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MARRIAGE TUNE-UP (2): SEXUAL PLEASURE IN MARRIAGE
INTRODUCTION:

A. A church women’s group asked their pastor to address their next meeting on the subject of sex. But they were a bit nervous about talking about it in public. So they told everyone that the pastor was going to talk about “sailing.” When the pastor’s wife heard that her husband was going to speak on this subject, she loudly exclaimed, “Oh, he doesn’t know anything about that. He’s only done it twice, and the last time he lost his hat.” ( 


There, now that the ice is broken we can proceed. But not without me offering a small disclaimer. When I told a friend I was doing a summer seminar on sex in marriage, he gave me a puzzled look and said, “So, is everything okay with you at home?” I was completely surprised at his response. So, that there may be no misunderstanding, I do not intend to talk about myself or my marriage. I do not think husbands and wives should share intimate details with anyone, unless there is a problem, and then only with their physician or a biblically-trained counselor. I will make only one comment, and that is that I am one of the happiest guys I know, and I wish that all people could be as happy as I am.


B. “Sexual Pleasure in Marriage.” Each word in that title is important. Why did I choose to address this subject? I’ve been thinking and studying much about God’s gift of pleasure in general. Why did God give us good things and experiences which are pleasant and enjoyable? Let’s start with the broad subject of “pleasure.” 

PART ONE: PLEASURE

I. THE PURPOSE OF PLEASURE.


A. Why did God create pleasure? That’s an important question that cuts right to the heart of the matter. If we can understand why God gave us the great gift of pleasure, then we are well on our way to grasping the significance and the right use of sexual pleasure in marriage. 

So let’s step back and ask an even more fundamental question, “Why did God create us?” What was his purpose? What is the goal of our existence? Or we could ask it this way, “What is the chief end of man?” And all Presbyterians know the answer to that first question of the Westminster Shorter Catechism. “Man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” Now if that’s true, and I believe it is with all my heart, then the whole puzzle is solved. Remarkably, this foundational question in this most basic catechism includes the necessity of pleasure. 


We were created to glorify God. And I have taught all my catechism students, we do not exist to “make” God glorious. God is already all-glorious. No created being could ever add anything to God’s glory because God is infinitely glorious in every way. There is no lack in God’s glory, so nothing could possibly be added to it. To “glorify” God means to acknowledge and reflect the glory that is already there. It’s like washing your window or buffing a mirror. You don’t change the scenery: you only see it more clearly. So God made us to reveal his glory. 


And…God made us to enjoy him. He created us with certain receptors so that would be able to apprehend God’s multi-faceted glory. Now, of course, no finite creature could ever exhaust the glory of an infinite God, which makes the thought of eternity quite astonishing and inviting. God made us to adore glory, and only his infinite glory will be supremely and eternally satisfying. 


B. But we have a problem, actually a three-fold problem when it comes to our apprehending the glory of God. 


1. The first problem is the Creator-creature distinction. God’s raw glory is too bright for us. No mere creature could take it in full dose. God told Moses that no mere man could see God’s face and live. 


2. This is compounded by the fact that we are physical creatures, but God is pure spirit. We do not have the equipment to apprehend spirit. God is “invisible,” that is, beyond the spectrum of our physical senses.   



3. And this has become even more complicated by the fact that God is holy, and we are fallen sinners. God’s justice requires that he punish us to the extreme. And God’s justice and wrath are also aspects of his great glory, so he will reveal that glory by judging and punishing the guilty forever. And so God gave his Son, to endure the eternal punishment for his people on the cross, that we might be forgiven and reconciled to him. 


So how does the God who is pure spirit, whose naked glory is so brilliant that it would incinerate finite creatures like us, how does this God reveal the glory of his goodness to us so that we can enjoy him forever? 

C. Would you believe it? He does so through pleasure! God has given us the wonderful, resplendent gift of pleasure that through it we might enjoy him. God veiled the incomprehensible glory of his goodness in ordinary objects and gave us the sensors, the receptors by which we might receive those gifts and decode them and apprehend and even enjoy the Lord through those gifts. 

