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I. Introduction 

A. As we continue in our Choices series, I want to make a case for marriage. 
Not as opposed to being single, which Paul celebrates in the I Cor. 7,1 wishing 
that everyone was single so they were free to serve more and focus more 
exclusively on Christ and eternity. Today I want to talk about the choice between 
getting married and living together.  

B. I do this aware that some of you are living together now, or that you have 
in the past, or that you plan to in the future.2 Which means that you may not like 
what I have to say or that what I have to say will make you mad.  

1. I’m sorry. Making people mad is not my goal. But, neither is not 
making you mad. I’m not running for Homecoming King. My goal is goal 
isn’t to be popular. It’s to figure out what God is saying in the Bible and 
then trying to communicate it as clearly as possible, trusting that the Holy 
Spirit will do the real work in our hearts.  

2. I’m not supposed to change the message to make it more culturally 
sensitive.  

II. I am taking up this topic for a few reasons.  

A. First because it suddenly feels like marriage needs a bit of support. Done 
right it is a remarkable gift from God. There is nothing like it. It’s amazing.  But 
there is a lot of confusion out there.  And one of the results of the confusion is that 
people think living together is like getting married – when it’s really sort of the 
opposite. 

1. And one of the results is that it’s collapsing.  One of the chapters in 
the book I just finished looks at changing social, sexual and marital 
dynamics.  And in researching for it I learned a lot. The approach for 
studying the future that I used involves looking back 100 years at where 
we were and then track the trajectory of a few important trends.  The 
premise being, those big trends – like advances in technology – have a lot 
of momentum and are likely keep moving through society.3  

2. Some of these big trends are moving in good directions. More than 
I thought when I started. Some make me a bit scared. This is one of them.  
GRAPH HERE 

3. I’ll just share one graph from the book. This is the history of 
marriage in our country. It is an institution in a bit of free-fall.  In a 
frequently cited article from the Boston Globe, R Graham writes, “If you 
squint it’s possible to see the end of marriage in America.”  I do not think 
that is true. But I did realize that it might be prudent to make a case for it.   
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B. Another reason I am speaking on why marriage is better than living 
together is because over the last eighteen months I’ve ended up in a number of 
conversations with people who want to live together and are either asking for my 
opinion of that or asking for some sort of blessing. And most of these people are 
older.   

1. It used to be that it was only twenty year olds who were living 
together. And they usually say: this is a good idea because it helps us see 
if we are compatible before we take such a big step. Marriage is too 
important to mess up. 

2. Interestingly, forty percent of those who think marriage is out-
dated, want to get married.  

a) Many are cynical of marriage. They define it as: 

(1) an outdated institution based on a meaningless slip 
of paper. 

(2) A man-made ceremony invented in the Bronze Age 
to control property rites. 

(3) Cohabitation with a cake. 

(4) A way to get your identity crushed.  

(5) A way to control women. A way to control men. 

3. But even those who dismiss it this way, often want to get married. .  

4. And one of the things we hear about living together is that it is a 
way to pilot marriage. Because you do not want to make a mistake and 
marry the wrong person.  

5. So, younger people tend to argue that this is a helpful first step.  
Older people usually say, I’m not getting married again. But I am lonely.  
Or, I am not willing to get married because if I do I lose my first 
husband’s pension. And I’m not willing to do that.  So, it has been coming 
up more.  

6. And by the way, the data supports my observations here. Living 
together is up 1,500 percent in the last fifty years. The majority of young 
adults in their 20s will live with a romantic partner at least once, and today 
more than half of all marriages will be preceded by living together.4  It’s 
the new normal.  

C. I am taking up this topic today because I think the burden now rests with 
those who want to say, “living together is not the best next step.”   
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D. We got here honestly enough. Lots of things have changed. Marriage has 
changed. Back in the early 20th century, marriage was understood as: 

1. a sacred covenant and legal contract entered into between a man 
and woman who were committed to living and working together for the 
rest of their lives. It was assumed that he would provide for her; she would 
run the home, and together they would raise children and care for each 
other until one of them died.  

