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An area in which many Bible-believing churches (and consequently many professing 

Christian families) have blindly accepted pagan practices is the area of dating. Because the 

abandonment of biblical courtship in favor of modern recreational dating has been a disaster for 

families, churches and society, we need to examine dating from a biblical perspective and 

analyze the scriptural alternative: father controlled courtship. In this chapter we will define 

dating, note its recent origin, give reasons why its practice is unscriptural and in the process 

present the biblical alternative: father (parent) controlled courtship. For those of us born and 

raised in America (especially those raised as unbelievers) there may be a temptation to dismiss 

this topic as “obviously antiquated and absurd.” But, as you read this chapter you may be 

surprised at the clear and abundant biblical evidence for courtship (as scripturally defined). 

  

The Modern Dating Game 

  
What is dating? By the word dating we are referring to the twentieth century phenomenon 

knows as modern recreational dating. It works something like this. A boy meets a girl, decides 

that she is pleasing in some sense (e.g., cute smile, sexy body, nice sounding voice, cool friends, 

groovy car, etc.) and then asks her to go out on a date. If she accepts, the boy will pick her up at 

a certain time and then (typically) will take her out to dinner, and/or to a movie (or concert, etc.) 

and then in many cases will park the car in a secluded area and engage in necking and heavy 

petting. In today‟s culture “nice girls” will not allow the necking and petting until the second, 

third or fourth date. In modern America, dating among high school and college students 

frequently involves booze, drugs and sexual intercourse. 

If a boy and girl date for an extended period of time and agree not to date other people 

then they are “going steady.” Going steady (as it is called) is in many ways an adolescent 

imitation of marriage (e.g., the boy often even gives the girl a ring or necklace). It, however, 

does not have the protection and real commitment of a marriage covenant and is therefore 

arbitrary and fleeting. Boys and girls who “go steady” become attached romantically, 

emotionally, and often sexually. Then when the boy or girl gets bored with the relationship, or 

get caught cheating or simply decide that someone else is more desirable, the relationship is 

ended. Breaking up often involves heartache, anger and has many negative emotional 

consequences. After a string of failed relationships young men and women can become hard-

hearted and distrustful of relationships in general. Thus modern recreational dating leads to a 

high rate of divorce in society. It trivializes intimacy and supports the hedonistic idea that men 

and women are play things that can be tossed aside at will. In modern culture (generally 

speaking) the person that one marries is simply the last person in a string of relationships that 

involved emotional and sexual “commitments.” Thus marriage is often viewed as basically a 

romantic add-on to what has occurred before. Modern recreational dating is not only unbiblical 

but it has its own negative consequences. The specialness and sacredness of the marriage 

covenant for many has been lost. It has been cast aside for the sinful foolish pleasures of the 

modern dating system. 

While professing Christians who through ignorance, bad teaching and syncretism with 

pagan culture are involved in the dating system usually have better motives and intentions than 



their pagan counterparts (e.g., their goal for dating is not “to score”), all the unbiblical negative 

aspects of dating (e.g., a lack of real parental oversight; no chaperone; a certain amount of 

physical intimacy is accepted and expected; emotional, romantic and physical relations are 

occurring outside of the marital relationship, etc.) still accompany so-called “Christian dating.” 

Therefore, one should not be surprised that rates of sexual immorality among “evangelical” 

college students are almost identical to pagan college students. Or that rates of adultery and 

divorce among professing Christians is also about the same as the general pagan population. The 

dating paradigm has been a total disaster for American evangelicals. 

Why is Dating Wrong? 

The reason that the modern recreational dating system has had such negative ethical and 

social consequences for evangelicals is that it contradicts many biblical principles. In fact the 

modern dating paradigm is not at all based on the Bible but is rather a by-product of an 

apostatizing and post-Christian culture. In the nineteenth century (and before) most men and 

women were brought together and prepared for marriage through a father-controlled process 

called courtship. By 1930 a cultural paradigm shift occurred by which young adults came to 

control the process with little or no supervision from parents. Dating and petting became the 

norm. 

The reasons for this shift are manifold. There were socioeconomic factors such as 

industrialization. Many young men and women moved from small agricultural towns to large 

cities to work in mills, factories and offices. There was the rise of the motion picture industry 

which promoted an unbiblical concept of romance and sexuality. Another important factor was 

the development of the affordable automobile. Automobiles provided young couples with a fast 

and easy escape from the eyes and ears of their parents. They provided boys and girls with a 

weather-proof, mobile, private, couch on wheels. As such, cars became the chief necking centers 

for teenagers during the twentieth century. The main reason, however, for the shift from 

courtship to dating was that most churches stopped preaching the whole counsel of God (e.g., 

God‟s moral law, covenant headship, etc.) As a result fathers abdicated their biblical 

responsibility to oversee the relationships of their children and guard them from pagan culture, 

from acting foolishly and committing evil. 

As we consider specific biblical reasons why dating is unscriptural and dangerous we of 

necessity will be presenting the case for biblical courtship. Although it may appear that dating is 

the norm for evangelicals today, there are a number of reasons why the Bible condemns such a 

practice. 

(1) Modern recreational dating is unbiblical because it tempts the parties involved to 

commit sexual immorality and often leads to fornication. Because of our sinful natures and 

because of natural sexual appetites believers should never place themselves in situations that can 

cause temptation and sin. Believers cannot trust themselves to be alone with an attractive person 

of the opposite sex especially when that person has a commitment and strong emotional 

attachment to the one they are with. “Flee sexual immorality. Every sin that a man does is 

outside the body, but he who commits sexual immorality sins against his own body” (1 Cor. 

6:18). “For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you should abstain from sexual 

immorality; that each of you should know how to possess his own vessel in sanctification and 

honor, not in passion of lust, like the Gentiles who do not know God; that no one should take 

advantage of and defraud his brother in this matter, because the Lord is the avenger of all such, 



as we also forewarned you and testified. For God did not call us to uncleanness, but in holiness” 

(1 Th. 4:3-7). 

Recreational dating presupposes that a certain amount of kissing and touching are 

acceptable outside of the marriage relationship as long as things do not go too far (e.g., second, 

third and fourth base). Such thinking, however, is totally contrary to Scripture. Paul says, “Now 

concerning the things of which you wrote to me: It is good for a man not to touch a woman. 

Nevertheless, because of sexual immorality, let each man have his own wife, and let each woman 

have her own husband. Let the husband render to his wife the affection due her, and likewise 

also the wife to her husband” (1 Cor. 71-3). Paul says unequivocally that it is morally good for a 

single man not to have sexual relations with a woman. Sexual affection is strictly limited by the 

apostle to the marriage relationship. Kissing and rubbing various parts of the body are clearly 

foreplay; they are the normal prelude to sexual intercourse. Although a Christian man would 

never allow someone to conduct themselves in such a manner (i.e. foreplay, sexual touching) 

with a wife or daughter they convince themselves that such behavior is somehow acceptable 

when they are single and the hormones are flowing. He is also ignoring the fact that he is 

touching someone else‟s future wife, while at the same time expecting his own future wife to be 

chaste. “Can a man take fire to his bosom, and his clothes not be burned? Can one walk on hot 

coals, and his feet not be seared? So is he who goes in to his neighbor‟s wife; whoever touches 

her shall not be innocent” (Prov. 6:27-29). Sexual touching is forbidden before marriage. 

Therefore, modern dating is a form of rebellion against God. 

Recreational dating (which nears always involves necking and petting) is condemned by 

God because it causes illicit lust. Even when a professing Christian couple “make out” but stop 

while dressed and go their separate ways, they have still filled their minds with unlawful desires. 

Paul says, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 

mind” (Rom 12:2). “Therefore put to death your members which are on the earth: fornication, 

uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5). “That you put 

off, concerning your former conduct, the old man which grows corrupt according to the deceitful 

lusts” (Eph. 4:22). Jesus Himself warned that sexual lust is a violation of the seventh 

commandment. “You have heard that it was said to those of old, „You shall not commit 

adultery.‟ But I say to you that whoever looks at a woman to lust for her has already committed 

adultery with her in his heart” (Mt. 5:27-28). Solomon writes, “Keep your heart with all 

diligence, for out of it spring the issues of life” (Pr. 4:23). 

To engage in recreational dating is to draw one‟s own mind and heart away from 

obedience toward seduction and sin. It is purposeful entering into temptation, a deliberate 

jumping into a pit of lust and a snare of evil desire. Our Lord commanded us to pray that we not 

be led into temptation (cf. Mt. 6:13). Can we pray this prayer with sincerity while we 

deliberately pour gasoline on the ember of lust? All sin begins with an entering into temptation. 

Therefore, if you fear sin, then you must also fear temptation. You cannot hat the fruit while you 

delight in and partake of the root. The reason that dating is so destructive of believers is because 

when men and women make peace with sinful desires and stimulate them with necking they have 

already consented to sin in the heart; and, sin in the heart often breaks forth into evil acts. An 

inner consent with lust always occurs before sinful deeds take place. “But each one is tempted 

when he is drawn away by his own desires and enticed. Then, when desire has conceived, it 

gives birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, brings forth death” (Jas. 1:14-15). Instead of 

following the modern dating paradigm, we should heed the words of Peter. “Beloved, I beg you 

as sojourners and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts which war against the soul” (1Pet. 2:11). 



Lust is such a danger to Christians that Paul even warned Timothy, a man of God, to avoid it like 

the plague. “Flee also youthful lusts; but pursue righteousness, faith, love, peace with those who 

call on the Lord out of a pure heart” (2 Tim. 2:22.). 

How many young Christians have fallen into great sexual sins because they blindly 

accepted the dating system; because they did not consider the danger of entering into temptation 

and the sinfulness of inward lust? How many believers have been scarred for life by following 

the world‟s method instead of Scripture? There have been many Christians who have backslid, 

fallen into grievous sexual sins, repented and been restored. Note, however, that the pain, 

suffering, and trauma that are the consequences of sin can last for many years, even a lifetime. 

“You will never find David dancing after his sin with Bathsheba. Not he; there was not dance in 

him after that! He limped to the day of his death” (C. H. Spurgeon). Sexual attraction is natural 

and normal. God made us with the ability to respond in this way. So, those raised in Christian 

homes shouldn‟t be fooled into thinking they won‟t tempted in a dating situation. “Let him who 

thinks he stands, take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). “A prudent man foresees evil and hides 

himself, but the simple pass on and are punished” (Prov. 22:3). “He who trusts in his own heart 

is a fool, But whoever walks wisely will be delivered” (Prov. 28:26). 

(2) Another particularly troublesome aspect of the dating paradigm is that believers are 

trained to confuse lust and strong emotions with genuine biblical love. When a Christian young 

man takes out a young woman and causes her to lust and sin by necking and so forth he is not 

expressing biblical love, for true love obeys God‟s law. “Love...does not behave rudely, does not 

seek its own, is not provoked, thinks no evil; does not rejoice in iniquity, but rejoices in the 

truth” (1 Cor. 13:4-6). “This is love, that we walk according to His commandments” (2 Jn. 6). 