Does that tell you anything about the purpose of pleasure? It would seem to me that we should be keenly interested in pleasure, that it is highly spiritual to seek pleasure with one great qualification: we are to seek pleasure to enjoy the Lord through it. 

II. THE MISUSE OF PLEASURE.


A. God created the first man and his wife. And he placed them in a garden of delights where their every desire was fully met. They were granted maximum privilege, maximum pleasure, including, I would argue, sexual pleasure (they were naked and not ashamed, after all). But God gave only one restriction. Maximum pleasure, minimum restraint. There was one tree of which they may not eat. And it was, of course, a test. 

But what was it testing? Its purpose in part was to see if they could grasp the purpose of pleasure. Could they continually trace pleasure back to its source and realize that in the enjoyment of his gifts, they were truly enjoying God himself, God’s goodness? Or would they seek the gift for its own sake, pleasure for the sake of pleasure, which is another name for idolatry? And, of course, they chose the gift over the giver. 

And listen to the inner working of Eve’s desire as she rejected God, preferring his gift only and what it could do for her: “So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate.” (Genesis 3:6) 

B. God had given them all the pleasure they truly needed in order to apprehend his goodness, but they wanted more, the one thing forbidden. They chose the gift over the Giver. They chose a sip of muddied water when they could have jumped into the sparkling, ever-flowing Spring itself. 

III. THE MEDIUM OF PLEASURE.


A. So God mediates his goodness to us through the enjoyable gifts he gives us. The pleasure we receive through these gifts is a reflection of the goodness of God. The gifts themselves have no inherent power or goodness. They are merely the vessels or carriers of God’s goodness. I greatly enjoy my first cup of steaming hot, dark, rich, aromatic, caffeine-laden coffee in the morning, and I have two or three favorite cups I like to drink that coffee from. But make no mistake, the coffee cup is nothing, nothing at all. In fact, when the cup is empty, it makes me sad to look at it. Rather, my interest is in what’s conveyed to me through that cup—the coffee.


And objects that give us pleasure are all in themselves only empty and worthless vessels. The point is that the pleasure is God’s way of showing us his goodness. The chief end of these pleasures is to glorify God and to enable us to enjoy him forever. 


B. St. Augustine in Book 1 (or Chapter 1) of his book, On Christian Doctrine distinguishes between “enjoyment” on the one hand and “use” on the other. And his point is that some things are for enjoyment, others are for use to aid us in our pursuit of enjoyment, and still others are those which both use and enjoy. And he declares that we are to use things to enjoy God. In fact, the Triune God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, is the only true object of enjoyment. All others exist merely to assist us in the enjoyment of God. We are to use these things to enjoy God. He even says that we are to use people to enjoy God. 

I know it sounds pretty bad to suggest that we  are to “use” people, but if we use people to enjoy God, we are actually according other people the exalted place God has given them. God did not create any of us to be little gods who should be enjoyed for our own sake or loved as God alone is to be enjoyed and loved. So when we acknowledge people for who they are, wonderful vessels which uniquely bear the image of God, vessels who can therefore most accurately and most powerfully convey God’s goodness, then we are treating other people most appropriately, for the very purpose God has made us. And even though we are to “love” people, we are only to love them for the Lord’s sake. 


C. What this means, then, is that if we enjoy anything for its own sake and fail to perceive its real purpose, which is to show or reveal God’s goodness, then we have put that pleasurable object into the place of God himself. And rightly call all God-substitutes “idols.” If we become so enamored by the gift that we stop short of looking behind that gift to perceive the greater goodness and glory of the divine Giver, we have made that gift, even a good gift, our idol and our god.


In his commentary on1 John, St. Augustine remarks on 2:15-16: “15Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16For all that is in the world—the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions—is not from the Father but is from the world.”

