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FOREWORD

By Ma Smethurst of The Gospel Coalition

(Forthcoming…)
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INTRODUCTION

A hot shower on a cold morning. The latest Hollywood blockbuster movie. Barbecue

chicken pizza. Crown molding. Licking your fingers after fifteen minutes of ripping through a

bag of Tostito’s Hint of Lime tortilla chips. Vin Diesel’s voice. The smell of a wood fire in the

crisp autumn air. Footsie pajamas for adults.

It can truly be said that all of these things are great things...wonderful things, in fact.

Things that can make the corners of your mouth bend upward into a silent, tight smile and fill

your heart with sincere happiness. But if you really think about it, these certain somethings that

make your life full and glad, none of these can compare to the thrill people experience when

they discuss that one topic. You know what I’m talking about. Entire magazines, books,

television shows, movies, and occupations are devoted to it, and hours of conversation are

commi ed to it on a daily basis. Emotions run high and low because of it, and everyone on the

planet has been affected by it in some form or fashion.

If you’re honest (and your relationship status happens to be “single”), the subject

probably crosses your mind every day…maybe even every hour. In fact, this one topic can be the

sole filter by which all of your thoughts are siphoned and processed. Obviously, I’m talking

about relationships: romance, dating, and the like.

TICK MARKS
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Every now and then I noodle on li le informal social statistical equations in my mind,

and I take inventory of what’s on the front burner of my life’s stove top range, so to speak. I’ll

be intentional about listening to what the world discusses via advertising, social media,

television, radio, casual conversation, and things like that. I want to know what’s trending in

people’s lives.

Sometimes, I’ll even make digital tick marks on my smart phone to keep track of things,

like how many times food is mentioned in a half hour syndicated sitcom on basic cable TV, or

how many times the worship leader at church says “Lord God” when he prays at the end of a

three-song set before the pastor gets up to deliver the sermon. Stuff like that.

But the most fun this li le game of mine produces is when I start to count the number of

times something relationship oriented pops up on the social radar. It’s incredible. And because

of its frequency, it’s nearly impossible to record the number of times people talk about the

complexities of dealing with the opposite sex. So much of our world revolves around this

subject, and in the ever-changing landscape of what’s currently “in,” relationships will never,

ever go out of fashion.

So I guess the real question is, “What are we to do about it?”

People will always be interested in relationships, and the last time I checked (which was

yesterday, I think), followers of Jesus Christ are people too. Christians tend to be just as

obsessed with the opposite gender as anyone else, but the main difference in how we approach

this important life subject lies in the specific way we define ourselves. We are Christians, and

with that single distinction, the entire topic of relationship is flipped on its head. The standard
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rules don’t apply. Status quo for the way everyone else approaches relationships cannot and

should not be the norm for us.

The pages of Scripture call us to something greater and healthier in our relationships

with the opposite sex. It calls us to something thrilling and more challenging that involves

service, self-sacrifice, communication, and patience.

Sure, anyone can have a relationship, but that doesn’t mean that everyone

should...especially if the relationship isn’t pleasing to God. I’ve literally seen a 9-year-old boy

talk about having lunch with his “girlfriend” at school and how awesome it is because he

usually takes and eats her cookies at the end of the lunch period. Unfortunately, such a itudes

exist in many places throughout the world – the desire to seek and to take whatever possible for

one’s own personal benefit in a relationship.

However, as followers of Jesus, we are called to do life differently. It’s in our spiritual

DNA to be unse led with the way our culture says that romance should happen. The old has

gone and the new has come (2 Cor. 5:17). Therefore, for Christians, it’s not “business as usual”

when it comes to relationships and dating.

This book is a call for both men and women who love Jesus to drop-kick “business as

usual” out the back door. Yes, we will often have relationships on the brain just as much as

others, but how we choose to live out those relationships will speak to what and (more

importantly) Who we stand for.

SHALL WE DANCE?
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But before we dive in here, let me begin by confessing that I will not be writing this book

from a position of wisdom gained through great previous successes. What you hold in your

hand is by no means a collection of anecdotes on how I got it right, time and time again. I will

not be telling you how you should emulate each and every dating practice I lived out over my

single years, because the truth is that when I was in the thick of it all, I got it wrong most of the

time. My mistakes were plentiful, embarrassing, and sometimes more public than I wanted

them to be. However, as a direct result of me ge ing it wrong, I believe that you could possibly

get it right. In other words, you have an opportunity to learn from my mistakes, and that kind

of information can be quite valuable if it’s put to good use...kind of like a tool.