2. This arrangement assumed: both monogamy and sexual fidelity; 
there were well established gender roles; getting married was something 
that happened to nearly everyone; that women would get married when 
they were in their late teens or early twenties; both males and females 
were expected to be virgins on their wedding night, and as soon as they 
married a couple would begin having children. 

3. It was also understood that one of the reasons you got married was 
to help everyone else. The unstated assumption was: marriage leads to sex; 
sex leads to babies; and society needs babies, therefore society needs 
marriage.5   

E. Today, marriage is a voluntary arrangement made by two people who love 
each other and who believe that being together offers them their best chance for 
being happy.  

1. The goal is happiness not children.  

2. Marriage is a private agreement governed by the couple’s desires, 
not by the needs of society or the dictates of government.  

3. Marriage may be a gateway to adulthood, but it is not the only one, 
and it is neither expected nor required.  

4. Those who marry before their mid-twenties are foolish and their 
marriage will almost certainly fail. Both spouses need to finish their 
education and get established before they settle down.  

5. Entering marriage as virgins is unrealistic. Besides, living together 
is a wise first step because it allows a couple to see if they are compatible.  

F. These changes happened for a number of reasons: 

1. 200 years ago average life expectancy was 29. You were not 
married for long. Many women died in childbirth.   

2. One hundred years ago children were an economic asset. Young 
children served as unpaid farmhands and older children functioned as 
401k plans. Consequently, a married couple wanted as many children as 
possible. And it was not uncommon for a woman to die in childbirth after 
giving birth to15 kids.  
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3. One of the biggest reason marriage changed is because of the 
Sexual Revolution. It changed a lot of things. I knew that. You know that. 
But I was surprised when I dug into it to be reminded of how much has 
changed. 

a) In 1946, Louis Reed invented the bikini, naming it after an 
island in the South Pacific where the US had tested atomic 
explosions. He did this because he wanted to “set off a bomb” in 
society. Unfortunately he couldn’t find a single woman willing to 
model the suit. Even the French thought it was too risqué.  Reed 
eventually solved his problem by hiring a stripper.  Today few of 
us can imagine the controversy. Indeed, this year 8 billion dollars 
of bikinis will be sold.  

b) Before the Sexual Revolution, prime time TV showed 
married couples sleeping in separate beds.6  

4. I could go on but I hardly need to.  The point isn’t that the Sixties 
invented illicit sex. They did not. But it was during this time that sexual 
practices and societal values became untethered from more traditional 
values and in the process, social, sexual and marital dynamics all changed.  

G. One of the things that happened is that living together became much more 
common. 

H. So, the question is, why not live together when: it makes such good sense, 
it’s cheaper and it’s the new normal? Everyone is doing it.  

III. Before I share my reasons, let me say a few background things about marriage.  

A. I assume you understand that when I say living together I am referring to 
living together and being intimate. So let’s think about marriage – here we need a 
definition. According to the Bible, marriage is: 

1. God’s plan for to address the problem of loneliness.  

a) We watch all of that unfold in Genesis 2. 

2. God’s plan to create islands of love and health and acceptance – 
havens of rest – in a broken world.  The church and family are supposed to 
be these.  

3. Marriage is God’s plan for providing the best context for children 

a) The idea that a man and a woman would get together, be 
intimate, make babies and then foster and care for these children 
by folding them into this loving relationship. 

4. Marriage is part of God’s plan for our spiritual growth. 
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a) We get called into a relationship in which we pledge before 
God – because that is what is happening when a couple takes their 
vows – that they are going to place the well being of someone else 
ahead of themselves.  

b) The person God has used more than any other to round off 
my rough edges is Sheri.  

5. According to the Bible, marriage is one of the ways God set up to 
teach us about the love Jesus has for us.  The church is the bride of Christ.  

a) In the Ephesians 5 passage read at the beginning, Paul is 
offering counsel to husbands and talking about the kind of selfless 
and sacrificial love husbands are to have for their wives and he 
says:   

(1) This is a profound mystery—but I am talking about 
Christ and the church.  

b) He jumps back and forth between these. We think this is 
crazy.  The idea that marriage should remind us of that seems odd.  

c) In truth, in light of eternity, the opposite will seem odd. The 
big deal will be the union between Jesus and his people. The idea 
that marriage tried to mirror that will be the afterthought. 