This is what Augustine writes: “In the same manner, my brethren, as if a bridegroom should make a ring for his bride, and she having received the ring, should love it more than she loves the bridegroom who made the ring for her: would not her soul be found guilty of adultery in the very gift of the bridegroom albeit she did not but love what the bridegroom gave her? By all means let her love what the bridegroom gave: yet should she say, ‘This ring is enough for me, I do not wish to see his face now,’ what sort of woman would she be? Who would not detest such folly? Who would not pronounce her guilty of an adulterous mind? Thou lovest gold in place of the man, lovest a ring in place of the bridegroom: if this be in thee, that thou lovest a ring in place of thy bridegroom; that he has given thee an earnest, serves not to pledge thee to him, but to turn away thy heart from him! For this bridegroom gives earnest, that in his earnest he may himself be loved. Well then, God gave thee all these things: love Him that made them. There is more that he would fain give thee, that is, His very Self that made these things. But if thou love these—what though God made them—and neglect the Creator and love the world; shall not thy love be counted adulterous?”

IV. LAWFUL AND UNLAWFUL PLEASURES.


A. So now we can make some important distinctions when it comes to pleasure. Some pleasures are lawful, other pleasures are unlawful. It might give great pleasure to steal the steak off your neighbor’s grill and eat it, but that pleasure was not yours to enjoy. And it might be a great pleasure to clobber the guy who cut you off in traffic, but that pleasure of personal revenge, of vigilantism, was not yours to enjoy either. They are unlawful pleasures, just like the one tree in the garden. 


B. But even if a pleasure is lawfully yours to enjoy, it may still lead to sin. So with your own money you bought that steak and grilled it for yourself, still, if that lawful pleasure is enjoyed only for its own sake, it becomes an idol. You have completely missed the whole point of that delicious steak. You ought to have enjoyed God through it. Because you enjoyed it only for its own sake, you have not only offended the Giver of that pleasure, you have also not enjoyed it as fully as you could have or should have. You missed the deeper, richer pleasure that empty vessel of a grilled steak was intended to convey. Why do you think God’s people habitually pause before eating and give thanks to God? Is it not to acknowledge the Lord as the Giver of these gifts and so recognize that the pleasure of eating them is really the apprehension of the glory of God’s goodness? 

C. We need to pay careful attention to pleasure and to enjoy all kinds of lawful pleasures for the Lord’s sake, to apprehend for ourselves the surpassing glory of the goodness of God revealed through his delightful, enjoyable gifts. That leads me to the verse in Scripture that really got me hot on the trail of understanding pleasure, Psalm 34:8. Anybody know what Psalm 34:8 says? “O taste and see that the Lord is good.”   


There’s the whole package. So we taste of the good things God gives us, but our conclusion is that the Lord is good. We receive the gift, but God has given us the receptors to know something even better than the gift itself—to know the Giver and to experience his goodness mediated to us through the gift. Every gift of God is to be received in this manner. We must never ever simply enjoy a pleasure for its own sake. We deny ourselves the even greater pleasure of knowing God’s goodness, and we denigrate the Lord himself by preferring the gift to the Giver. 

V. SEEKING LAWFUL PLEASURES.


A. And that means that we must be seekers after lawful pleasures for the purpose of apprehending God’s goodness through them. What’s really interesting is that the bad guys of the Bible all get pleasure wrong. They either wind up worshiping pleasure, and so enslaved to pleasure, or they try to deny pleasure, and so worship themselves. 


B. So, on the one hand, the Bible exposes false teachers who endorse self-indulgence. 2 Peter 2: talks about these pleasure-worshippers. “1But false prophets also arose among the people, just as there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies, even denying the Master who bought them, bringing upon themselves swift destruction. 2And many will follow their sensuality, and because of them the way of truth will be blasphemed.  3And in their greed they will exploit you with false words. Their condemnation from long ago is not idle, and their destruction is not asleep….

9(T)he Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment, 10and especially those who indulge in the lust of defiling passion and despise authority.  

Bold and willful, they do not tremble as they blaspheme the glorious ones, 11whereas angels, though greater in might and power, do not pronounce a blasphemous judgment against them before the Lord. 12But these, like irrational animals, creatures of instinct, born to be caught and destroyed, blaspheming about matters of which they are ignorant, will also be destroyed in their destruction, 13suffering wrong as the wage for their wrongdoing. They count it pleasure to revel in the daytime. They are blots and blemishes, reveling in their deceptions, while they feast with you. 14They have eyes full of adultery, insatiable for sin. They entice unsteady souls. They have hearts trained in greed. Accursed children!”