When a Christian couple engage in “making out” and “heavy petting” they are stepping outside 

of lawful behavior, imitating the pagan world, and are not acting in each other‟s best interest 

which is to serve Christ with the whole heart. “You shall love your neighbor as yourself. Love 

does no harm to a neighbor; therefore love is the fulfillment of the law.... Let us walk properly, 

as in the day, not in revelry and drunkenness, not in lewdness and lust, not in strife and envy. But 

put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to fulfill its lusts” (Rom. 13:9-

10, 13-14). 

The Bible gives us a vivid picture of lustful passion as a substitute for true biblical love in 

the story of Amnon and Tamar in 2 Samuel 13. In this chapter the Bible uses the word love in the 

common cultural sense to describe a strong infatuation based upon irrational, youthful, sexual 

lust. Tamar is an exceedingly beautiful virgin, but she is a chaperoned and well-guarded daughter 

of the king. Amnon, her half-brother who is consumed with sexual lust, comes up with a scheme 

to remove his sister‟s guardians and force her to have sexual intercourse. When they are alone, in 

the heat of passion Amnon reveals his wicked intention to Tamar. She is appalled. She says to 

him, “No, my brother, do not force me, for no such thing should be done in Israel. Do not do this 

disgraceful thing! And I, where could I take my shame? And as for you, you would be like one 

of the fools in Israel. Now therefore, please speak to the king; for he will not withhold me from 

you” (2 Sam. 13:12-13). 

There are a number of important things to note from this chapter regarding our discussion 

of the unbiblical nature of modern recreational dating. First, note that Tamar properly assumes 

that in the area of sexual conduct there should be a clear distinction between God‟s covenant 

people and the surrounding pagan nations (v. 12). She also properly identifies any Israelite who 

engages in premarital sex as a fool (v. 13). Second, note the great difficulty that it takes to get 

alone with a young virgin in Israelite society. The Bible assumes that young men and women 



should never be alone together until they are married. Unmarried virgins in biblical society are 

protected from predatory men. They are guarded by competent moral chaperones. Such 

protection is the responsibility of the father. 

Third, note that an infatuation which flows from sexual lust is impatient and fleeting. 

Amnon did not follow lawful procedures of biblical courtship because he wanted immediate 

gratification. Once his sinful lust was gratified, Amnon‟s infatuation turned into revulsion and 

hatred (v. 15). He used her for sexual pleasure and then cast her aside. Blaikie writes, “If 

anything more was needed to show the accomplished villainy of Amnon, it is his treatment of 

Tamar after he has violently compassed her ruin. It is the story so often repeated even at this 

day,-the ruined victim flung aside in dishonour, and left unpitied to her shame. There is no trace 

of any compunction on the part of Amnon at the moral murder he has committed, at the life he 

has ruined; no pity for the once blithe and happy maiden whom he has doomed to humiliation 

and woe. She has served his purpose, king‟s daughter though she is; let her crawl into the earth 

like a poor worm to live or to die, in want or in misery; it is nothing to him.” Note that the so-

called love of the world with its lust, sexual immorality, deceptive words of affection and 

defrauding of gullible young women is antinomian to the core. In reality, it is hatred, humiliation 

and degradation masquerading as love. The modern dating paradigm serves the false worldly 

concept of love to a tee. “Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the 

world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world- he lust of the flesh, the lust 

of the eyes, and the pride of life -is not of the Father but is of the world” (1 Jn. 2:15-16). 

(3) Modern recreational dating is unbiblical because it trains young people to take male-

female covenant relationships lightly. With modern dating the goal of the relationship is first 

personal pleasure (i.e. having a lot of fun); then second, developing romantic feelings and strong 

emotions; then third (in some cases) the making of some sort of commitment (e.g., going steady). 

At this point in the relationship, however, the commitment is only one of restricting pleasurable 

activities (going out, sexual gratification, etc.) to each other. Engagement or betrothal is only a 

future possibility at best. Note, that this so-called dating commitment can be dissolved by either 

party at any time for any reason whatsoever without any negative civil or social consequences. 

Given the fact that the goal of dating is essentially self-centered and hedonistic and that 

the dating commitment can be broken for any reason at any time, we should not be surprised to 

find that Americans may have had five, ten, or even twenty “serious” relationships before they 

become married. Someone might ask, “What is wrong with that?” “Isn‟t it a good policy to test 

drive the many cars before making a decision to buy one?” The problem with the modern dating 

paradigm is that: (1) It trains young people to have a pleasure-oriented, selfish (self-fulfillment) 

concept of marriage instead of the biblical God-centered, kingdom (dominion) oriented, service-

oriented concept of marriage. When men or women make their own self-fulfillment through 

emotions and pleasures the foundation of the marriage relationship there is no solid foundation 

for a lasting (truly satisfying) godly marriage. (2) When people are married after several 

relationships in which the commitment was broken for any reason no matter how small, men and 

women are trained (habituated) to deal with problems in the marriage relationship (even petty 

things such as sexual boredom, a lack of strong emotions, putting on some weight, etc.) by 

getting a divorce. The dating system is one of the main reasons why America has such a 

scandalously high divorce rate. Young people have been trained to treat divorce as not a big deal, 

as an easy and acceptable solution to marital problems. 

(4) The main reason that Christians must reject the modern dating paradigm is that it 

violates the biblical teaching regarding covenant headship. The Bible teaches that the father (and 



parents) has a biblical responsibility to guard and preserve a girl‟s virginity until marriage. The 

father also has a responsibility to exercise oversight regarding finding a suitable Christian mate 

for a son or a daughter. The dating system leaves both of these responsibilities in the hands of a 

son or a daughter. As dating is practiced in modern America the most a father may require is to 

meet the boy who is about to take his daughter on a date. Thus, a father turns his own daughter 

over to a complete stranger on the basis of external appearance, a greeting and a handshake. Only 

the daughter really knows what kind of person she is dealing with. If this daughter is 

emotionally, romantically and sexually involved with a wicked, worthless fellow she will do 

everything she can to withhold the truth about him from her parents. The dating paradigm takes 

the process of finding a life partner out of the hands of Christian parents who are experienced, 

wise, spiritually mature and the guardians of a covenant child‟s virginity and places this process 

in the hands of inexperienced, (often) naive, spiritual babies or children with raging hormones 

(i.e. adult bodies with adolescent minds). Recreational dating violates and destroys the 

foundation of the biblical family authority structure. 

Parental Authority 

The idea that parents (in particular fathers) are to exercise authoritative hands-on 

oversight over a son or daughter‟s courtship process is so foreign to evangelicals today that an 

examination of the biblical evidence for this assertion is in order. There are many sections of 

Scripture that deal with a father‟s authority in this area, particularly when discussing daughters. 

The Bible teaches that fathers are to give their daughters in marriage. The giving of a daughter 

presupposes that a father has the authority to either approve or forbid the marriage of a daughter 

to a certain man. In other words choosing a spouse is not an autonomous decision on the part of 

the daughter. Even in the very first marriage God the creator and Father of Adam and Eve 

“brought her to the man” (Gen. 2:22). Obviously God‟s giving of Eve to Adam served as a 

divine pattern for earthly fathers. This truth is confirmed by passages such as Psalm 78:63, which 

speaks of God‟s judgment by killing daughters before they can be given in marriage by their 

fathers. “The fire consumed their young men, and their maidens were not given in marriage.” 

When Paul takes up the subject of virgins in a time of distress (i.e. persecution) in 1 

Corinthians, he instructs fathers that allowing daughters to marry is not sinful. He writes, “But if 

any man thinks he is behaving improperly toward his virgin [daughter], if she is past the flower 

of youth, and thus it must be, let him do what he wishes. He does not sin; let them marry. 

Nevertheless he who stands steadfast in his heart, having no necessity, but has power over his 

own will, and has so determined in his heart that he will keep his virgin, does well. So then he 

who gives her in marriage does well, but he who does not give her in marriage does better” 

(7:36-38). Hodge writes, “Though the apostle regarded marriage at that time as inexpedient, he 

tells fathers that they were perfectly free to exercise their own judgment in giving their daughters 

in marriage or keeping them single.” The word translated as improperly or unseemly (aschmone) 

can be translated as passive thus meaning that the father believes his decision not to allow his 

virgin daughter to marry (thus far) brings disgrace to him or even more likely his daughter. The 

point of this passage is that Paul (under divine inspiration) places the decision to give or not to 

give in marriage squarely in the hands of the father. Therefore, one can not argue that such a 

procedure was only an ancient Jewish custom or one that belonged to a former dispensation. It 

applies to all new covenant believers. 



The teaching of covenant headship is clearly presented in the discussion of vows made by 

women in the book of Numbers: “Or if a woman makes a vow to the LORD, and binds herself by 

some agreement while in her father‟s house in her youth, and her father hears her vow and the 

agreement by which she has bound herself, and her father holds his peace, then all her vows shall 

stand, and every agreement with which she has bound herself shall stand. But if her father 

overrules her on the day that he hears, then none of her vows nor her agreements by which she 

has bound herself shall stand; and the LORD will release her, because her father overruled her” 

(Num. 30:3-5). Unmarried girls living at home are subject to their father‟s authority even in the 

area of vows or religious obligations. “The unmarried female child was under the special care of 

her father, who would protect her interests until she had a husband to care and provide for her. A 

man‟s oversight of his daughter‟s activities included ensuring that she did not make rash 

promises or enter into agreements that she was unable to honor.” It even extended to vows or 

disagreements that the father considered unwise or imprudent. Although this section of Scripture 

would be viewed as dictatorial and sexist by modern culture we must not lose sight of the fact 

that headship laws are an expression of God‟s love and concern for girls and women. They are to 

receive protection under the wise, knowledgeable direction of a loving father or husband. “It is 

only an emasculated modern liberalism which would reverse this divinely appointed order of 

nature....”  

In verses 6 and 7 the exact same rules apply to a woman who has taken a husband. The 

convenantal authority that the father exercised over his daughter is transferred to her husband the 

day they are married. If the husband hears his wife‟s vow (the text implies an obligation on the 

part of the daughters and wives to reveal vows and agreements to their covenantal head.) he has 

one day to either nullify it or ratify it. Note that Scripture does not allow the covenantal head to 

abandon his responsibility for even his silence shall suffice to ratify a daughter‟s or wife‟s vow. 

“The clear implication of these laws about women‟s vows is that a wife‟s duty to submit to her 

husband is comparable to the child‟s duty to obey his parents (cf. 3-5). Neither wives nor 

children may substitute self-imposed religious obligations for God-given duties.”  