6. The last thing I’ll mention here is just a reminder that marriage is a 
covenant.  

a) That’s close but not the same as a contract, and no good 
lawyer would let you sign the marriage covenant. You are pledging 
to seek the best for the other person. For better or worse, in 
sickness and in health. A lawyer wants to minimize our exposure. 
Tie your commitment to their performance. That is not what 
marriage vows are doing.  That is not what God is doing either. 
This relationship is to point us to God’s love for us.  

B. So, with that as background, here are a few reasons why living together is 
a bad plan.   

1. In the book I go into another one – noting that society doesn’t 
work. 

2. When we take sex outside of the covenant that it was designed for, 
things don’t go so well over time:  you saw the graph with marriage 
decline.  We have similar drops in the number of children being born and 
some related issues.  

C. But let’s keep this personal.  
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IV. Because God loves you, knows best and advises against it.  

A. He gives a pretty big “no” to living together, for starters because he gives 
a no to having sex outside of marriage.  

B. Restrictions like this have never been popular. Today we hate them. We 
hate the idea that anyone – even God – can tell us that we can or cannot do 
something. Any limitations on my freedoms are considered bad and oppressive. 

C. I have argued in the past that our radical pursuit of freedom is nonsense 
even on the face of it. It is a misunderstanding of freedom. It confuses the 
freedom of with the freedom from.  

1. If you want financial freedom then you have to be disciplined with 
your money. If you want to perform at high levels as an athlete or 
musician or artist then you have to practice. 

2. There is a freedom that comes from discipline – to be in good 
financial shape, to be able to excel athletically. If you say, “I’m free of any 
restrictions. I don’t have to practice to be good as a musician; I don’t have 
to save my money to have financial freedom, I don’t have to restrain my 
sexual desires. I’m free! 

3. Fine, but that will not work. If you want life to work – then you are 
after the freedom of discipline. And it means saying no to things you 
might want to do. 

D. There are few areas where this is more true than sex.  

E. Sex is God’s idea. His design. It’s all his. Hugh Heffner didn’t wire us for 
pleasure.  He didn’t design the parts.  God did.  And God knows how this works. 
And how it doesn’t.  

1. There is no such thing as casual sex.  It was never meant to be 
casual. If it’s casual, you are doing it wrong.  

2. The best sex, soul-satisfying sex, happens in the context of one 
man and one woman who are committed to each other for a lifetime.  

3. Author Gary Thomas has written that, “Soul-satisfying sex without 
commitment is as real as chocolate cake without calories.” This is just not 
the way it works.  

F. And because God is good and loving he tells us how things work and he 
posts warnings.  These warnings are not to frustrate us but to keep us from getting 
hurt.  

1. Sin is ultimately self-destructive behavior. Sin hurts people. If we 
had perfect knowledge and self control we would never sin.  
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2. God knows that if we steal our life will not work well. Nor will 
society.  And so we get the 8th commandment: do not steal.   

3. God knows that if we lie we will eventually get caught and things 
unravel.  So we get the 9th commandment. Do not lie. 

4. Well, God knows that if we sleep with someone before we get 
married we are compromising any future marriage.  

a) And all the studies now confirm this. The marriages that 
are happiest, or where there is the highest sexual satisfaction or 
greatest stability happen with people who save sex for marriage.  

5. We need to see God’s counsel – His word – as a flashlight for a 
path in the dark. We can use it to see where we need to go.  

G. What God knows is that if we sin we will get hurt.  

1. I’ll occasionally have people come in and say, “God gave my niece 
cancer because I cheated on my taxes.”  No.  No. No. That’s what karma 
suggests but that is not what we see in the Bible.  

2. God doesn’t do that.  

3. But God does post signs saying, “don’t go down this path because 
you are likely to get hurt.” 

4. And there are more than a few rules about sex because the pull can 
be so overwhelming.  

H. Now stay with me. I know some of you are thinking, but we’re not just 
having sex. We are living together in order to see if marriage is a good option for 
us. 

