
MUTUAL PURSUIT
The Gift of Marital Intimacy
Desire, Delight, Sacrificial Love, and Shared Responsibility

SONG OF SONGS 7:10  /  1 CORINTHIANS 7

TEACHING AIM

To recover a biblical vision of sexual intimacy as God’s good gift, in which husbands and wives both 
pursue, welcome, serve, and delight in one another. The teaching examines how Scripture addresses 
different experiences of desire without making either spouse responsible for generating the other person’s 
willingness or permitting pressure, shame, or coercion.

MAKING FAMILIES STRONGER
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Introduction
For many couples, sexual intimacy becomes a debate about who wants it more, who must initiate, and who is 
responsible for creating desire. One spouse may feel that conversations, dates, listening, comfort, and tenderness 
are expected even when tired, while the other treats sexual pursuit as the work of only one partner. Another spouse 
may feel pressured or emotionally unseen, and understandably long for safety and affection before sexual closeness. 
Both experiences deserve to be heard. Paul regards marital intimacy as a shared concern worthy of prayerful 
attention (1 Corinthians 7:3 to 5), but the Christian starting point is grace, not a contest over unmet needs.

Scripture offers a richer account than familiar claims about what men and women supposedly need. The woman in 
Song of Songs speaks her desire, celebrates her beloved, and extends invitations. Paul addresses husbands and wives 
with reciprocal instructions. Neither text reduces sexual union to a service a wife owes a husband or a prize a 
husband purchases by romance. The relationship must be considered in light of Christ, who gives himself in love 
and teaches his people to seek another’s good (Ephesians 5:25 to 27; Philippians 2:3 to 5).

The central question is not which spouse experiences desire first. It is whether both are responding to God’s grace 
by learning faithful, truthful, willing love. This love takes initiative, cares about barriers, welcomes repentance, 
honors human dignity, and refuses both passive indifference and sexual pressure. Because the gospel begins with 
what Christ has done for sinners, this teaching is an invitation to shared growth, not a new standard with which 
spouses can condemn one another.

BIG IDEA

God designed marital sexuality as a good gift for covenant union and shared delight. Both spouses are called to 
cultivate their intimate life, but neither may command another person’s desire or secure sexual participation 
through pressure. Because Christ first loved us, mutual pursuit is a grateful response to grace, not a contest of 
competing claims.

1. Sex Is a Good Gift From the Creator
Genesis 1:27 to 28 and 2:24 to 25
The Bible begins its account of human sexuality with creation, not with sin. Male and female bear God’s image, the 
call to be fruitful appears within divine blessing, and Genesis 2 describes marriage as a union in which two become 
one flesh. The unashamed nakedness of Genesis 2:25 depicts openness before shame and fear distort human 
relationships. After the fall, such trust cannot be manufactured by technique or demanded by entitlement. 
Christian spouses need truth, repentance, forgiveness, and the renewing grace of God as they seek to recover tender 
and honest vulnerability.

The one flesh union includes bodily intimacy but is not reducible to sex. Marriage also involves a shared life, 
fidelity, practical care, and enduring commitment. At the same time, the bodily dimension is not incidental. 
Human embodiment is part of creation’s goodness, and sexual union belongs within the larger covenant of faithful 
love.

Proverbs 5:18-19 and Hebrews 13:4
Proverbs calls a husband to rejoice in his wife and to delight in their physical love. This language makes pleasure 
within marriage something to cherish rather than merely tolerate. Hebrews instructs believers to honor marriage 
and its sexual union. Taken together, these texts resist two distortions: treating sex as unclean even within 
marriage, and treating sex as a private appetite detached from holiness, exclusivity, and love.

Sex can express welcome, trust, tenderness, playfulness, vulnerability, and pleasure. It can also be distorted by 
selfishness, neglect, pressure, or the practice of withholding affection to punish. God’s good gifts are stewarded 
according to his character, not secured by demands. The gospel reminds us that pleasure is not a savior, rejection is 
not a verdict on our worth, and confession is available when either spouse has made intimacy serve selfish ends (1 
John 1:9).
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2. Song of Songs Presents Desire as Mutual
Song of Songs is love poetry, not a technical handbook for sexual conduct. Its exchanged speeches use gardens, 
fragrance, feasting, vineyards, springtime, and bodily praise to dramatize longing, admiration, absence, invitation, 
and delight. The sequence need not be forced into a strict chronology. Carey Ellen Walsh’s study of the Song’s 
horticultural imagery highlights the bold expression of the woman’s desire. Her reading helps modern readers 
notice what the poetry actually says rather than importing the assumption that initiative belongs only to the man.