In verse 9 we learn that divorced women and widows are considered independent heads 

by God. “Also any vow of a widow or a divorced woman, by which she has bound herself, shall 

stand against her” (Num 30:9). This means that a lawfully divorced woman or a widow is not 

required to seek permission and guidance from a father if she desires to remarry. Paul‟s teaching 

is in total agreement with the law. “A wife is bound by law as long as her husband lives; but if 

her husband dies, she is at liberty to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord” (1 Cor. 

7:39). Lydia is an excellent example of a woman who is either divorced or widowed that is 

treated as a head of a household by Scripture. “She and her household were baptized” (Ac. 

16:15). What this means is that children raised by a divorced or widowed mother that have not 

remarried must submit to their mother as the covenant head. In such cases the mother is 

responsible to oversee biblical courtship procedures. 

The main purpose of this discussion of covenant headship is to prove from Scripture that 

daughters (who are not married, divorced or widowed) do not have a period of independence 

from their fathers after turning eighteen or twenty-one prior to being give to a man in marriage. 

The implications of this teaching for Christian families are manifold. First, it meant that 

daughters should live at home until they get married. A young unmarried woman who leaves 

home to get her own apartment is leaving behind the protection of her covenant head. Although 

her motives may be noble and her reasons well-considered such a move is clearly unscriptural. 

Second, the common American practice (even by Christian parents) of sending daughter off to 



colleges or universities to live in dormitories is unbiblical. Such practices not only open young 

women up to exploitation and various temptations, but also teach young ladies to live and act 

independently before marriage. The practice of sending out unmarried daughters has resulted in 

multitudes of professing young Christian women losing their virginity before marriage and has 

trained many thousands of women to become implicit (and even explicit) feminists through 

unauthorized independence. That many Christian girls have survived independence and college 

life successfully does not detract from the fact that such behavior is contrary to Scripture. As 

believers we must think and behave biblically, not pragmatically. Further, the statistics for 

premarital sex among the men and women who attend evangelical Christian colleges are 

appalling. They are only slightly less than secular institutions. 

Another passage which sets forth the father‟s responsibility to guard, protect or fence his 

own daughter from sexual immorality by acting as a covenant head is found in Deuteronomy 

22:13-21: 

If any man takes a wife, and goes in to her, and detests her, and charges her with shameful 

conduct, and brings a bad name on her, and says, “I took this woman, and when I came to her I 

found she was not a virgin,” then the father and mother of the young woman shall take and 
bring out the evidence of the young woman‟s virginity to the elders of the city at the gate. And 

the young woman‟s father shall say to the elders, “I gave my daughter to this man as wife, and 

he detests her. Now he has charged her with shameful conduct, saying, „I found your daughter 
was not a virgin,‟ and yet these are the evidences of my daughter‟s virginity.” And they shall 

spread the cloth before the elders of the city. Then the elders of that city shall take that man and 

punish him; and they shall fine him one hundred shekels of silver and give them to the father of 

the young woman, because he has brought a bad name on a virgin of Israel. And she shall be his 
wife; he cannot divorce her all his days. But if the thing is true, and evidences of virginity are 

not found for the young woman, then they shall bring out the young woman to the door of her 

father‟s house, and the men of her city shall stone her to death with stones, because she has 
done a disgraceful thing in Israel, to play the harlot in her father‟s house. So you shall put away 

the evil from among you. 

This passage sets forth the legal process and penalty in a case in which a husband accuses 

his wife of “shameful conduct.” Specifically the man accuses the woman of not being a virgin at 

the time of consummation of their marriage. This would mean (if the charge was true) that the 

woman was guilty of two serious offenses. First, she would be guilty of sexual immorality before 

marriage (i.e. She committed fornication in her father‟s house, v. 21). Second, she would be 

guilty of fraud (i.e. she convinced her suitor that she was a virgin when she knew that she was 

not). We are told that if the man in such a case is found to have lied that he is to be punished 

(The Hebrew word [yissr] probably indicates the man is to be whipped or flogged.); and, then 

fined one hundred pieces of silver. This amount is twice the required amount of one who seduces 

an unbetrothed virgin (cf. Dt. 22:29). The money is to be given to his wife‟s father. The man also 

forfeits the right of divorce. This severe punishment reflects the wickedness of slandering one‟s 

own wife. If, however, the wife is found guilty she is to be stoned to death in front of her father‟s 

house. 

This section of Scripture tells us a number of things regarding the role of fathers (and 

parents) as the custodian and protector of their children. First, note that the father of the woman 

presents to the court the tokens of his daughter‟s virginity. The “tokens of virginity” refers to the 

bloodstained cloth resulting from the first sexual union of the married couple. A daughter of 

Israel was expected to remain chaste until marriage. The fact that the parents were responsible to 

preserve the tokens of virginity indicates that they have a biblical duty to raise their children in a 



manner so as to preserve their chastity. Second, the fine of 100 shekels of silver is paid to the 

father of the accused woman. Why is the money paid to the father and not the slandered woman? 

Although the charge was brought against the woman, it is her father‟s reputation (as the one 

responsible to protect and preserve his daughter‟s virginity) which is particularly at stake. Thus, 

the guilty man must pay for the scandal and dishonor brought upon his wife‟s former covenant 

head. 

Third, the woman (if guilty) is executed in front of her father‟s house. Why in front of her 

father‟s house and not by the gate of the city? The answer is that the father, as the woman‟s 

covenant head prior to her marriage, is held in some sense responsible for his daughter‟s wicked 

behavior. “The location of the execution points to the shame resting on the family.... By 

committing fornication in her father‟s house-the sense is not that the act was done literally in the 

house (though it could have been), but that the woman was guilty of fornication while still 

resident in the family home, before her marriage. Her act was tantamount to making the family a 

„house of ill-repute.‟” The place of punishment presupposes that even though the father was very 

likely unaware of his daughter‟s sexual activities while living at home, he must still bear the 

shame because he failed to properly protect and fence his daughter from such behavior. 

Therefore, one can infer that fathers who allow their daughters to engage in recreational dating 

are (according to Scripture) guilty of gross negligence. 

The responsibility of the father is also set forth in Exodus 22:16-17: “If a man entices a 

virgin who is not betrothed, and lies with her, he shall surely pay the bride-price for her to be his 

wife. If her father utterly refuses to give her to him, he shall pay money according to the bride-

price of virgins.” The virgin in this case is both unmarried and unbetrothed (i.e. unengaged). 

Since her behavior does not involve the breaking of a covenantal vow, her punishment does not 

merit the death penalty. 

There are a number of things to note in this passage which relate to the serious nature of 

fornication (as a sin and a crime) and the father‟s central role in dealing with such behavior in a 

daughter. First, premarital sex between unbetrothed parties according to biblical law has virtually 

the same effect as making a private vow of betrothal. North writes, “The consent of the girl to 

her seduction is the equivalent of her private betrothal. She takes a binding covenant vow with 

the seducer by means of her body. The seducer does the same with his body. She implicitly 

agrees to marry the seducer, and he implicitly agrees to marry her. Neither of them has the option 

of breaking the vow.” Second, God‟s law requires the male seducer to take full responsibility for 

his behavior. He must either marry the girl or if her father refuses, pay a large cash settlement 

(mhar-the bride price) to him. The bride price was such a large monetary penalty (fifty pieces of 

silver) that it is likely that the guilty man in such a case would end up serving a few years doing 

hard labor as an indentured servant, unless his parents were able and willing to put up the money. 

Such a law (if strictly enforced) would suppress sexual immorality in society. Men involved in 

fornication would either immediately become married or they would have to pay (in today‟s 

dollars) around thirty thousand dollars to the girl‟s father. Such a law would virtually eliminate 

the predatory male from society. Note that biblical law, unlike feministic and secular humanistic 

law, does not allow the exploitation of women by men. 

Third, this law requires the girl to immediately tell her father of her fornication. God‟s 

law leaves her no other choice. She must either inform her father or suffer dreadful 

consequences. A woman (according to Scripture) who does not tell and thus accepts sexual 

intercourse outside of marriage is biblically designated a whore. North writes, 

  



The daughter‟s original consent to the act of seduction does not itself constitute 

whoredom. Her failure to tell her father immediately of the seduction is what constitutes her 
whoredom, for whoredom (as distinguished from adultery) is defined biblically as sexual 

bonding apart from a marriage vow. If she accepts the legitimacy of her sexual union apart from 

a marriage vow, then she has become a whore. She had taken the vow implicitly by her consent 

to the act, but her unwillingness to tell her father of the act constituted her vow and thereby 
establishes her covenantally as a whore. 

She remains “in her father‟s house” (Num. 30:16), and under his covenantal 

jurisdiction, yet she is no longer a virgin. The presence of this unannounced non-virgin daughter 
brings a disgrace on her house and on Israel when she is discovered. Because she has willfully 

broken her covenantal bond with her father, but has refused to acknowledge her implicit vow 

with her seducer, biblical law considers her a whore. The capital penalty can subsequently be 
imposed if she marries another man who has been asked to pay a bride price to her father, if the 

new husband immediately decides to prosecute her (Dt. 22:13-19).  
  

While modern American culture has largely accepted premarital sex as a normal part of 

dating and growing up, God regards such behavior as wicked and criminal. Unrepentant 

fornicators are to be excommunicated from the church (1 Cor. 5:1-7, 9-11) and treated as 

habitual incorrigible criminals by the state (Dt. 23:17; Lev. 19:29; 21:9). 

Fourth, the father is the lawful prosecutor of the seducer and determines the fate of his 

own daughter. No matter how much the daughter may proclaim her love and devotion toward the 

seducer, the father is the one who will decide whether the sinful act will result in marriage or the 

payment of the bride price. Unmarried daughters are under the covenantal jurisdiction of their 

fathers. The father is to act in the best interests of his daughter, family, church and community. 

God places this crucial decision in the hands of the covenant head, who is to be objective, wise, 

and discerning. The father is not influenced by infatuation, sexual attraction, romantic feelings or 

emotions. His sole concern should be the glory of God and Christ‟s kingdom. If the seducer has a 

prior record of sinful behavior and is not a solid Christian the father will be detached and wise 

enough to send the young man away. 

The biblical teaching regarding daughters is explicit: all women who are not lawfully 

divorced (i.e. their husbands are covenantally dead through adultery or desertion) or widowed 

are always subordinated to a man, either a father or husband. The father is responsible to 

oversee, guard and direct his daughter into a lawful, godly marriage. This procedure involves 

fencing her chastity by providing God-fearing chaperones so that his daughter is never in a 

situation where fornication could occur. 