So these are pleasure-worshipers and God’s Word condemns them. 

C. But we must also beware the pleasure-deniers. Paul writes of these false teachers in Colossians 2: “20If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to regulations— 21“Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 22(referring to things that all perish as they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings? 23These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.”

He speaks of the same thing in 1 Timothy 4: 

“1Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons, 2through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared…. (Ooo, I wonder what these teachings of demons are which are parroted by these pernicious liars of the latter times?) “3who forbid marriage and require abstinence from foods that God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and know the truth. 4For everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, 5for it is made holy by the word of God and prayer.” That doesn’t mean that we need a sermon before every meal, but rather, that God’s Word has already declared all these things to be good in the first chapter of the Bible. It’s the bad guys that are running around trying to prevent people from enjoying lawful pleasures. And the dirty little secret is that those who deny pleasure also want to deny that the Lord is good, so they can promote themselves as good through their self-righteous lives of abstinence and severity. 


Can you believe this? Did you know this was in the Bible? So it is not godly to try to enjoy life as little as possible? Nor is it godly, of course, to live a life for pleasure, a life of self-indulgence? What is a godly life? A life of obedience to God’s commands. A life of love for Christ and for others. A life of sacrificial service, to be sure. But also a life of gratefully enjoying the Lord through the good gifts he provides us. It is a life in which we glorify God by enjoying him forever, in which we “taste and see for ourselves that the Lord is good.” So that life must, must, must include, at least to some extent seeking and receiving pleasure, knowing his goodness through the good things he provides. 

VI. QUESTIONS AND CLARIFICATIONS.


Just a few follow-up questions before we leave this portion of our talk. 


1. First, what kinds of pleasures should we seek? Since God made us to be body-soul creatures, he has provided external pleasures of the body, and internal pleasures of the soul, including the mind, the affections, and the will. 


God has given us five senses, and we should pay attention to the pleasures he has provided to each. Have you ever walked outside and closed your eyes and just concentrated on the rich buffet of pleasures God is providing. You may feel the warm sun on your skin. You may smell some fragrant aroma. You may hear the song of birds or the sounds of people working. But don’t stop there. Thank God for each and every one of those blessings! And realize that God is in small ways revealing his greater glory through all of these. 


When you eat, savor every morsel. Feel the different tastes (sweet, salty, rich, warm, and satisfying) and textures (crunchy, smooth, chewy, explosive like grapes). And don’t forget about the way the meal looks, and the way it smells. 


Enjoy the beauty of the eye gate. Note the colors and intricate shapes of flowers, the stately stature of trees, the hills in the horizon, the deep blue of the sky, the brightness of the sun, and the ever-changing wonder of clouds. And then there are the sunrises and the sunsets, and the stars. And you know their Maker as your Father, and by the work you know the workman.

Inward pleasures of the soul abound as well, and are almost numberless. There are pleasures of the mind which deal with intellectual satisfaction, seeing the wisdom of God in his works of creation and redemption, for example. And these include pleasures of the affections: experiencing and apprehending the kindness and compassion of others, for example. Or the satisfaction that flows from a sense of accomplishment, or when justice is done. And then there is the pleasures of the will, choosing to do what is right and acting upon our choosing. All of these are to be godward pleasures, though, as we realize that the goodness and justice expressed by others are mere reflections of God’s character through his creatures created in his image, even when we ourselves choose to act in good and godly ways, knowing that God is at work in us expressing his goodness through us.  

2. How do we distinguish between lawful and unlawful pleasures? A lawful pleasure is one which the Lord gives to us, through which we enjoy him. An unlawful pleasure is one the Lord has not given to you, or has given to another, or has forbidden to you. Should we ever deny ourselves any lawful pleasure? Of course! Sometimes we must work and serve and forego a lawful pleasure. Sometimes our devotion to Christ will lead us to urgent and ardent prayer, and we will neglect food and sleep which is otherwise right and good, but only temporarily.  


