | nearly got
engaged, but God clearly guided me that he hadspfan my future that would have been
incompatible with a long term relationship withgmnan. A few years after that (1986), when | was
still working a doctor in Wales but sensing thatdGuight soon be changing my direction, | went to
a YWAM training week. One of the leaders had advMor me, which in general terms spoke of a
new calling to Christian service; and the themealibacy was clear throughout it. Over the past
10 years, this vocation had been confirmed in abamof ways and | now feel sure that this is
God’s will for me for the rest of my life.

From Sue Hartley

In Matthew 19, Jesus teaches his disciples thatobtiee ways of life to which people can be called
in the service of his kingdom is that of celibattye renunciation of marriage. But to many people,
even church people, celibacy is often regardedriedevant and unnatural. Some see it as an
avoidance of commitment and intimacy, or simplg,fdte of the unlucky! But from earliest times,

celibacy has been recognised by the Church as #meatic Christian vocation. And in every age,

there have always been some who have respondbd tall of God in this way. The pendulum has
swung backwards and forwards throughout churchomson the value of celibacy. At one time it

was seen as a superior spiritual state to marriaggowever the Reformers reversed this, teaching
that marriage is a far better context for growing holiness than celibacy could ever be. But the
truth is that both marriage and celibacy are bgtfts of God and need the grace of God to be lived
to the full. Both Jesus and Paul gave singlerestatus equal in value to marriage, and Jesus
himself lived a celibate life which was fully humemd fully whole and he expressed His sexuality
in close and healthy friendships with both men &oden.

What does celibacy actually mé&anPaul suggests, in 1 Cor. 7:6 that celibacy, likermaae, is a

gift of God. It's a gift of Godb the person and thehrough the person for the church. Itis for the
sake of the kingdom of God. A celibate life is elbtarised by the gift of oneself to the Lord argl hi
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church, exclusive of other primary life commitmefitsisually has a secondary purpose, such as
overseas mission or a ministry of intercessione Iifie cannot be lived in one’s own strength; and
like any other expression of the Christian lifecdn only be lived by the grace and power of the
Holy Spirit. That means that it is a personal vamatirom God which has to be discerned and then
responded to. It can’'t be imposed or made a regment for something else. For those who are
called to this life, personal fulfilment is largdiyund in a life of prayer.

Thewitness of a celibate life can be powerful. It will chetige people to consider how a man who
lived and died 2000 years ago can command sucH tiggotion that marriage is willingly
foregone. It also speaks of the all-sufficientysod who is able to fulfil the deepest needs ef th
human heart. It is a witness in a society whereelimess is so rife. It shows that loneliness can be
transformed by the presence of God. It is a cauatltural sign in a world obsessed with sex. It
is a clear witness to the truth that sexual relaioare not essential to a healthy, fulfilled and
balanced life. Sexuality is a lot more than thegitsl act. Sex is jusine way of expressing love.
Although the desire for sex doesn’'t need to be tineteed for love DOESCelibate people are no
less sexual beings than others; but their sexu#ityxpressed in experiencing and showing God’s
love in their relationships. A healthy celibateelis committed to people as well as to God. A
celibate person is free to love all: they can depetreative friendships of love and service, withou
being exclusive, with many people over long perafdsne.

Celibacy is also a sign of God's future kingdom rehgeople will neither marry be given in
marriage’. The fact that God gives some peoplegtiaee to live that way while still on earth, is a
sign to the rest of the church and to the worldhef temporality of the things of this life. Celiba

people can remind the rest of us to keep our foousternal things.

Paul describes the church as the Body of Christclwvldomprises many interdependent parts—
differently gifted people working together for thlery of God and the building up of the church.

Single people need married people and married Eeogled singles—neither can exercise their
ministry without the others. We need to resporsitppely to those who are being called to this way
of life.

As celibacy and marriage are both gifts, neithesugerior to the other and both are necessary for
the building up of the Body of Christ. It is thenef for the good of the church and our own
spiritual growth to live in the state for which vaee gifted if we can. But if any of you have had
celibacy forced upon you by bereavement, divoraeobthaving yet found the right partner, | don’t

underestimate the pain of your situation and | hop@at you have understanding and

compassionate friends and family. Celibacy mightt me your gift, but if you seek to adopt the
features of the spirituality I've been talking albo(friendship, ministry and prayer) and use the
gifts you have been given to the full, this wilithgou make the most of your very difficult sitoati

Thank you Sue for that. So singleness and celitsaayg valuable way of live and is as valued by
God as is being marriage