The biblical teaching on this subject raises some important questions regarding our 

modern culture and certain unusual exceptions. First, what are Christian women to do who do 

not have Christian parents and who are already independent? In our post-Christian pagan culture 

it is assumed that young ladies will get to a certain age, get a job, move out of the house and 

form an independent household. There are many thousands of young women who converted to 

Christ after they moved out and became independent. This is a difficult question. If a young 

believing woman has Christian parents or parents who through common grace lead outwardly 

moral lives and are not openly antithetical to Christianity (cf. Mt. 10:35-36), it would be wise 

(from a scriptural standpoint) to move back home while seeking a Christian husband. If a 

woman‟s parents are obviously evil and would attempt to prohibit a Christian daughter from 

attending a truly Reformed church or from marrying a Christian man she should not move home 

and should turn to the church for help. The idea that an unbelieving father can prohibit his 

Christian daughter from attending a good church or from marrying a godly man is blatantly 



unscriptural. Fathers are not Popes. All earthly authorities are required to submit to Jesus Christ 

and His law-word. Under such circumstances a Christian woman should move in with other 

believing women or with a Christian family who can serve as chaperones. If available, a good 

solution would be for young unmarried women to live with a godly servant widow of the church 

(Rom. 16:1-2; 1 Tim. 3:11; 5:9-10). The widow would serve as a surrogate head under the 

authority of the elders of the church. In today‟s situation the church needs to repent of its blind 

acceptance of unbiblical family and marital customs and return to the covenantal model of 

Scripture. Without Christian parents, men and women must turn to the church as the covenantal 

screening agent and guardian in the search for prospective marriage partners. This will not occur 

until there is a reformation in covenantal thinking and a return to biblical law. 

A second question involves whether there are women who have the gift of remaining 

single. Paul certainly leaves open this possibility in 1 Corinthians. “There is a difference between 

a wife and a virgin. The unmarried woman cares about the things of the Lord, that she may be 

holy both in body and in spirit. But she who is married cares about the things of the world — 

how she may please her husband. And this I say for your own profit, not that I may put a leash 

on you, but for what is proper, and that you may serve the Lord without distraction” (7:34-35). In 

this passage the apostle is not advocating asceticism or asserting that virgins are somehow 

spiritually superior to married women. He is simply pointing out that women who are unmarried 

do not have divided interests. Therefore, they can devote more of their time to Christ‟s service 

because they are not distracted by household duties. “The present excellence of celibacy for the 

virgin arises from the greater facility of life which will procure for her; and to this advantage 

another is added, which belongs to the state of celibacy in general: the perfect simplicity of the 

task for which the unmarried Christian lives.” Apparently, if a young woman has a desire to 

remain unmarried and her father concurs (cf. 1 Cor. 7:36-38) the woman can stay single her 

entire life. Although some scholars argue that Paul is only discussing a situation applicable to the 

present crisis at Corinth (i.e. persecution, economic hardship, etc.) and that marriage is a normal 

preferred state for all men and women, the apostle‟s statement does have application outside of 

crisis situations. Further, it is a historical reality that there are some Christian women who never 

do marry. Such a woman would remain under the father‟s authority until he died and would live 

with Christian family members or other believing women. It is unseemly and somewhat 

dangerous for an unmarried woman to live alone. In any case, we are dealing with rare 

exceptions that the Scriptures do not explicitly address. The best we can do in such situations is 

to make logical inferences from clearer portions of Scripture. The worst thing we can do is to 

uncritically accept modern humanistic customs.  

When the Bible discusses parental authority as is it relates to daughters it is very clear. A 

daughter is under her father‟s authority until she is “given in marriage” and moves into a new 

household with her husband, her new covenant head. We have noted that the practice of young 

single women moving out of their parents‟ homes to set up independent households is 

unscriptural. In fact there is not a single historical example from Scripture of a godly virgin 

woman living out on her own in the entire Bible. 

This discussion brings us to the question of the status of adult non-married sons. What is 

their status? Is it different from that of adult daughters? Should adult sons move out of the house 

and set up independent households before they get married? These questions are not as easily 

answered as the ones regarding daughters. The word of God is not as explicit in its treatment of 

sons as it is for daughters. There is genuine disagreement among scholars in this area. 



Although this is a difficult topic, it is our contention that the Scriptures give sons a 

certain measure of parent sanctioned and directed freedom that is not given to adult daughters. 

Before we examine the biblical evidence for this claim it would be helpful to note some of the 

likely reasons that the Bible treats young men and young women differently. First, unlike sons, 

daughters under normal circumstances will always function under a covenant head. In Numbers 

30:3-16, special attention is given to the fact that husbands and father can disallow vows made 

by wives and daughters. Nothing is said regarding sons. Second, the Bible identifies women as 

the “weaker vessel” (1 Pet. 3:7). Therefore, it is logical that they receive greater care and 

protection than men. Further, given the nature and role of men as initiators and the sexual 

predatory nature of pagan men as a result of the fall, women receive greater protection under 

biblical law. Suitors are to approach the father of the girl. They can only court a woman within 

the father‟s covenantal fence. In Scripture we never encounter women approaching the parents of 

a man. It is always the other way around. 

The idea that adult non-married Christian men have a certain measure of parent-

controlled freedom is based on the fact that God-fearing parents can send their son away to find a 

godly spouse. In Genesis we read that Jacob was ordered to go to Padam Aram to find a wife by 

his father, Isaac. “Arise, go to Padan Aram, to the house of Bethuel your mother‟s father; and 

take yourself a wife from there of the daughters of Laban your mother‟s brother” (Gen. 28:2; cf. 

29:15-20). Does this passage teach or imply that Christian sons should move out of the house 

and set up an independent household when they reach adulthood (e.g., 18 or 21)? No, not 

necessarily. Note, that Jacob was ordered to go for the purpose of finding a godly mate. The trip 

was made because of the need to marry a believing wife to perpetuate a godly seed. Therefore, 

the circumstances are at least partially extraordinary. Also, when Jacob arrives in Padam Aram 

he does not set up an independent household, but rather moves in with his uncle Laban. He 

served Laban and in a sense became part of his household. Although Jacob was given a certain 

amount of freedom by his father (e.g., the choice of a believing spouse is placed squarely in 

Jacob‟s hands), he still lived and functioned under his parents‟ authority. He did not constitute an 

independent covenant head until he married Leah. After his marriage to Leah and Rachel, his 

service to Laban was rendered as the payment of a debt (the bride price). 

The idea of the single man out living on his own is foreign to both biblical revelation 

(with possible rare exceptions, i.e. a eunuch) and Puritan Christian society. Edmund S. Morgan 

writes, “Furthermore, since God had ordained that men live in families, the new government 

required them to do so. The selectmen of every town in Massachusetts had orders to dispose of 

all single persons „to servise, or otherwise.‟ If a single man could not afford to hire servants and 

so set up a household or „family‟ of his own, he was obliged to enter another family, either as a 

servant or as a boarder, subjecting himself to the domestic government of its head. His only 

freedom lay in the choice of families, and if he failed to make a choice, the selectmen would 

make it for him.”  

The proper time for the son to become an independent covenant head is clearly set forth 

in Genesis 2:24: “Therefore, a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife.” 

This passage teaches that sons are under the authority of parents until they get married. It 

assumes that the ordinary pattern is for men to leave home when they get married, not before. 

“Genesis 2:24 makes clear that a man shall leave his parental home and cleave unto his wife.” 

“Marriage calls for a move forward by the man and his wife; they break with the old families to 

create a new one.” John Gill writes, “...not that a man upon his marriage is to drop his affections 

to his parents, or be remiss in his obedience to them, honour of them, and esteem for them, if 



they stand in need of his assistance; but that he should depart from his father‟s house, and no 

more dwell with him, or bed and board in his house; but having taken a wife to himself, should 

provide an habitation for him and her to dwell together: so all the three Targums interpret it, of 

quitting the house of his father, and his mother‟s bed, and shall cleave unto his wife; with a 

cordial affection, taking care of her, nourishing and cherishing her, providing all things 

comfortable for her, continuing to live with her, and not depart from her as long as they live.”  

The Hebrew word translated “will leave” (yaázobh) is not simply referring to a change of 

location but also emphasizes a change of covenant loyalty. Many Hebrew scholars believe the 

Hebrew word yaázobh should be translated “forsake.” Hamilton writes, “Perhaps the most 

crucial element in this verse is the verbs it uses: forsakes and clings. The verb forsake frequently 

describes Israel‟s rejection of her covenant relationship with Yahweh (Jer. 1:16; 2:13, 17, 19; 

5:7; 16:11; 17:13; 19:4; 22:9; many other examples from the Old Testament could be cited). By 

contrast, the verb cling often designates the maintenance of the covenant relationship (Dt. 4:4; 

10:20; 11:22; 13:5 [Eng. 4]; 30:20). Thus, to leave father and mother and cling to one‟s wife 

means to sever one loyalty and commence another.” Given the fifth commandment and the 

biblical teaching regarding children‟s responsibility toward their parents in their time of need 

(e.g., old age; cf. 1 Tim. 5:4, 8, 16), the forsaking of father and mother is to be understood in a 

relative, not an absolute sense. (This point explains English translators‟ preference for the 

translation “shall leave” over the more literal rendering “forsake.”) “On marriage a man‟s 

priorities change. Beforehand his first obligations are to his parents: afterwards they are to his 

wife. In modern Western societies where filial duties are often ignored, this may seem a minor 

point to make, but in traditional societies like Israel where honoring parents is the highest human 

obligation next to honoring God, this remark forsaking them is very striking.”  

According to Scripture the unmarried son is still under the covenantal authority of his 

parents. However, unlike daughters, adult sons have more parent supervised freedom. Given the 

Scripture passages which speak to this issue, the Puritan practice of sending adult sons to live 

with godly friends or relatives to attend college or study a trade is much more in accordance with 

biblical teaching than the modern practice of unmarried sons setting up an independent 

household. (This statement is not an endorsement of the New England Puritan practice of 

sending children [e.g., ages 12 to 15] off to live and learn a trade as an apprentice. Such a 

practice was harmful to children and led to declension in Puritan society.) As Bible believing 

Christians we must base our courtship practices, laws and marriage customs upon Scripture alone 

and not our modern pagan culture. 

Lastly, there are some practical reasons for the son to stay at home until he is married. He 

can save money for a home of his own instead of throwing away money on rent. During 

courtship, the young couple will not have the temptation of going to the man‟s apartment 

unsupervised. It is also easier for the woman he is courting to evaluate the young man‟s family 

and his relationship to them when he is still living at home. 

Basic Principles of Courtship 

In biblical courtship, the Christian father has a responsibility to oversee the process of 

finding a mate for a son or a daughter. This process is a rejection of both the modern dating 

system and arranged marriages where a son or daughter have no say or input whatsoever in the 

selection process. Although the parents clearly have the authority to say no to a relationship there 

is no biblical evidence for a father ordering a daughter or son to marry someone. Rushdoony 



writes, “Marriage in Scripture is the voluntary union of two persons, a man and a woman, in 

wedlock; although marriages were commonly arranged, consent was also secured. Without 

consent, the union is always in effect rape. Calvin and Luther both stressed the fact of mutual 

consent as necessary to a valid marriage in their discussion of the Jacob-Leah episode. The 

question can be raised then as to why Jacob accepted Leah. The answer is clearly that he was in a 

coercive situation. He had been shamed and taken advantage of by Laban, who knew that Jacob 

had no legal recourse as a stranger. In a sense, it was rape of Jacob, who could do nothing except 

protest or run away, but could not exert his legal rights successfully.”  