3. Can we ever enjoy too much lawful pleasure? Of course! Every manner of addiction arises when we ask too much of any pleasure, that is when we ask a pleasure to stand on its own and to provide the transcendent glory that only God can give. That pleasure is only doomed to miserable failure, and we will require more and more of it for ourselves until it kills us, because it cannot, can not do for us what we ask it to. Why do you suppose we have an epidemic of obesity in our land? Apart from the poor nutrition of cheap, empty calories, the real culprit is that so few people know or practice the purpose of the pleasure of eating. People try to make food satisfy their spiritual cravings instead of gratefully receiving the pleasure of food and enjoying the Lord who created it for us. 

What this means is that we must do much more than simply “stop and smell the roses” from time to time. By all means, smell the roses, and behold their manifold beauties. But then lift up your heart to rejoice in the Lord who created his sensual feast—and thrill to know that there is much more, infinitely more pleasure awaiting. 


4. We should also lift up the godly work of providing pleasure to others. A good cook, a skilled musician, an artist working in all manner of the visual arts, including gardening and landscaping, construction and craftsmanship, a homemaker beautifying a home and making it comfortable and hospitable, a skilled storyteller, all of these provide pleasure to others. Giving pleasure to another is itself a deep pleasure, because in doing so we are imitating God and being used of God as a conduit for extending his goodness to another.  

VII. ENJOYING PLEASURE “CORAM DEO.”


A. We must live with a continual God-consciousness. Some have called this “practicing the presence of God.” R.C. Sproul’s ministry refers to this as living “coram deo,” before the face of God. When you take a shower, and that warm water invigorates you, and the slippery soap cleanses you and you feel clean, lift up your heart to God and thank him for that great pleasure. Pay attention to the details: the aromas (my two favorites are lilacs and curing hay), the sounds, the feeling on your skin, the tastes, and, of course, the beauty of the eye. Use every aspect of God’s general revelation in his creation to learn the lesson of God’s goodness so that you honor the Lord as God and give thanks to him. “O taste and see that the Lord is good.”


B. What does all this have to do with sex in marriage? Everything! I think you can already start to see the relevance. For sexual pleasure is just another form of pleasure, and all that applies to the set also applies to the subset. 


This would be a good place to take a break before we get into the  more focused subject at hand.
PART TWO: SEXUAL PLEASURE IN MARRIAGE.
I. LAWFUL SEXUAL PLEASURE.

A. Let me begin this section by pointing out that when it comes to sexual pleasure, God has placed many safeguards and restrictions around this wonderful gift. The only lawful eOnnjoyment of sexual pleasure is between one man and one woman in the covenant of lifelong marriage. Period. No exceptions. That means that all pornography, masturbation, promiscuity, adultery, homosexual practice, or any other form of sexual pleasure outside that covenant of marriage between one man and one woman is illegitimate. It may still be pleasurable, but it contains none of the blessing of God. There is no goodness of God that can be experienced through an unlawful pleasure. It may bring temporal gratification for the moment, but it can only bring misery and death because it is a sin, and the wrath of God is kindled against it. 


B. What should an unmarried person do? Well, an unmarried Christian should seek to know the Lord’s goodness through all the other forms of lawful pleasure he provides! But this one is completely off limits. The Lord is fully able to demonstrate the glory of his goodness with sufficiency through other kinds of pleasures of the senses and of the mind. No one should feel incomplete if they are restricted from enjoying sexual pleasure because they are not married anymore than Adam and Eve should have felt deprived or deficient because of the forbidden tree in the garden of every delight and pleasure. Our Lord Jesus enjoyed God perfectly without ever enjoying sexual pleasure in marriage.

C. But if an unmarried person wants to enjoy God through sexual pleasure, then he or she should seek to be married. “Come on in, the water’s fine!” Just be sure that you realize that in giving us the gift of marriage, God is much more interested in our sanctification than our satisfaction. 