1. One at a time. What I need you to see here is that sex outside of 
marriage is not God’s plan.  

1. And there are all kinds of passages in which he makes that clear:  
Acts 15:20; Romans 1:29; I Cor. 5:1; 6:13; 7:2; 10:8; 2 Cor. 12:21; Gal. 
5:19; Eph. 5:3; Col. 3:5; I Thes. 4:3; Jude 7 
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2. I was particularly drawn to I Cor. 7 because Corinth was a pretty 
sexually decadent place. Lots of temple prostitutes. Lots of sleeping 
around. One of the things Paul addresses in his letter to them is how to 
handle the guy who is having sex with his mother.  One of the things that 
was common then was that men could take a sexual partner who he did not 
want to marry.  Enjoy her company as long as it pleased him and then 
walk away.  If they had children these children had a lower status than any 
of the children he had with his wife. These were called concubines. It’s 
different today because both men and women can walk away.  But this 
situation isn’t a lot different than living together and the church fought 
against it – it said that arrangement was immoral and unjust.7  

3. I know, some of you are thinking, easy for you to say. You’re 
married. I’m not.  

4. Yes, I get that. And I know that in today’s world going without sex 
seems unthinkable. But it’s not.  

I. At some point we need to learn to trust him even when we do not 
understand why.  

1. God is for you. He did not withhold sending his son.  

2. God is loving. 

3. God knows best.  

J. OK, let me take up the idea that living together is a smart thing to do, after 
all, getting married is a big deal. I want to be sure before I jump in.  

1. What I hear from young people is that they are living together 
because they want to make sure that this is the person they want to spend 
the rest of their life with.  

a) Sometimes it’s to save money.  

b) And sometimes living together just happens because a 
couple is sleeping together and they just slide into living together. 

c) But however it starts, the reason to not be married is often 
because marriage is a big deal and sacred and they want to make 
sure. 

V. The second reason not to Live Together: It Doesn’t Work. I mean two things here.  

A. First, it’s not an ideal setting. Not ideal for the individual 



	 Choices:	Marriage	>	Living	Together		 	
	

	 Mike	Woodruff	©	2016	 	

9	

1. Marriages are formed by a number of very decisive, public events: 
proposal, acceptance, a wedding – before God and friends, rings are 
exchanged.  In contrast to living together which couples often slide into.  

2. The average marriage lasts 2 decades, the average living together 
lasts 15 months 

3. Married couple almost always pool their assets. Those living 
together split costs. 

4. Married men boast their income when they grow up and settle 
down. The bump for men living with women is far less.  

5. Couples living together do not take as much responsibility for each 
other’s health, do not reduce risky behavior and are significantly less 
sexually faithful than married couples.8  

6. Couples that live together report less sexual satisfaction than 
couples who are married. 

7. Women who live with a man other than their husband are far more 
likely to suffer violence, or have their children harmed. 

8. Both men and women who live together are more likely to be 
depressed than those who are married. 

9. If you are a Christian and you chose to head down this path you 
can expect guilt and your heart grows hard.  

B. Second, it doesn’t help you figure out if getting married is going to work. 

1. Couples who live together and then marry each other report less 
marital satisfaction and are 50% more likely to get a divorce.  

2. Living together actually keeps many people from getting married.  

C. These statistics are clearly not from the Bible. These are secular sources.   

1. In particular, Meg Jay, a professor at UC Berkeley and a 
contributor to the New York Times. She has made thirty year-olds the 
focus of her academic and counseling work.  You can hear her describe all 
of this on a TED talk called “30 is not the New 20.” 

2. She wrote the following in the New York Times, “I am not for or 
against living together, but I am for young adults knowing that, far from 
safeguarding against divorce and unhappiness, moving in with someone 
can increase your chances of making a mistake.”9 
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3. Her big deal is that living together turns into lots of wasted time.  
And as it goes on the sunk cost prevents someone from moving on. She 
compares it to getting a zero percent loan for the first year. There is no 
problem with it. But after a year the interest jumps to 23% and you can’t 
get out of it.  