Fathers can only order a marriage in the case of fornication between unmarried/betrothed 

persons of the opposite sex (cf. Ex. 22:16-17). A possible exception to the statement that the 

Bible does not condone arranged marriages (in which a son or daughter has no input) would be 

the case of Abraham‟s involvement in finding a wife for his son Isaac (cf. Gen. 24). A careful 

examination of this story, however, reveals that the circumstances surrounding finding a mate for 

Isaac were very unusual and thus necessitated improvisation on Abraham‟s part. 

Abraham and his family were living in a strange land completely surrounded by a grossly 

heathen culture. Therefore, Abraham recognized that the only suitable place to find a wife for his 

son Isaac would be among his God-fearing relatives in Aram-Naharim. The patriarch, however, 

does not send Isaac back to his native land but rather sends his servant. Abraham was guarding 

his own son from both intermarriage and emigration to his native land. “If Isaac is to inherit the 

land, he must not marry among those destined to disinherit the land. Nor must Isaac disinherit 

himself [from God‟s covenant promises] by repatriation to Mesopotamia.” The extraordinary 

circumstances surrounding finding a mate for Isaac are indicated further by Abraham‟s 

declaration of faith/prophecy that Jehovah “will send His angel before you, and you shall take a 

wife for my son from there” (Gen. 24:7). 

The biblical evidence for courtship over dating or an arranged marriage without the 

child‟s consent is found in the following: (1) Contra modern dating, Abraham considers it his 

responsibility to find a good wife for his son, Isaac. (2) However, (contra arranged marriage) 

Abraham assumes the woman has a choice in the matter when he says, “If the woman is not 

willing to follow you, then you will be released from this oath.” (3) Biblical courtship is 

supported by the fact that permission from this girl‟s father is first sought and obtained before the 

girl (Rebekah) proceeds to Canaan (cf. Gen. 24:50-51). Godly Abraham did not leave the finding 

of a suitable mate for his son to chance, dating or romance, but took an active role in finding a 

godly mate for his son and thereby ensured continuance of a godly seed. 

As we examine the courtship process there are certain principles or rules that need to be 

considered. 

(1) Courtship procedures are not to begin until a son or daughter is ready and expresses a 

desire to get married. Fourteen, fifteen or sixteen year-olds should not be concerned about 

courtship or having boyfriends or girlfriends or finding dates. They should be preparing for 

marriage, studying, training and working on personal sanctification. Once a Christian family 

rejects the unbiblical concept of recreational dating they understand that finding a mate for a son 

or daughter is serious business. They are looking for a life partner not a temporary friend or 

playmate. Given these considerations, there is simply no reason for a young teenage boy or girl 

to concern themselves with having a one-on-one relationship with the opposite sex. There is 

nothing wrong with families having fellowship and young boys and young girls getting to know 

each other in a public family setting. However, there should be no pairing off, emotional 

commitment or romantic ideas until young men and women are ready to get married. Godly 



families can network with other dedicated Christian families in order to consider potential mates 

for a son or a daughter. However, they don‟t get down to business until the time is right. 

Although biblical courtship is a process that should only begin when a son or daughter 

are ready to get married, Christian parents should be preparing their children for marriage 

throughout their childhood and young adult life. The training of boys and girls in many areas will 

be quite different in order to reflect the different duties between husbands and wives. 

A son must receive training regarding the nature of marriage and his biblical duties as a 

husband and father. This training will involve many areas. First, a son must be instructed in the 

scriptural teaching regarding headship. What does it mean to be a loving leader? What are the 

responsibilities of husbands and fathers? A son must be taught and equipped to lead a family. 

Although because of sin many women may desire a man that refuses to lead and who is 

irresponsible, godly parents must instill in sons covenant masculinity. This will involve careful 

instruction and setting a biblical example. As we noted in our discussion of the duties of 

husbands, a failure to teach and lead by example in this area has resulted in a feministic influence 

on the church and society. 

Second, a son must be trained to support a family financially and must receive instruction 

in financial responsibilities. This responsibility is exhibited even before the fall. Note that Eve is 

created “only after Adam had proven himself responsible by discharging his duties faithfully and 

well. Responsibility is thus clearly a prerequisite to marriage for the man.” Rushdoony writes, 

“Man was required to know himself first of all in terms of his calling before he was given a help-

meet, Eve. Thus, not until Adam, for an undefined but apparently extensive length of time, had 

worked at his calling, cared for the garden and come to know the creatures thereof, was he given 

a wife. We are specifically told that Adam named or classified all the animals, a considerable 

task, prior to the creation of Eve. However general and limited this classification was, it was still 

an accurate and over-all understanding of animal life. The Adam of Eden was thus a hard-

working man in a world where the curse of sin had not yet infected man and his work.”  

This responsibility is also taught by the dowry system. In the Old Testament a man had to 

give a girl‟s father a bride price (the mhar) before the marriage took place. The bride price was a 

large sum of money that served a number of purposes. (1) It was a sort of insurance policy for 

the wife in case the husband died or turned out to be irresponsible and left. The father kept the 

money for his daughter so that she would not be impoverished if calamity occurred. (2) It also 

served as a sign of man‟s financial responsibility. Today it would be the equivalent of a man 

having thirty thousand dollars in the bank as a down payment on a new house. Men who are 

slackers, who are irresponsible with money do not have that kind of money in the bank. The 

principle of the bride price is that a man must have his economic act together before he gets 

married. If a man would like to get married he needs to: a) determine his calling; b) finish his 

education; c) get a job; d) acquire a good amount of capital (i.e. savings, stocks, bonds, or real 

estate). Only then is he really prepared for marriage. The common occurrence today of women 

working their husbands through school is contrary to the biblical pattern. If a young man‟s desire 

for marriage is strong then he should apply himself diligently to the task of financial 

responsibility (e.g., young Christian man can graduate from high school early, finish his 

bachelor‟s degree in three years, get a masters degree and be ready for marriage by the age of 

twenty-four). 

In our post-Christian culture unbelieving husbands and wives frequently fight regarding 

financial matters. This should not be the case among Christian couples. A believing wife should 

be able to focus on her responsibilities without worrying about money. Christian sons need to 



learn about the biblical teaching concerning debt. Although we do not want our sons to be selfish 

or misers they do need to understand the poverty mentality (i.e. the philosophy of instant 

gratification by spending or going into debt at the expense of future capital building and 

prosperity). Fathers should instill wisdom in their sons in this area and should protect daughters 

from financially irresponsible men. 

Third, a son must be trained to lead a family theologically. It is a great mistake for fathers 

to leave the theological training of their children solely in the hands of the local church. The 

Bible places the chief responsibility of the doctrinal instruction of children in the hands of fathers 

(cf. Dt. 6:7 ff.). When parents train up a son they must keep in mind that they are training up a 

leader of the next generation. A man who does not have a grasp of the Scriptures, who cannot 

lead his family theologically is not ready for marriage. Believers must abandon the mentality 

which leaves doctrine and the task of godly dominion solely in the hands of church officers. The 

church officers (i.e. elders and pastors) are to “equip the saints for the work of ministry” (Eph. 

4:12). Only a son who is equipped theologically will be able to handle all the various 

contingencies of marriage. 

Fourth, a son must be trained to be responsible sexually. This point is an aspect of a 

child‟s over-all training in sanctification. Sons must be taught self-control. Failure in this area is 

one of the major reasons for divorce today. We live in a culture obsessed with sexual images and 

sexual immorality. A son who is trained properly in this area should be automatically repulsed by 

fornication and adultery. Sons need to understand that truly great, satisfying sex is restricted to 

the marriage bed. Nothing should be engaged in (i.e. premarital sex, pornography, etc.) which 

can interfere with and detract from married sexual pleasure as it was intended to be by God. Men 

must be happy and content with their marriage partner. 

Given the fact that marriage is for life and husbands are to be content with their wives 

and only derive sexual satisfaction from them, sons need to understand that physical attraction is 

desirable in a mate. One extreme places a great emphasis on looks without a proper consideration 

of other key areas such as personal godliness, intelligence and personality. Some professing 

Christian men, through the influence of our culture, think that they should only marry a ravishing 

beauty. The other extreme is that physical appearance should not even be a consideration. If a 

woman is godly and would make a great wife and mother then (according to this view) it would 

be wrong not to marry such a woman. The biblical view (which lies in between a self-centered 

hedonism and an implicit neo-platonism) is that physical beauty is a creation by God and is 

good. However, it must be something that is weighed in the overall context of a person‟s 

Christian character. It is very clear that God views physical beauty as a blessing by the manner in 

which the Bible repeatedly informs us of the great physical beauty of the wives and daughters of 

men favored by God (e.g., Abraham‟s Sarah, Gen. 12:11, 14; Isaac‟s Rebekah, Gen. 24:16; 

Jacob‟s Rachel, Gen 29:17; David‟s Abigail, 1 Sam. 25:3; Mordecai‟s cousin Esther, Esth. 2:7; 

Job‟s daughters, Job 42:15). Sons need to be trained to consider the beauty of women in its 

proper context. Given the choice between a ravishing beauty who is a lukewarm Christian and a 

modestly pretty woman who is very godly, the second choice should always be preferred. A son 

who waits and waits for a stunning beauty will usually end up passing by many wonderful 

opportunities. 

A son who has been trained for marriage (who is godly, theologically competent, 

financially prepared and responsible, who understands the nature of marriage and covenant 

headship) is a man who will be very attractive to a properly trained godly Christian woman. Such 



a man will rejoice in the wife of his youth, instead of spending a great deal of time figuring out 

how to make a living and be a Christian husband. 

Parents also have a responsibility to prepare daughters for marriage. The preparation of 

daughters will reflect the duties of wives. There a number of areas that ought to be emphasized. 

The first area is more a preparation for the courtship process itself. Daughters need to be 

instructed in Christian discernment. Young women need to be instructed in a way so that they 

will not be naive and gullible when it comes to the trickery and deceit of men. Young women 

need a certain amount of sanctified street-smarts in order to deal with all the contingencies of 

courtship. Although the father is to be a screening agent for his daughter, this does not mean that 

daughters have nothing to say in the process. They need to be familiar with common tactics of 

single men. They need to learn detachment and objectivity as they gather and analyze 

information regarding a potential suitor. Men who are very attracted to a young woman 

physically may attempt to by-pass a woman‟s fact-gathering process by appealing to her 

emotions. They may use flattery or romantic speech or physical attraction to attempt to 

disengage a woman‟s patient objectivity. A woman who has been properly trained will not be 

taken in by irrational appeals. A properly trained young woman will also know when to defer to 

her father if her emotions get ahead of her objective analysis. A daughter must know that she can 

immediately appeal to her father if she is confused of if she thinks something is not right. The 

father is there to protect, direct and instruct his daughters through the process. This covenant 

protection should be a great comfort to her. It becomes a godly habit. It becomes something that 

a young woman does not have to struggle with. A Christian woman who is submissive to her 

father will attract godly single men. Women who are unsubmissive and rebel against proper 

authority will drive away wise, godly suitors. “The contentions of a wife are a continual 

dripping” (Pr. 19:13). “Better to dwell in a corner of a housetop, than in a house shared with a 

contentious woman” (Pr. 21:9). 