II. SEXUAL PLEASURE IS A PLEASURE.


A. So sexual pleasure is simply a form of pleasure, a wonderfully pleasing and powerful form of pleasure, a good gift of God which married people should seek to enjoy with their own husband or wife. Psalm 34:8 also applies to sexual pleasure in marriage. And remember, it is not simply an invitation, but a command: “O taste and see that the Lord is good.” The purpose of sexual pleasure in marriage is the same as the purpose of everything else God has created: “to glorify God and to enjoy him forever.” So when Christian husbands and wives enjoy sexual pleasure together, when God gives them the gift of sexual pleasure through each other, they are glorifying God and enjoying him. And, again, if they only focus on the sexual pleasure itself and do not go beyond it to realize that God is showing the glory of his goodness through that sexual pleasure, then they greatly diminish the true pleasure they could have enjoyed, and they have actually slipped into idolatry, loving the gift more than the giver.  


B. We may be unaccustomed to thinking in these terms, and that is a singular failure of the church, I fear. When it came to the subject of sex, the church has tended only to say to the unmarried, “No!” and to those who marry, “Go!” God’s Word has much more to say on the subject of sexual pleasure in marriage that we may have imagined.


Let’s survey some of what the Bible says. 

III. GOD’S WORD ON THE GIFT OF SEXUAL PLEASURE IN MARRIAGE. 


A. First, from Genesis 1, God said to the first man and his wife: “28  And God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves on the earth.” So God commanded the first husband and wife to be fruitful, to have a lot of children, which meant that they were to enjoy sex frequently. 


B. The book of wisdom, the Proverbs soberly condemns sexual sin, especially warning young men against the allure of the adulterous woman. But at the same time the Proverbs are astonishing candid and sober in urging the enjoyment of sexual pleasure in marriage. This is what we find in 5:15-23:

“15Drink water from your own cistern, flowing water from your own well. 16Should your springs be scattered abroad, streams of water in the streets? 17Let them be for yourself alone, and not for strangers with you. 18Let your fountain be blessed, and rejoice in the wife of your youth, 19a lovely deer, a graceful doe.  Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight; be intoxicated always in her love. 20Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman and embrace the bosom of an adulteress? 21For a man’s ways are before the eyes of the LORD, and he ponders all his paths. 22The iniquities of the wicked ensnare him, and he is held fast in the cords of his sin. 23He dies for lack of discipline, and because of his great folly he is led astray.”

When I was in youth group a hundred years ago, our adult leaders wisely separated the boys from the girls, and then had us read through this passage. We couldn’t do with a straight face! We were reading about breasts in church! It was one of the most important things the leaders could have done, to show the goodness sexual pleasure in marriage. This text also points out the exclusivity of sexual intimacy. This is to be shared with no one else. This is a public secret between a husband and wife. Christians spouses should never “kiss and tell.” If there is some problem, the couple should seek out the mutually agreed upon counsel of a physician or a biblically-trained counselor. 

C. Okay, you might want to close your eyes for this one. The book of The Song of Solomon is so sexually explicit that for many years pious Christians could only accept it as an allegory of love between Christ and the church. A frank and uninhibited description of love between a husband and wife using graphic language in the Bible was seemingly unthinkable. But there it is, accepted as canonical by every Christian denomination. 

Here is an excerpt of a husband praising his wife’s form. Bear in mind, I’m only reading the Bible, and that’s supposed to be okay in church: “1How beautiful are your feet in sandals, O noble daughter!  Your rounded thighs are like jewels, the work of a master hand. 2Your navel is a rounded bowl that never lacks mixed wine.  Your belly is a heap of wheat, encircled with lilies. 3Your two breasts are like two fawns, twins of a gazelle…. 7Your stature is like a palm tree, and your breasts are like its clusters. 8I say I will climb the palm tree and lay hold of its fruit. Oh may your breasts be like clusters of the vine, and the scent of your breath like apples, 9and your mouth like the best wine. It goes down smoothly for my beloved, gliding over lips and teeth.” (Ch. 7)

In some cases the translators have actually softened the language in Song of Solomon taming it for the family audience. Let me give you two examples. 


Here is the ESV translation for 5:4-5: “4My beloved put his hand to the latch, and my heart was thrilled within me. 5I arose to open to my beloved….”
But here is a more literal translation of the same text: “4My lover thrust his hand through the hole, and my vagina was enflamed. 5I arose and opened for my lover.”