D. There are other studies out.  

1. As with any data, it is contested.  

a) Those on the left often argue that people make poor life 
choices because they are poor.  Those on the right often say that 
people are poor because they make poor life-choices.10  

b) Charles Murray has written a lot about this in Coming 
Apart.  

2. The data is pretty overwhelming, but I am not making an argument 
on the data. It keeps changing. “Coffee is good for you. No wait, it’s bad 
for you.” Who knows.  

3. Ultimately, as a Christian I do things because God has directed the 
path. 

4. And we come to find out that we are better off trusting even when 
we do not understand.  

E. I understand that you may not be there yet.  

VI. And if you are not you might be saying, OK, so marriage is better than living 
together, but living together is a good first step to see if marriage is going to work.  

A. And the analogy I’ve heard is that living together is a test to see if 
marriage would work.  

B. You wouldn’t buy a car without test-driving it.  You need to be sure you 
are compatible. 

C. There are a few really big problems with this.  

1. For starters, you might like to use it if you think you are the driver, 
but probably not if you are the car.  

2. Having been married for over 30 years I am tempted to say, men 
and women are not compatible.  And I do not just mean that as a joke. 
Marriage is hard work.  
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3. I’m more inclined to go a different way and say, “If you want to 
see if you are compatible, do not have sex, because once you start your 
ability to assess the person and the relationship is gone.”  As a college 
pastor I saw this more,  “This is not a person to marry. You two have 
nothing in common. This is not going to work.  You are overwhelmed 
right now because you are having sex and sex is overwhelming.”  

4. If you want to see if you are compatible, don’t start sleeping 
together.  

VII. But there is a bigger argument here. Living together as a trial for marriage fails 
because it misunderstands love and marriage.  

A. Living together is based on the idea that a good marriage is about finding 
the right person, your soul mate, who will complete you and then life will be  
easy.  Love should be easy.  

1. Wow, who told you that? 

2. It wasn’t easy for Jesus 

3. It isn’t easy for parents of newborns. 

B. The feelings may be there for a while. But they ebb and flow. Love is a 
commitment of the will.  And in marriage you make that commitment of the will 
for as long as you both shall live. That is exactly what living together is not 
saying.   

C. Living together is too tied to feelings and the idea that you have to be true 
to your heart. 

1. You can’t build a life on that. 

2. You can’t raise kids on that. 

3. You can’t build a functioning society with people who think that. 

D. The radical call of God is to make this big, bold, audacious promise to be 
committed to the best for the other person.  

E. To give yourself.  

F. This is exactly what living together is not.  

G. In a different article the author wrote, “Living together is about sex and 
sharing rent.”  And it basically says, “I promise to have sex with you until such 
time that I meet someone else who I’d rather have sex with.”   

VIII. I could go on 
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A. There are other reasons not to live together.  

1. Sex is like scotch tape. It works best once.  And we now have MRI 
studies that show that. It acts as glue over time.  But it works best if you 
put the tape down and leave it down.  

B. There are other reasons, but let’s stop here. 

1. God wants his best for you.  That means that sex happens in the 
context of a loving, committed relationship in which the other person 
wants the very best for you – and will work to that end even to their own 
hardship.  

C. If you are living together now, I would say, “Step up or step out.”  It may 
have seemed like a good, wise, OK thing to do. But it’s not the best and God 
wants you to have the best. 

IX. Prayer 

X. After a message like that I am so glad to be able to pivot and talk about grace.  

A. God lights a path for us to follow, but he is aware that we don’t always 
follow His way. 

B. The good news is that: 

1. We are worse than we dare imagine 

2. God’s love is greater than we dare believe. 

C. We do not go to heaven because we lived a perfect life. We find 
forgiveness in the work of Jesus on our behalf and we get to celebrate that.  
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underreported in the other books. I was a bit unprepared for what I learned – in particular on how social 
dynamics will affect society as a whole. I will touch on that here but most of you’ll have to read the book.  
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