Third, daughters need to be trained in house management skills. Young women should 

not wait until they are married to learn about cooking, cleaning, babies, children and husbands. 

There is no greater or more important job on earth than raising children and managing a 

household. Although women are created by God with certain female desires and nurturing skills 

they do not learn homemaking by osmosis. They need guidance and instruction as they are 

growing up. This instruction is also to be learned through experience by observing a godly 

mother at work. If young mothers need instruction they can learn from older more experienced 

women at church. “The older women likewise, that they be reverent in behavior, not slanderers, 

not given to much wine, teachers of good things-that they admonish the young women to love 

their husbands, to love their children, to be discreet, chaste, homemakers, good, obedient to their 

own husbands, that the word of God may not be blasphemed” (Tit. 2:3-5). 

Fourth, daughters need to be instructed in how to be attractive without being seductive. 

Our culture instructs young ladies to dress inappropriately. Many girls and young women dress 

themselves as sex objects, as females that are to be lusted after. If a young Christian woman 

imitates the world with a lot of make-up, mini skirts, low-cut blouses and so on, she will likely 

drive away the most godly suitors and instead will attract men who have the wrong priorities. 

Parents must only permit their daughters to dress in a modest fashion, and must clearly explain 

the biblical reasons for proper attire. Peter writes, “Do not let your adornment be merely 

outward-arranging the hair, wearing gold, or putting on fine apparel-rather let it be the hidden 

person of the heart, with the incorruptible beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit, which is very 

precious in the sight of God” (1 Pet. 3:3-4). If a woman wants to win a godly man, she must not 



dress in an ostentatious manner but rather must focus on inward beauty. She must work on 

making herself attractive within. 

This point does not mean that women must wear sackcloth or dress themselves in black 

or grey. We know from other portions of Scripture (cf. Ez. 16:6-14; Gen. 23:47, 53; Song 4:10; 

Is. 49:18; 61:10; Jer. 2:32; Rev. 21:2) that God permits and even praises outward female 

adornments. The Bible speaks in a favorable manner of perfumes, jewelry, nose rings, and 

beautiful attire. He does not expect Christian women to look ugly or to dress like orthodox 

Muslims. What God condemns is a woman who focuses on the outward, without giving proper 

consideration to inward sanctification. Jehovah condemns covenant women who imitate the 

world and dress like harlots. 

Fifth, daughters need to be loved by their parents especially their fathers. Daughters that 

are neglected, that are starved for attention and affection often seek attention from men in 

unbiblical ways. When a daughter is small this seeking of attention from others may appear to be 

a minor nuisance. But when a daughter (who has not received proper affection or love) matures 

physically she may seek attention from unsavory young men (i.e. “lewd fellows of the baser 

sort”). Girls usually get their impressions of what a husband may or must be like from their own 

fathers. Therefore, it is very important that fathers model Christ by their loving leadership of the 

family and give proper affection to their children. This caution does not mean that daughters who 

have lousy parents have an excuse to sin. They most certainly do not. It also does not mean that 

the grace of God cannot overcome a neglectful pagan or hypocritical Christian household. Many 

churches have scores of wonderful godly Christian couples who came from “dysfunctional” 

pagan households. But, in general, daughters (as well as sons) need love and affection for proper 

development. 

(2) Parents must only consider like-minded Christians as potential mates for a son or a 

daughter. This point means first of all that unbelievers should never be considered as potential 

mates for a covenant child. This is a common, prominent, explicit teaching of Scripture. In 

Genesis 24 we read that Abraham sent his servant to another country to find a God-fearing mate 

for his son. Leupold writes, “[T]he patriarch‟s chief concern was to find a wife for Isaac who 

with him knew and believed in Yahweh and so would share with her husband a common faith 

and so allow for the deepest of all harmonies in the home, spiritual harmony. For again, only in a 

home where true spiritual harmony prevailed would the special heritage of Abraham be jealously 

guarded and faithfully transmitted to coming generations.” In Deuteronomy 7:3-4 God warns the 

covenant people of the consequences of mixed marriages: “Nor shall you make marriages with 

them. You shall not give your daughter to their son, nor take their daughter for your son. For 

they will turn your sons away from following Me, to serve other gods; so the anger of the LORD 

will be aroused against you and destroy you suddenly.” God warns us that intermarriage with 

unbelievers is unlawful and dangerous. Such behavior led to the destruction of the pre-deluvian 

world (cf. Gen 6:2); and the syncretism of religion under Solomon which resulted in the division 

and eventual destruction of the Jewish nation (cf. 1 Ki. 11:4-14). 

The New Testament reiterates this same teaching that Christians are to marry “only in the 

Lord” (1 Cor. 7:39). Paul writes, “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For 

what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion has light with 

darkness? And what accord has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an 

unbeliever? And what agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the 

living God” (2 Cor. 6:14-16). This passage applies to all unlawful alliances with unbelievers and 

therefore prohibits marriage (the most permanent and intimate relationship possible) between 



Christians and the heathen. Under such circumstances Christian harmony cannot flourish because 

two completely contrary and antithetical world-views will exist under the same roof. Also, the 

intimate fellowship involved with a pagan would almost certainly compromise a consistent 

Christian walk. Robert Shaw writes, “The Christian who unites himself to such a partner exposes 

himself to many powerful temptations. He must necessarily mingle in the society of those whose 

views and pursuits are of a character entirely opposite to his own. His opportunities of religious 

improvement will be greatly lessened. Family worship can scarcely be maintained. His 

endeavors to train up his children in the fear of God will be counteracted by the example and 

instructions of his unbelieving partner. Instead of an help-meet for him in his Christian warfare, 

she will prove a snare to his soul. From this cause, many have apostatized from the faith, and 

others who have maintained their integrity have pierced themselves through with many sorrows.” 

“Can two walk together, unless they are agreed” (Am. 3:3). Further, children raised in such a 

home will be thoroughly confused regarding which parent‟s world-view to follow. 

The predominance of mixed faith marriages (e.g., Judaism and Romanism) in America is 

a reflection of the ethical relativism in our culture. Even though many people who marry come 

from different cultural and religious backgrounds, as public school indoctrinated Americans they 

often share a core world-view commitment to hedonism, materialism, and idolatrous self-

worship. Therefore, their world and life views are really as not as far from each other as they 

appear. 

This command not to be unequally yoked also applies to apostate and heretical forms of 

Christianity such as Roman Catholicism and Arminianism. The Westminster Confession speaks 

clearly and correctly regarding this issue. “[I]t is the duty of Christians to marry only in the Lord. 

And therefore such as profess the true Reformed religion should not marry with infidels, papists, 

or other idolaters: neither should such as are godly be unequally yoked, by marrying with such as 

are notoriously wicked in their life, or maintain damnable heresies” (24:3). Although it is 

possible for a papist or Arminian to be inconsistent with his or her own church‟s teaching and 

still be a genuine Christian, it is our responsibility to act upon a person‟s outward confession and 

walk. If a person truly believed in the gospel of God it is extremely unlikely that such a person 

would remain in a church which denies the biblical doctrine of salvation. 

When people in Reformed churches marry Arminians (and such behavior is actually quite 

common), they are allowing the poison of false doctrine into their households. They are saying 

by their actions that biblical doctrine and even the truth of the gospel are really not that 

important. As Reformed believers who have professed the true gospel as taught by Christ and the 

apostles we should be obsessed with maintaining purity of doctrine in our households and 

churches (cf. Is. 8:20; Ac. 20:28-31; Rom. 16:17; 1 Tim. 1:3-4; 4:16; 6:3-4; 2 Tim. 4:2-4; Tit. 

1:9; 2 Jn. 9-11; Col. 2:8, 20-23; etc). It is our duty to pass sound doctrine on to our children and 

future generations. 

The father should protect his son or daughter by never permitting the courtship of 

unbelievers, Roman Catholics, Arminians and other dangerous heretics. Believers should never 

fall into the trap of thinking it is ok to court heretics and unbelievers with the hope that such 

people may change down the road. Like so-called “evangelistic dating” what often happens in 

such situations is that professing Christians get emotionally attached and comfortable with 

someone they have no business getting married to and end up making a wrong decision based on 

feelings instead of the Spirit-guided (i.e. through the study of the Word) intellect. Another great 

danger is that the unbeliever or damnable heretic may pretend to be a Christian in order to get 

married. The only biblical and safe policy is to stick to strict Reformed believers. 



When a father considers potential mates among Reformed Christians it is important that 

the person being considered be like-minded theologically. Reformed “conservative” 

denominations are not what they used to be. Many issues need to be discussed before a betrothal 

takes place. For example: What are a person‟s views regarding public schools, home schooling, 

Christian schools? If a potential husband believes that public schools are fine and intends to send 

his children to a state school, he should be rejected by a father immediately. What are a person‟s 

views on worship? Obviously someone who holds to a strict interpretation of the regulative 

principle of worship (and therefore does not sing uninspired hymns, celebrate extra-biblical holy 

days or partake of human innovations in public worship [e.g., musical instruments, 

performances, children‟s church, etc.]) should not marry someone who rejects biblical worship. 

What is a person‟s view of God‟s law? Many Reformed people today are implicitly 

dispensational in this view of the Old Testament moral case laws. One could multiply examples 

of issues that should be discussed. The point of raising the issue of theological like-mindedness 

is that fathers must take an active role in the screening process of potential mates in order to 

insure theological harmony in a marriage relationship. People who ignore this process can have 

serious disagreements and problems after marriage has already taken place. Christian women can 

end up being pressured to submit to things they regard as unlawful. The historical pattern has 

been for most women to eventually become virtually identical to their husbands theologically for 

good or ill. Many men also will end up dong things they regard as wrong in order to please their 

wives (e.g., immersing their children in non-commanded pagan-papal holy days). Parents must 

be diligent in the theological screening process not only because it is their job, but also because 

they have the wisdom and theological training necessary to do the job right. 