If you think that’s daring, you need to hear something else the wife says of her husband. Again, here’s the ESV for 5:14: “His body is polished ivory, bedecked with sapphires.” A more literal translation reads, “His erection is a tusk of ivory, bedecked with sapphires.”

D. Whew! That’s way too steamy. Let’s hurry over to the New Testament! Let’s race to the Apostle Paul. Some have slandered the apostle when it comes to the subject of sex because he was so adamant against homosexual practice. They have called him a prude and suggested that he was just a sexually frustrated old man who hated any notion of sex. But let’s allow Paul to speak for himself. This is from 1 Corinthians 7:

“1Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: ‘It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.’” I want you to notice that that’s what they suggested in the letter of questions they wrote to him. Apparently some in the church in Corinth were teaching that celibacy was superior to marriage. Here is Paul’s response: “ 2But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. 3The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. 4For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 5Do not deprive one another, except perhaps by agreement for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves to prayer; but then come together again, so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.”

That does not sound like a crusty, frustrated old man who thinks that all sex is evil. It sounds very sensible! Husbands and wives should give the gift of sexual pleasure to each other. And one practical benefit is that it inhibits sexual immorality.  

“6Now as a concession, not a command, I say this. 7I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one of another.” Some may have the gift from God of a low desire for sexual pleasure so they are free to devote themselves to other matters. But not all do. 

“8To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single as I am. 9But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than to be aflame with passion.” I heard of one couple who put the reference “1 Corinthians 7:9”, just the reference, not the verse, at the bottom of their wedding bulletin. If anyone bothered to look it up, they would have read: “9But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than to be aflame with passion.” 

So was Paul against marriage or did he think it only second-best and the married person a second-class Christian behind the more spiritual ones who chose celibacy instead? Not at all. His counsel seems more situational, based on what he calls a “present distress,” perhaps some impending persecution. Here’s what he says, “25Now concerning the betrothed, I have no command from the Lord, but I give my judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy. 26I think that in view of the present distress it is good for a person to remain as he is. 27Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. 28But if you do marry, you have not sinned, and if a betrothed woman marries, she has not sinned. Yet those who marry will have worldly troubles, and I would spare you that. 29This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very short. From now on, let those who have wives live as though they had none, 30and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no goods, 31and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it. For the present form of this world is passing away. 

32I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to please the Lord. 33But the married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife, 34and his interests are divided. And the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit. But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how to please her husband. 35I say this for your own benefit, not to lay any restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure your undivided devotion to the Lord.


36If anyone thinks that he is not behaving properly toward his betrothed,(in other words, that it would not be fair to his fiancée to break the engagement) if his passions are strong, and it has to be, let him do as he wishes: let them marry—it is no sin. 37But whoever is firmly established in his heart, being under no necessity but having his desire under control, and has determined this in his heart, to keep her as his betrothed, he will do well. 38So then he who marries his betrothed does well, and he who refrains from marriage will do even better.”

So, because of the “present distress,” whatever that may be, it might be wise for the present, Paul counsels, to travel light. But that would not necessarily apply if there is no “present distress.” Clearly, it is no sin to marry, and if one marries, he should be careful to provide sexual pleasure and fulfillment to his spouse. 


E. Let’s look at one more reference in Hebrews 13:4: “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled, for God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous.” That sounds like he is responding to both kinds of false teachers who get pleasure wrong in both ways. To the super-spiritual who do not want you to “taste (sexual pleasure) and see that the Lord is good,” he answers: No, “Let marriage be held in honor among all….” To the super-indulgent who make pleasure their god, he answers this way: “and let the marriage bed be undefiled, fo r God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous.” In other words: the exclusive, secret intimacy is to be between one man and one woman in the covenant of lifelong marriage, and nobody else. God reveals the glory of his goodness through sexual pleasure: “O taste and see that the Lord is good.” 

F. Let me point out one truth from God’s book of general or natural revelation to show you God’s desire that we enjoy him through sexual pleasure. I found this truth in Dr. Ed Wheat’s book, Intended for Pleasure, and heard it more explicitly referenced in a large seminar I attended on biblical counseling. 