Tools are instruments that, when used appropriately, can create something quite

beautiful. They help us get things done with excellence, and they prevent us from ge ing hurt

in the process. They also help us to avoid wasting time, wasting energy, and wasting our

patience. Tools can be glorious things if we choose to utilize them, so consider this book a tool.

Yes, you can also think of me as a tool (implication intended), but let’s get past all of that and

focus on the greater picture of where this tool can lead you.

My goal here is to help guide you through the precarious topic of dating en route

God-glorifying relationships with the opposite sex. Sound like an adventure? Well it is, but let

me tell you that even though you might think there is some “magic bullet” solution to your

specific relationship (or non-relationship) issue, I’m sad to say there isn’t. Dealing well with the

opposite sex isn’t a science. You cannot plug-in and play the same formula for everyone’s story

and expect it all to work out the exact way you imagine. It isn’t static, predictable, easy, or

analytical. It’s not a science; dating is an art—a dance.

7



Now, even if the dance metaphor doesn’t resonate with you, just go with me on this. You

can learn the steps of a dance from watching a video, or you can read up on the appropriate

steps, but when it comes time to hit the dance floor, you simply have to feel the music and

dance with your partner. You might be scared, you might be off-beat, you might step on the

other person’s toes, you might trip and stumble in the middle of the dance floor, but in the end,

the dance itself is always exhilarating. Conversely, science is safe and practical and precise and

people don’t usually trip over their feet in the lab, but dance can only be experienced in the raw

environment of the real world.

I can try to help you by providing the scientific do’s and don’ts of dating and

relationships (and I will try), but in the end, you’re just going to have to feel the music and

dance. Study the tools and prepare yourself as a mature, responsible, thoughtful, and caring

person, but know that the whole thing can get messy and awkward when the music starts. Lord

knows I’ve stepped on toes and feet and fla ened arches in the process of trying to dance well

in the world of dating, and my guess is that you will too. But that’s okay. Just roll with it.

Oh...you hear that? I think they just started playing your song…
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CHAPTER ONE

WHATWE TALK ABOUTWHENWE TALK ABOUT DATING

WHY DATING IN THE FIRST PLACE?

It’s probably important that we first address the looming question of why dating and not

some other option? Is dating really the right way to go about pursuing a relationship with the

opposite sex? What about courtship? What about just casual hangouts without such an official

label as “dating?”

The thing is, when it comes to relationships with the opposite sex in the context of our

faith, certain issues aren’t always a ma er of right or wrong. Sometimes, they are a ma er of

what is wise or unwise based upon the situation. And, what might be right for one couple may

not necessarily be what you feel called to or comfortable with in your own relationships.

I’ve overheard many sincere advice-givers label specific dating practices as “sinful” or

“unbiblical,” hoping to shepherd an ignorant advice-seeker toward a more godly relationship.

And while the advice-giver’s heart is probably in the right place, calling something in the realm

of dating “biblical” or “unbiblical” is like saying, “heating your home with electricity is more

biblical than heating it with propane gas.”

The Bible doesn't say anything in particular about how one should heat his or her home.

However, if I were to come over to your place and notice you warm your house by se ing li le

baby chinchillas on fire, I'd have a problem with that. In other words, biblical principles and
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biblical thinking can be applied to practices that Scripture is silent on. As we get into dating, I'm

going to be advocating principles consistent with biblical values, such as valuing and honoring

others, being truthful, and communicating openly. Scripture is quite clear on all of these things.

We simply need to apply them to the context of dating.

So, even though the Bible has a whole lot of nothin’ to say about the American cultural

practice of dating—because it didn’t exist in biblical times—we can certainly say that dating is

not wrong if it’s done right. If dating is done well in a biblically influenced, God-honoring way,

then it’s just the opposite of wrong; it’s actually quite appropriate, godly, and fun!

There is, however, plenty of room for sin to creep in and start to transform godly

intentions into something that does not honor the Lord, and we’ll address this in the coming

chapters, but for now, my guess is that dating is currently the most common form of

familiarizing oneself with the opposite sex. That is the well-journeyed road I chose to travel

when I was single, and it’s what I know from my many years of working with college students

in full-time missionary work, so I’m going to concentrate on what is likely the most common

practice in our culture. People are dating, so let’s talk about dating.

But what is dating exactly?