As a parent considers the doctrine and like-mindedness of a potential mate for a son or a 

daughter he should attempt to determine if a potential spouse‟s doctrine is a dead orthodoxy or is 

expressed in a living faith. There are people who have an intellectual understanding of Reformed 

theology yet who don‟t apply it to their own lives. If a man or a woman is dishonest, sexually 

immoral, can‟t control his or her temper, worships money and material things, doesn‟t place 

Christ first in all areas, etc, then such a person should not be considered no matter how orthodox 

his or her creed is. Further, there are young people who were raised in Christian homes that 

attend church each week who take Christ and truth for granted and thus are exceedingly 

lukewarm or even unregenerate. Such people go through the motions because of the love of 

family traditions rather than a zeal for the cause of God and truth. Parents should seek out mates 

that have a holy zeal for Christ‟s kingdom. “What does it profit, my brethren, if someone says he 

has faith but does not have works? Can faith save him? ...Thus also faith by itself, if it does not 

have works, is dead” (Jam. 2:14, 17). 

(3) Biblical courtship involves the covenant protection of a child by the father and 

parents. This means that a father has a responsibility to make sure that a son or daughter is never 

alone with a prospective mate. This point is important because some people have an unbiblical 

view of father-controlled courtship. That is, he screens a prospective marriage partner yet still 

allows unchaperoned dating. Such a man may have good intentions and may even send a 

daughter to a public place such as a restaurant or shopping mall. However, once the daughter 

gets in the car and the car drives away, there is no chaperone. The father in such a situation can 

only hope and pray that his daughter‟s “date” will behave himself and keep his hands to himself. 

With biblical courtship a couple is never allowed to spend time together in empty apartments, 

cars or parks. 



A father who practices biblical courtship will allow a daughter or son to spend time 

getting to know a prospective marriage partner in a chaperoned setting. For example, a young 

suitor can come over for dinner and then sit on the porch and discuss various issues with a 

daughter. He can take the daughter for a walk in the park as long as a chaperone or chaperones 

are following close behind (e.g., the scene in the movie The Godfather in which the character 

played by Al Pacino goes for a walk with a girl he wants to marry, followed by around 30 

relatives). A couple can interact verbally and get to know each other easily even when the 

parents are close by. It is rather ironic that people who insist on complete privacy and thus spend 

a lot of time necking and petting are actually learning very little about each other (except perhaps 

each other‟s anatomy). 

Covenant protection also means that prior to a covenantal commitment (i.e. engagement 

or betrothal) couples are not permitted to become emotionally involved. The goal of the biblical 

courtship process is not romance or physical affection but marriage. The courtship process is a 

largely an intellectual endeavor. It is primarily a data-gathering mission. Obviously there are 

personality and physical attraction considerations. However, these things do not at all necessitate 

touching of any kind or romantic expressions. Once an engagement occurs, romantic poetry and 

speech is appropriate. But, physical sexual touching is not to occur during the betrothal period. It 

is only to occur after the marriage covenant takes place. “Marriage is honorable among all, and 

the bed undefiled; but fornicators and adulterers God will judge” (Heb. 13:4). 

(4) Once a believer in consultation with his/her parents, decides it is time to seek a mate, 

he/she should take an active approach in the search for a partner. Some people are of the opinion 

that one should pray and simply trust God to provide the right partner. While prayer is a 

necessary and an essential aspect of seeking a spouse that does not mean that Christians are to be 

passive and wait for a mate to drop out of the sky. Jesus says that we are to pray for our daily 

bread (Mt. 6:11) and Paul says that if we don‟t work we should not eat (2 Th. 3:10). 

The Bible contains examples of fathers, sons and even daughters using lawful means to 

bring about a godly relationship. In Genesis 24 Abraham takes the initiative and sends his most 

experienced servant to his homeland to find a mate for his son Isaac. In Genesis 28 Isaac sends 

his son Jacob to Padam Aram to find a godly wife. There also is the example of Ruth and Naomi. 

Ruth places herself in a position to be observed by and meet a godly eligible man-Boaz (Ruth 

2:2). When Ruth‟s mother-in-law discovers that Boaz is godly, eligible and a possible kinsman 

redeemer for her, she instructs Ruth to conduct herself in a manner that will most likely lead to 

marriage. “And her mother-in-law said to her, „Where have you gleaned today? And where did 

you work? Blessed be the one who took notice of you.‟ So she told her mother-in-law with 

whom she had worked, and said, „The man‟s name with whom I worked today is Boaz.‟ ....Ruth 

the Moabitess said, „He also said to me, “You shall stay close by my young men until they have 

finished all my harvest.”‟ And Naomi said to Ruth her daughter-in-law, „It is good, my daughter, 

that you go out with his young women, and that people do not meet you in any other field.‟ So 

she stayed close by the young women of Boaz, to glean until the end of barley harvest and wheat 

harvest; and she dwelt with her mother-in-law. Then Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, „My 

daughter, shall I not seek security for you, that it may be well with you?‟” (Ruth 2:19, 21-23; 

3:1). Matthew Henry writes, “Naomi‟s care for her daughter‟s comfort is without doubt very 

commendable, and is recorded for imitation. She had no thoughts of marrying herself, Ru 1:12. 

But, though she that was old had resolved upon a perpetual widowhood, yet she was far from the 

thoughts of confining her daughter-in-law to it, that was young. Age must not make itself a 

standard to youth. On the contrary, she is full of contrivance how to get her well married.”  



In a time of general apostasy and serious declension when solid Reformed churches are 

scarce in our land, parents (with their sons and daughters) should think of ways to find potential 

mates. Some possibilities are: attending Reformed conferences and seminars; making friends 

through the internet (and telephone) with people in other Reformed churches; visiting college 

age groups at larger Reformed churches; advertising in Reformed match-making services, etc. 

Some may argue that such a pro-active approach reveals a lack of faith in God‟s providence. 

Historical examples in Scripture, however, teach us that while we are to pray and trust in God‟s 

sovereign good pleasure we are to put to use our minds and plans as valid secondary agents. 

Abraham, Isaac and Naomi did not sit on their hands and hope for the best. They took action. 

They helped their children find godly mates. 

5. In biblical courtship a man must recognize the authority of a prospective woman‟s 

father by approaching him and asking his permission to court his daughter (Gen. 2:22; 24:50-51; 

29:19-20; Ex. 22:16, 17; 1 Cor. 7:36-38). It is unbiblical for a man to seek to win over a 

Christian woman without her father‟s oversight and then if he is unsuccessful have her put 

pressure on her father to cave in to her autonomous decision. When a suitor approaches a 

Christian father and asks his permission, he gives the father the opportunity to exercise loving 

oversight on behalf of his daughter. If the young man is already well-known by the family and 

church involved, the father may (after consulting with his daughter) give permission quickly. 

However, if the man is not well-known or is a recent convert, the father will have to interview 

the young man extensively and do some serious investigating on behalf of his daughter. The 

father will want to investigate the man‟s family, work experience, financial situation, recent past 

(e.g., what does the man‟s family, friends, and co-workers think of him), conversion, doctrinal 

positions, future plans and so on. Given the fact that approaching a young woman‟s father can be 

intimidating, fathers should be courteous and gracious to potential suitors. They should engage in 

the screening process in a friendly manner. He should set the young man at ease by explaining 

the biblical reasoning behind these procedures. A father does not want to scare off potential 

suitors by being arbitrary, intimidating or unnecessarily harsh. 

As churches return to the biblical practice of courtship, young men will understand the 

importance and necessity of such procedures. A man who seeks to circumvent this biblical 

process or who takes great offense at the screening process by fathers should obviously not be 

allowed to court a daughter. Such a man does not have a proper respect of lawful authority and 

does not want to submit to the Scriptures on this matter. A godly man will cooperate with a 

father and will encourage him to do his biblical duty. A Christian woman with a father who takes 

his responsibility seriously will be even more attractive to godly men. Such men will understand 

that this woman comes from a household that cherishes biblical law and applies the word of God 

to all areas of life. 

6. Once the courtship process begins, it is important that all parties involved understand 

that a father‟s permission to court a daughter does not involve any promises or covenants. In 

other words, any of the parties involved may cease and desist from the courtship process at any 

time. A father may discover a serious defect of character in a potential suitor and stop the 

process. A daughter may decide that the man involved does not really interest her any more and 

cut off the procedure. The young man involved may also decide the woman is not right for him 

and move on. People involved in the courtship process are not in a covenantal relationship. They 

are involved in a fact-gathering mission-a screening process. Once it is understood that a person 

involved is not the right one, there is no reason to continue the process. One of the great 

advantages of biblical courtship is that it eliminates the desire or temptation to stay in a useless 



relationship because of feelings or an unbiblical concept of commitment outside of betrothal and 

marriage. Time is not wasted and any hurt feelings are kept to a minimum. 

The Biblical Engagement or Betrothal 

Because the goal of courtship is betrothal and marriage, it is important that believers 

understand what a biblical betrothal entails; and, understand the differences between the modern 

American concept of an “engagement” and betrothal (scripturally defined). Although the word 

engagement means a promise of marriage between a man and a woman and thus is a synonym 

for the word betrothal, its modern cultural usage means a promise that can be broken at any time 

for any reason. As Bible-believing Christians, we must reject the modern antinomian concept of 

engagement and return to the biblical practice of a binding betrothal. Some may object to this 

plea to return to a scriptural definition of betrothal as an ignorant acceptance of non-binding 

cultural traditions. Such an objection ignores the fact that the biblical teaching regarding the 

betrothal is not based on culture but arises from the Bible‟s teaching on binding oaths and 

covenants. It is part of the moral law and is an application of the ninth commandment. 

The betrothal is a legally binding promise of marriage. A man and woman who are 

betrothed have entered a binding covenantal relationship. Although they are not yet married, they 

are not longer regarded as single persons by their families, church and society. They have a new 

covenantal relationship that is recognized and dealt with in biblical law. In a biblical society a 

betrothed man is not permitted to go to war. “And what man is there who is betrothed to a 

woman and has not married her? Let him go and return to his house, lest he die in the battle and 

another man marry her” (Dt. 20:7). Further, God‟s law regards a betrothed woman to be the wife 

of the man to whom she is espoused. If an unbetrothed or unmarried man and women engage in 

sexual intercourse they are not put to death but are forced to marry and/or the man pays a large 

fine to the girl‟s father (cf. Ex. 22:16-17; Dt. 22:28-29). However, if a betrothed virgin lay with 

another man, both the woman and man are to be put to death (cf. Dt. 22:23-24). “The betrothed 

(but not yet married) woman is treated under the law as if she were married. The reason for this 

is clear when it is remembered that the crime consists not only in the act, but also in the lack of 

faithfulness signified by the act. Both the married woman and the betrothed woman were 

committed to a particular relationship with a man; the crime involved breaking that relationship 

through an unfaithful act.” According to Scripture the betrothal covenant is to be taken just as 

seriously as the marriage covenant itself. In Matthew‟s gospel narrative Joseph and Mary are 

identified as husband and wife during the betrothal period while Mary is still a virgin (cf. Mt. 