So we continue with the set of questions we hageibavith. By becoming a couple one could ask
What Problems Am | Avoiding By Seeking This Relatioship? - We have heard about the
problem of loneliness, of non-acceptance in socid®gcently on a Sunday evening we looked at
the person of Samson. This man who was so stirgyas so weak when it came to women. He
got involved with Delilah which led to his captur®erhaps he was lonely, perhaps he wanted to
look the part with a woman by his side? We dokmmiw, but it certainly was not the best thing for
him.
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There also the problem of feeling unloved especialhen one has come out of an unloving
relationship, but we can and should find this ird@nd in the family. Paul writes in his first batt
to the church of God at Corinth

“If one part suffers, every part suffers with it; if one part is honoured, every part
rejoices with it.” (1 Corinthians 12:26 NIV)

So if a member of a church feels unloved, then &g hrave to lay the blame at the door of all the
church, but equally we need to join in, we canaset git at home mad mop expecting all to come to
us, I need to get out their among the people andiide away.

What Are My Motives? —Why am | entering into this relationship? What arg motives? As a
church we follow Ephesians 1:12

“...we, who were the first to hope in Christ, might bedor the praise of his glory.”
(Ephesians 1:12 NIV)

We do everything for the glory of God and not farselves. At times we have to sacrifice
ourselves for and to God. Paul talks often abejaticing in suffering and for some they may feel
that they are suffering badly — this can be asglsiperson or as a married person, but we do need
to ask ourselves — Why am | doing this? What ayermotives? Are they to glorify God or to
satisfy my wants?

Is This Way The Best Solutio@r Is It A Quick Fix To My Problem? — we need to be honest

with ourselves. If we want to enter into a relasbip, then marriage is the only Biblical route.
This does prevent the quick fix, this does mearhaee to think about the situation. Hebrews 13:4
says

“Marriage should be honoured by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God
will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoml.” (Hebrews 13:4 NIV)

Sadly in our culture marriage at times is far frbeing honoured but as Christians we at times have
to be counter cultural, not being led by the catwe live in.

In the instruction to Timothy over the appointmehtchurch officers, elders and deacons, we read
for both

“Now the overseer or sometimes translated as eldeyst be above reproach, the
husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlledespectable, hospitable, able to
teach,” (1 Timothy 3:2 NIV)

“A deacon must be the husband of but one wife anchust manage his children and
his household well.”(1 Timothy 3:12 NIV)

There is no thought of a common law living arrangam And this is not just for church officers,
but for all of God’s people right from the begingin

Have | prayed or asked others to pray for guidance? This is the final question. We heard that
Sue did not move into her position as single aribate without hearing from God. People who
get married should pray about it first. | can rember praying about whether it was right to go out
with a girl or not. | felt God say that it was hiigand | ended up marrying her! However thereaare
couple of provisos.
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1. The answer to a prayer will never, never go agamisat the Bible teaches. God cannot
contradict himself. It is no good asking whethee ghould live with someone or not, because
the Bible says it is wrong and so it is a non-pray@ust as adultery is wrong and so is not a
topic to pray about because God has already giiearswer. We need to take care. When
Sue and | were in Nottingham a minister had a yatouple in membership of his church who
were living together as husband and wife. He hadal with them and asked them to stop or
resign their membership. He never asked themaweelehe church. They said that they had
prayed about the situation and that they knewttieat were so much in love and that God was a
God of love, so what they were doing was fine. Trheister differed from this view as it broke,
he felt, the purity of the marriage bed as we lieddebrews earlier or as the Message puts it

Honour marriage, and guard the sacredness of sexuaitimacy between wife and
husband. God draws a firm line against casual andlicit sex. (Hebrews 13:4 MSG)

2. Pray with an open mind. Paul prayed that a paialevbe taken from him. As he says

“To keep me from becoming conceited because of thessurpassingly great
revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesha messenger of Satan, to
torment me. Three times | pleaded with the Lord totake it away from me. But he
said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in
weakness." Therefore | will boast all the more glaty about my weaknesses, so that
Christ's power may rest on me. That is why, for Chist's sake, | delight in
weaknesses, in insults, in hardships, in persecutis, in difficulties. For when | am
weak, then | am strong.”(2 Corinthians 12:7-10 NIV)

Do not come and ask God for his blessing on whatpropose, but on what he wants for your life.
Singleness and partners in a culture that is vepng on marriage and couples. In the time of
Jesus marriage was very strong and you were prdrmsaarriage but Jesus endorsed singleness as
well, but his life and by his words.

“For some are eunuchs because they were born thatay;, others were made that
way by men; and others have renounced marriage beagae of the kingdom of
heaven..."” (Matthew 19:12 NIV)

But if we get it wrong we know that God will forgiws, but that is not a reason to enter into gr sta
where we know it is not right. God is always thed®f more chances. That's the God we follow,
one who is always ready to forgive when we comi@rnoin repentance.
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