DATING DEFINED…SORT OF

The word datingmight mean totally different things to different people, based on past

experiences, books read, information gathered, or lessons learned. Therefore, it is important that

I give clear definition to what I’m referring to when I use the term dating.
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So, what arewe talking about? Well, I once heard by someone that dating can be

conceptualized in terms of the breakdown of the le ers within the actual word “date.” D.A.T.E.

A date should be a Divine Appointment To Encourage. Basically, it’s a God-given opportunity

to spend time with someone you like, and encourage him or her in the process.

To be honest, when this certain someone told me that a date was a divine appointment

to encourage, my first thought was that this guy did not have many appointments to encourage,

either regularly or divinely. The pithy cuteness of his definition made me want to roll my eyes

and say, “Thanks, but I’ll be handling the whole dating-a-lady-thing on my own.”

But as time went by, I understood more what he was ge ing at. To him, a date is an

opportunity to show a Christian woman that she is worth spending time, energy, and money

on. It is a chance to build-up a sister in Christ, and communicate to her that she is valuable. He

enjoys the window of opportunity to encourage a woman, because to him, it is a casual way for

a Christian guy to uplift a Christian girl. In his case, however, things didn’t ever seem to move

past that casual date phase into something deeper. So, while I agree with the concept of the

D.A.T.E. paradigm, for me it seems to lean a li le toward carefree or indifferent.

Yes, of course it’s important to encourage the other person while on a date and

communicate care via time, energy, forethought, and money on something like dinner. I

absolutely agree. But the non-commi al a itude can actually cause more harm than good

without healthy communication before, during, and after the date about each person’s

intentions. This constant defining and redefining can be exhausting and awkward. Plus, this

guy friend of mine began to acquire a reputation as a player with the ladies, so his strategy
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toward dating, no ma er how sincere he was with his intentions, ended up coming back around

to bite him in the rear-end after all was said and done.

Yes, I agree that dating can and should be a series of divine appointments to encourage

someone, but I’d like to add a bit more to the definition and say that dating should not just be

about the dates. When you are dating someone, there should be a standard for clear

communication about what’s actually going on between the two of you. Are you dating

exclusively? Are you ready to a ach the label of “boyfriend or girlfriend?” Is this moving

toward something more serious? These kinds of questions shouldn’t constantly be looming in

the minds and hearts of the two people who are dating one another, and the remedy for chronic

questioning is communication. Both of the people going out on this series of dates should

understand with clarity the intentions of the other and the direction in which the relationship is

headed.

So, to wrap it up in one sentence, here’s my definition of dating: A series of divine

appointments to encourage the other person with the assumption that the God-honoring

relationship is clearly defined via healthy and appropriate communication.

JUST HANGING OUT

That, in a sentence or two, is what I mean by dating—what I think Christian dating looks

like. And maybe just as important to clarify, here’s what I think it should not look like. As

Christians, we allow culture to define who we are and how we behave in our everyday lives

way too often. This is especially true when it comes to the practice of relating to the opposite

12



sex. What is widely accepted as standard or “normal” in the dating world at large, sadly

becomes the standard for Christians as well.

According to a recent New York Times article1, many young singles are now in the

practice of living inside a “dating culture [that] has evolved into a cycle of text messages.”

Because we live and breathe and hide behind our phones, the non-commi al “whatever”

a itude in culture has downgraded this opportunity for encouragement into something referred

to as, “one step below dating and one step above high-fiving.”

The article goes on to say, “Dinner at a romantic new bistro? Forget it. Women in their

20s these days are lucky to get a last-minute text to tag along. Raised in the age of so-called

‘hookup culture,’ [young people]— who are reaching an age where they are starting to think

about se ling down— are subverting the rules of courtship. Instead of dinner-and-a-movie,

which seems as obsolete as a rotary phone, they rendezvous over phone texts, Facebook posts,

instant messages and other ‘non-dates’ that are leaving a generation confused about how to

land a boyfriend or girlfriend.”

This is from the New York Times, but as I stand back and observe what’s going on inside

the Christian culture, I’m quickly realizing that we’re simply playing copy-cat. For Christians,

the new idea behind dating is just “hanging out”: a safe, comfortable, and to be honest, lazy way

to approach the dating scene. It reinforces an already existing improper urge to extend

adolescence beyond what it should be.

Whatever. We’re not dating. She’s not my girlfriend or anything...we’re just hanging out. Why

should I have to label it?
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Boyfriend? No, he’s not my boyfriend. He’s just a guy I hang out with all the time...he’s like a

really good friend that happens to be a guy, but we’re not a couple or anything.