1:18-25). When Joseph discovers that Mary is with child he being a righteous man decides “to 

put her away secretly” (Mt. 1:19). This means that the espousal covenant could only be dissolved 

by means of a legal divorce. “Joseph‟s attitude is indicated with great naturalness and delicacy, 

and the necessity for divorce, although the marriage had not taken place, is clearly shown. With 

the Jews, espousal was much more serious than an „engagement‟ is with us, and could be severed 

only by divorce.” The Bible teaches that God considers couples who have made an espousal 

covenant to be husband and wife in a certain sense before the marriage ceremony takes place. 

Although modern society generally views engagements as non-binding agreements that 

can be broken at will, believers ought to recognize a betrothal covenant (unless unlawful, e.g., 

incest) as a binding agreement before God. Therefore, entering into a betrothal agreement is very 

serious business. Espousal covenants should only be made after a considerable amount of fact 

gathering, prayer, counsel and thought. Once the parents of the parties involved assent to a 



betrothal, a covenant should be made in front of witnesses and the espousal should be made 

public. Once again we must emphasize the truth that the biblical manner of betrothal is not 

cultural but flows from God‟s law. Obviously, a covenant that can be broken for any reason 

without sanctions is not a biblical covenant. It is an antinomian promise. “Lord, who may abide 

in Your tabernacle?...He who swears to his own hurt and does not change” (Ps. 15:1, 4). 

The biblical teaching regarding betrothal is reflected to an extent in seventeenth century 

English law. Edmund S. Morgan writes, “When the Puritans left England, several steps were 

necessary to the proper accomplishment of a marriage in that country: (1) espousals per verba de 

futuro, or a contract to marry, made in the future tense, corresponding to a modern engagement 

but more binding; (2) publication of the banns, or announcement that this contract de futuro had 

been made; (3) execution of the espousal contract by a contract of marriage in the present tense, 

per verba de praesenti, solemnized at church and followed by a special service; (4) a celebration 

of the event with feasting and gaiety at the home of the groom; (5) sexual intercourse.”  

The New England Puritans had a much more biblical concept of betrothal (or, as they 

called it, espousal) than we do today. The espousal was treated very seriously. Espousals were 

publicly announced (i.e. published) at least eight days in advance so that if a man or woman were 

hiding any serious defect of character it could be discovered. The parties involved would enter 

into and sign a contract (i.e. an espousal covenant). The espousal was a public event in which 

ministers often would preach espousal sermons. Once an espousal was made the parties involved 

were treated the same as betrothed couples in biblical law. Morgan writes, “In Plymouth, 

Massachusetts, and New Haven, as well as in Connecticut, a couple espoused were set apart; 

they were married as far as other persons were concerned even though the final ceremony had 

not taken place.... If after becoming espoused to one person, a man or woman had sexual 

intercourse with another, the act was considered adultery; and if either party broke the contract 

without just cause, by refusing to marry the other or by marrying someone else, he might be sued 

for breech of promise.”  

Although a biblically defined espousal is much more serious than today‟s shallow non-

binding engagement promises, the betrothal is not the marriage covenant itself. A woman who is 

betrothed is still under the authority of her father and is not obligated to submit to her future 

mate. A man who is betrothed is not obligated to financially support his future spouse. Indeed, at 

this point she is still living under her father‟s roof. Further, both parties involved are not 

permitted to engage in sexual intercourse or sexual touching of any kind. 

While the betrothal agreement is not the same as the marriage covenant itself, it does 

serve some important functions. First, it gives the couple and their families a period of time to 

plan the day of marriage and the great celebration that attends a wedding. Second, (if necessary) 

it gives the couple time to choose a place to live and buy or rent a house. Third, it gives a couple 

additional time to seek counsel regarding the marriage relationship. Fourth, it gives the couple 

time to develop warm emotions and romantic thoughts regarding their future partner. This point 

was particularly important to the Puritans. Morgan writes, “Marriage then, or at least proper 

marriage, resulted not from falling in love, but from a decision to enter a married state, followed 

by the choice of a suitable person. But since love formed the chief duty of marriage and since the 

unruly affections of fallen man might sometimes fail at once to knot themselves to the chosen 

object, a period of trial was necessary in which to bring the affections into the proper direction. 

That period was furnished by the custom of espousals. „By this means,‟ said William Ames, „the 

minds of the betrothed, are prepared and disposed to those affections, which in matrimony are 

requisite.‟”The espousal period is a great time for love letters, poetry, song and romantic speech. 



A question that often arises concerning an engagement is: How long should an 

engagement last? There are very long engagements (e.g., two years) and short ones (e.g., one 

month). The word of God does not speak specifically to this area. However, there are biblical 

principles and practical reasons for favoring short engagements over long ones. First, given the 

serious nature of a biblical espousal covenant and the fact that all the parties involved should 

have done their analysis and preparations prior to the betrothal, once an engagement occurs there 

are no practical reasons for a long betrothal period. If a couple have doubts and want a lengthy 

engagement period to attempts to work things out, then they simply are not ready to get engaged. 

Important issues are to be resolved before the espousal covenant, not after. Note, a biblical 

concept of courtship and betrothal forces people to do their homework up front before a binding 

covenant is made. A sloppy non-binding concept of engagement tempts people to make 

agreements they are not ready to make with the hope that things can be ironed out later on. 

Unfortunately, in many cases issues and problems are not resolved before marriage and the days 

which should be times of great happiness, fun and bliss are spent arguing, fighting and fretting. 

Second, given the nature of man and the strong physical desires that young couples who love 

each other have, short engagements are to be preferred over long ones. Is it not better to marry 

than to burn with passion (1 Cor. 7:9)? Engaged couples are often tempted to touch one another 

in inappropriate ways. A short engagement will lessen this area of temptation. Third, given the 

nature and seriousness of the espousal covenant there are no practical reasons for having a long 

delay before the actual marriage takes place. Planning a ceremony, a party and a honeymoon are 

not very difficult.  

Extraordinary Cases 

In our discussion of courtship we have dealt primarily with normal circumstances. That 

is, with young Christian men and women who are living in Christian homes, who have the loving 

oversight and counsel of believing parents. Given the fact that churches today have many people 

who were raised in heretical or unbelieving homes; or, who are older and living independently of 

parents; or, who are divorced, a brief discussion of such extraordinary cases is in order. What is a 

person to do when they are living apart from their parents? The answer to this question really 

depends on a person‟s own particular situation. If a man or especially a woman has believing 

parents and has moved out because of ignorance of biblical teaching, they should move back 

home. (The scriptural teaching on this issue is very clear when discussing the status of 

daughters.) 

If a person has heathen parents, they must turn to the church for help with courtship while 

respecting their own parents within biblical parameters. Presupposing a person‟s church 

understands biblical courtship, a couple could approach the elders of the church for assistance in 

this area. The elders could open their own home as a chaperoned environment and offer counsel 

and screening advice; or, they could assist in finding a godly family who would be willing to 

fulfill this function. Greg Price writes, “All male-female relationships should pass through 

courtship and engagement on their way to marriage. God‟s plan is that all male-female 

relationships be governed by these biblical principles. All people (regardless of age) are in need 

of godly oversight in their relationship with the opposite sex. We must be careful that we not 

deceive ourselves into believing we have matured beyond the need of supervision in male-female 

relationships. Sexual thoughts and desires are not exclusively the lot of the young. We are taught 

by God to view the heart of man as deceitful and unworthy of trust, especially when it is our own 



heart (Jer. 17:9; Is. 55:7-9; Is. 65:2).” Even people who are widowed or lawfully divorced (and 

therefore function as independent covenant heads), need to follow biblical principles in this area 

to avoid sexual sin and find a suitable Christian spouse. 

What should a Christian man or woman do who has believing parents who have an 

irrational, arbitrary or unbiblical approach during the courtship process? For example the father 

will only consider rich suitors or the mother will only allow suitors who are extremely 

handsome. A person who finds himself in such circumstances should respectfully reason with his 

or her parents regarding their unpractical expectations. Parents should not go beyond the 

standards set by Scripture. If parents are absurd and obstinate in their expectations it is 

appropriate for the elders of the church to give the parents counsel and a rebuke if necessary. 

One thing Christians should never do is to completely cast aside their parents‟ authority and 

elope with someone without their parents blessing. Competent elders should be able to straighten 

out such situations. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have critiqued the modern dating system and set forth the biblical 

alternative-father (or parent) controlled courtship. Many reasons why believers should reject the 

dating paradigm have been noted. (1) Dating is a recent phenomena that developed in the soil of 

an apostate secularized culture. (2) Dating tempts the parties involved to commit sexual 

immorality. In fact, modern dating presupposes privacy and a certain amount of kissing and 

sexual touching. (3) Dating trains people to confuse infatuation, lust and strong emotions with 

genuine biblical love. (4) Dating trains young people to take male-female covenant relationships 

lightly. Its practice has contributed to a high divorce rate in society. (5) Modern recreational 

dating violates the biblical teaching regarding covenant headship. Fathers (and parents) have a 

God-given responsibility to oversee the courtship process. The modern dating paradigm has been 

an ethical disaster for evangelicals in America. It is time for Christian families and churches to 

repent of this unscriptural practice. 

In examining the biblical alternative (father-controlled courtship), we have noted the 

following. (1) Parents have a duty to train and prepare a son or daughter for courtship and 

marriage. (2) Biblical courtship involves the covenant protection of a son or a daughter by the 

father. (3) The courtship process should not begin until a son or a daughter is ready to get 

married. (4) Fathers (and mothers) must get to know potential suitors. The parents are to be 

intimately involved in screening potential mates. (5) Parents must only consider like-minded 

Christians as potential suitors and mates for their children. (6) Potential suitors must recognize 

the covenantal authority of a woman‟s father. Men must approach the woman‟s father and get 

permission to court; and, to get engaged and married. (7) Parents should take an active approach 

in the search for a mate for a son or a daughter. (8) Fathers need to be friendly, courteous and 

non-threatening to suitors and potential suitors. (9) The decision to get engaged is to be made in 

conjunction with Christian parents. Betrothal cannot be forced upon a son or a daughter and son 

or daughter should not get engaged without their father‟s consent. (10) Biblical betrothal is a 

binding covenant that should be taken much more seriously than modern society‟s concept of an 

engagement. (11) Biblical courtship is not optional. It is rooted in the biblical teaching regarding 

covenant headship, the nature of covenants, God‟s holy law and the fabric of creation. 

Biblical courtship is a great blessing. It takes the extremely important process of finding a 

life partner out of the realm of human autonomy (irrationality, fleeting emotions, lust and 



romance), and places it squarely upon God‟s infallible word. It frees men and women from 

temptation and peer pressure, con-artists and hasty, ill-informed decisions by protecting them by 

means of a convenantal fence. It brings men and women together with their Christian parents and 

their decades of sanctified experience. It also gives young adults a genuine opportunity to really 

get to know one another. It is our hope and prayer that God‟s people would return to this biblical 

practice. 
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