God created the male sexual organ for multiple uses: procreation, urination, and sexual pleasure. But God gave women a sexual organ that serves only one purpose, and that is to stimulate sexual pleasure. God created one part of the female anatomy for a single purpose: sexual pleasure. Do you think that God is not concerned that we enjoy him through sexual pleasure? Human anatomy as God created the female body utterly vetoes that notion. 
IV. HOW OFTEN IS RIGHT?


So now a pressing question that I find people are reluctant to answer: “How often is right?”

A. Pastor Nicholas Ellen, who led the seminar I attended on biblical counseling gave a very simple answer: “Until both are satisfied.”  I don’t quite agree with Pastor Ellen. Remember the purpose of sexual pleasure, to reveal the surpassing goodness of God. Even in a Christian marriage, sexual pleasure can become an end sought only for itself. With this qualification, though, I do agree with Pastor Ellen. 

B. I looked a bit deeper and consulted some others. Stuart Scott, who teaches biblical counseling and the conservative, biblically-orthodox, Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky gives his answer in his book, The Exemplary Husband, page 154-5: 

“Sexual intimacy should be regular. 


“The Bible is clear that we need to fulfill the desires of our spouse and not deprive them.” 


He quotes 1 Corinthians 7:5: “Stop depriving one another, except by agreement for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer, and come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.”


Then he observes:

“There is only one reason to abstain from satisfying the desires of one’s spouse. This reason is for a specific time of prayer for a specific reason. Both partners must be in agreement about abstinence for godly purposes. We should be aware that Satan will use the sexual area to tempt either a husband or a wife to sin if he can. Great caution should be used before any decision to abstain. In fact, there needs to be a very positive and selfless perspective about physical intimacy. The thinking ought to be how often can we, rather than when must we.” 


Okay, you say, but that’s a typical man’s perspective of there can never be enough. What about a woman’s perspective. 


C. Well, let me quote biblical counselor, Martha Peace from her book The Excellent Wife:


“Pleasure resulting from physical intimacy between husband and wife is assumed in Scripture. It should be fun. There will, of course, be times when for various reasons, the sex act may not be at the same level of intensity as other times. However, it should still be pleasurable and a sweet time between each married couple. I know of one husband who prays with his wife before they ‘make love.’ They ask God to bless their time together, and they say that God always does. Generally both husband and wife should come to a climax, but if one or the other is too tired or is providentially hindered in some way (such as the wife’s period or pregnancy) they can still express love to the other if not through vaginal intercourse through manual stimulation.” (p. 124) 


I literally overheard this conversation between two pastors at a conference over a decade ago. One asked the other, “Do you pray before sex?” The other responded, “No, I pray for sex!”


Martha Peace goes on to say, 


“Sexual Relations Should Be Regular and Continuous 


‘Let her breasts satisfy you at all times.’





Proverbs 5:19


“There are no certain number of times per week, but it should be often enough that neither one is experiencing frustration and temptation. Sometimes couples fall into the habit of not have sex or rarely having sex. They stay busy and tired and end up living together more like brother and sister than husband and wife. Sexual intimacy, however, should be a regular and continuous part of their relationship.” (p. 125) 

CONCLUSION


God has given our race the dangerous, wonderful gift of pleasure. If we reject it, we miss the great wonder of knowing the Lord’s goodness. If we worship it, we become idolaters and will learn instead the Lord’s displeasure and wrath. And every unlawful pleasure, though gratifying for the moment, can only bring misery, brokenness, and shame.

But pleasure is not optional. We are commanded to “taste and see that the Lord is good.” We must seek to enjoy the lawful pleasures our heavenly Father provides for us. We need to see ourselves as people who are uniquely created in God’s image, and so wonderfully equipped and enabled to provide pleasure to others. And above all, we must look behind every pleasure to see the Lord himself, in the glory of his goodness, demonstrating and proving goodness to us. 


Because…man’s chief end is to glorify God and to enjoy him forever. “O taste and see that the Lord is good!”


And now to quote Michael Scott of the Dunder Mifflin paper company, “There will be no questions. Any questions?”
(
____________________________________________________________________________________________