Song of Songs 1:2 to 4: The Woman Desires and Speaks
The opening words are not a husband instructing his wife to meet his needs. The woman voices a longing for 
kisses, praises her beloved, and welcomes his affection. Her desire is not hidden or treated as morally suspect. Before 
readers encounter a model of male pursuit, they hear a woman expressing attraction.

Song of Songs 2:3 to 6 and 5:10 to 16: She Delights in Him
She enjoys his nearness and uses sensory language to describe what she finds pleasing. Later, she offers an extended 
description of his beauty. The man also praises her body and charms, particularly in chapters 4 and 7. Their speech 
moves in both directions: she is not merely admired, and he is not merely the admirer.

Song of Songs 4:16 to 5:1: Her Invitation and His Response
The woman calls for her beloved to enter the garden, an extended metaphor for intimate union; he responds in 5:1. 
Douglas Sean O’Donnell reads the exchange as a freely offered invitation met with joyful response. Interpreters 
debate whether the woman speaks all of 4:16 or only its closing invitation, so the exact division of voices should not 
be overstated. What remains clear in either reading is that she welcomes her beloved. The text depicts delight that 
is offered and received, not a possession that is seized.

The garden belongs to the language of shared covenant intimacy; it should not be turned into a claim that the 
husband owns the wife’s body in a way that cancels her personhood. The movement is one of willing invitation, 
not taking by force.

Song of Songs 7:10 to 13: She Pursues and Anticipates
After declaring that she belongs to her beloved and that his desire is for her, the woman invites him into the 
countryside and vineyards and anticipates giving him her love. She imagines their encounter and takes initiative. 
This is a vivid poetic witness to female desire, not a rule requiring identical initiation by both partners. The 
marriage application is that a wife’s active pursuit can be a beautiful expression of love, while the husband is 
likewise called to welcome her as a person rather than treat her longing as an entitlement.

Song of Songs 2:7, 3:5, 8:4, and 8:6 to 7: Desire Has Its Season and Its Weight
The refrain about not awakening love before its proper time is addressed to the daughters of Jerusalem. Its principal 
wisdom concerns the fitting time for romantic love and desire, rather than an explicit rule about how married 
partners must initiate. A broader application is that passion is not a commodity to be extracted on demand. Near 
the conclusion, love is portrayed as powerful and enduring, something that cannot be purchased (8:6 to 7). Love is 
to be cherished, protected, and rightly ordered.

The Song celebrates mutual longing and invitation without assigning initiation quotas or diagnosing every 
difference in libido as sin. Its praise of the beloved also reminds us that Christian love can express delight rather 
than merely discharge duty. Grace permits couples to receive the Song as a hopeful picture, even when injury, 
exhaustion, disability, or other circumstances make their own experience less ideal.
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3. Paul Gives Husbands and Wives Reciprocal Responsibility
The Corinthian Setting: 1 Corinthians 7:1 to 2
Paul answers questions raised by the Corinthians. The statement in verse 1 about refraining from sexual relations 
may quote an ascetic claim circulating among them, although its quotation boundaries are debated. Paul does not 
say marriage is morally superior to singleness; later he affirms different callings and gifts (7:6 to 7, 17). Within 
marriage, however, he rejects the premise that unilateral sexual abstinence is necessarily a higher form of holiness. 
The chapter must be read under the lordship of Christ, not to enforce sexual performance.

Verse 3: Each Is to Care for the Other
Paul directs the husband to give his wife her marital due and then directs the wife to do likewise. His reciprocal 
structure is deliberate: neither the husband’s pleasure nor the wife’s preference may be the sole organizing principle. 
The term for what is owed concerns the ordinary sexual responsibilities of marriage, but Paul does not dictate how 
often each spouse should initiate, require constant availability, or give one spouse power to command a particular 
act. The application is shared, thoughtful care for the relationship. Such care becomes Christian love when shaped 
by grace rather than a demand for repayment.