These are childish, vague words and phrases spoken by immature people who would

rather give more commitment to a video game or cell phone than a sister or brother in Christ

who deserves to be treated with enough respect to be communicated with appropriately.

Simply put, “hanging out” is not dating, even if two people are hanging out every night

of every week. Dating should not be casual or ambiguous or “whatever.” It should be

intentional, communicative, and approached with initiative. If someone asks you what is going

on with the guy or girl you’ve been hanging out with on a regular basis, you should be able to

give clear definition and never once have to shrug your shoulders. The world is telling you to

hide behind a text message because it’s easier that way, and you won’t have to put your heart

out there and get hurt. That’s just a silly way to protect yourself from being rejected, and it’s not

really showing honor to God. Oh, and there’s something else that I would not define as

dating…

THE BUFFET APPROACH

People are pre y split on the idea of the all-you-can-eat buffet: some love it, some gag at

the thought. But as a general demographic, I think it’s safe to say that most American college

males love the concept.

“Pay one low price and get to eat all you want? How on earth could this be considered

anything but amazing?” says the dude. However, there are many people in society who would
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rather eat at a gas station on their birthday than pay good money to eat from what I sometimes

call a “trough of poorly prepared, poorly warmed, bland tasting slop for the masses.”

No ma er your view on the American buffet, if you choose to eat at one, the ritual is

always the same: grab a dish, roam around a room full of food choices, select what you’d like

from behind the glass sneeze guard, spoon it onto your plate, sit down at your table, eat as

much of it as you want, and then go back and get more. Repeat as many times as your stomach

can handle, and finish with a bowl of banana pudding or a chocolate/vanilla twisty cone from

the self-serve ice cream machine.

Well, whether you love or hate standing at a public feeding trough and shoveling

“nutrition”onto your pla er, the idea of a “buffet” should remain solely in the culinary world,

never creeping into the world of dating. And here’s what I mean…

There are people who treat dating as if they are roaming around an environment,

selecting someone, consuming what they want from that person, throwing the relationship

away, and quickly moving on to the next person. Or, they take a li le bit of something from one

person at the same time they are trying out another, without any real sense of maturity,

relational health, communication, or commitment. They treat the opposite sex as something

they casually select for their own personal satisfaction, and if they don’t like the taste, they

quickly discard it in order to move on to someone else. With this kind of carelessness, people

can get very, very hurt.

The “buffet approach” is not acceptable when it comes to dating. Those who characterize

dating in a way that treats others like a side dish to be sampled and discarded are not at all on
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the same page as me or what I mean by the term dating. The world may accept relationship

hopping and sampling multiple partners at once. I do not.

Dating with the buffet approach is the epitome of self-serving and is therefore not at all a

part of my definition.

WHAT ARE YOU SAYING?

So, let’s step back and again go over what I’m saying and what I’m not saying when I

talk about dating. I mentioned earlier that dating is a series of divine appointments to

encourage, under the assumption that the God-honoring relationship is clearly defined through

healthy and appropriate communication. That’s what I believe dating should be.

Since dating can be such an ambiguous notion, I feel like it is of great importance that we

are all thinking through the same grid before we began to tackle the more intricate details of a

relationship.

And now that we’ve built the foundation, let’s get into the ni y-gri y.
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CHAPTER TWO

WE BELONG TOGETHER

It is not good for man to be alone. - God

It’s no secret that men and women are different from one another. And although you

might scoff at me stating that, given the fact that I didn’t truly absorb that li le gem of

information fully until I reached college-age, my bet is that you too sometimes forget it’s true.

Men are very different from women, and women are quite dissimilar to men.

Generally speaking, women like to smell pre y. Consequently, they will often spend

tremendous amounts of money on things that make them smell nice: perfume, pleasant shower

gels, fragrant bath oils, and aromatic hand soaps from Bath & Body Works. Girls like to be

closely associated to sweet-scented things, such as flowers, cucumbers, and melon. They

do...men do not.

Men have absolutely no desire to smell like fruits or vegetables, and they certainly have

no urge to smell like fruits and vegetables. Cucumber melon is never a part of the thought

process when men wash their hands, because men would much rather smell like dirt or beef or

blood. In fact, if you took a poll, my guess is that men would probably be fine with smelling like

all three of these things at the same time: dirty, beefy blood.

Back when I was in college, a buddy of mine lived in a co-ed dorm where the men and

women were separated by a floor. I remember paying him a visit one time, and as I walked up

the stairwell to the fifth floor where he lived, my nose became my guide, and through deductive
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