Verse 4: Mutual Authority Undermines One-Sided Entitlement
Paul uses the same verb, exousiazei, for exercising authority in the two clauses of verse 4, first concerning the wife 
and then concerning the husband. This mirrored construction prevents either from claiming exclusive marital 
control. Annalisa Phillips Wilson observes that Paul’s deliberate parallelism makes unilateral decision-making 
about the couple’s sexual life difficult to sustain. In the surrounding context, believers belong ultimately to the 
Lord (1 Corinthians 6:19 to 20; 7:23). Mutual authority therefore cannot mean a license to possess, dominate, or 
override a person. It summons both toward reciprocal regard within their shared belonging to Christ.

Mutual belonging does not erase dignity, conscience, consent, safety, or the command to love. Paul’s reciprocal 
words must be read alongside his insistence that love seeks another’s good, does not insist on its own way, and 
refuses harm (1 Corinthians 10:24; 13:4 to 7). Illness, physical pain, trauma, fear, and relational injury matter. Sexual 
coercion, threats, manipulation, and the use of Scripture to secure compliance are incompatible with Christian 
love.

Verse 5: Shared Discernment, Not a Weapon
Paul uses apostereite, a verb associated with depriving or defrauding, and addresses the prohibition to both spouses. 
His exception concerns a mutually agreed, temporary period of abstinence for prayer, followed by renewed coming 
together. Agreement and care for the couple’s relationship are central. He warns that Satan may exploit a lack of 
self-control but does not promise immunity from temptation through any specified sexual frequency. Nor does he 
make one spouse responsible for the other’s adultery, pornography use, or other sinful choices. Each believer 
remains accountable for faithfulness and self-control (Galatians 5:22 to 23; 1 Thessalonians 4:3-5).

Paul addresses how spouses regard their covenantal relationship, not a claim to compel sex on demand. His 
teaching is not a formula that automatically makes every refusal, postponement, or season of difficulty a sinful 
deprivation. Pain, postpartum healing, illness, exhaustion, and a fractured sense of safety require truthful 
discernment and patient care. Repeated indifference toward a shared concern may call for repentance; an inability 
or unwillingness to consent to a particular act calls for respect, not accusation. Both truths belong together. An 
invitation that cannot be declined is no longer an invitation.

Wilson’s study of 1 Corinthians 7 also cautions readers against making marriage or abstinence the highest 
Christian ideal: Paul treats people as called by the Lord in differing circumstances (7:7, 17, 22 to 24). That wider 
argument should discipline this teaching. Sex is a meaningful marital good, but obedience to Christ is greater than 
a spouse’s preferred amount of sex. Both partners therefore need humility when applying Paul’s words to their own 
marriage.

EXEGETICAL CONCLUSION
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Paul instructs husbands and wives in carefully mirrored language about the sexual responsibilities of marriage. That 
symmetry supports shared initiative and concern as pastoral applications, but it supplies neither an initiation quota 
nor permission to compel an act. Christ is Lord of both spouses, whose love must be freely and faithfully expressed.

4. Is One Spouse Responsible for Creating All the Desire?
A common analogy depicts the man as a microwave, instantly ready, and the woman as an oven requiring all day to 
warm. It may describe a particular couple, but it is neither Scripture nor a universal rule. Some people experience 
spontaneous desire before any touch; others develop responsive desire during freely welcomed connection. Either 
pattern can occur in either sex and can change with health, stress, medication, parenting, or relational trust.

“You are not making me want you” may name a genuine need for repair, gentleness, rest, or freedom from 
pressure. Yet it can also shift all responsibility to the other spouse: “Unless you first create my desire, I have no 
obligation to explore our shared intimacy.” Christian spouses must distinguish pain that needs care from 
disengagement that needs ownership, without assuming either.

The opposite claim, “I served you today, so you owe me sex,” is equally false. Listening, dates, and affection never 
purchase bodily access. A spouse may freely choose closeness with modest initial desire, but willingness differs from 
desire, and both differ from compliance under guilt or fear. An honest yes, no, or invitation to another form of 
closeness deserves respect. Mutual pursuit requires freedom.

Desire is attraction that may arise immediately or develop during welcomed closeness. Willingness is a free choice 
to approach intimacy without necessarily feeling strong desire first. Avoidance is a repeated pattern of withdrawal 
or refusal to address a shared concern; its causes range from pain and fear to resentment or indifference. These 
experiences are not interchangeable. Neither a single refusal nor painful sex establishes avoidant sin. Ask what is 
happening before assigning moral meaning.

Popular Claims Examined by Scripture
Common Claim Biblical Discernment

“Men are always ready. Women must first be warmed up.”
Desire can be spontaneous or responsive in either spouse. 
Scripture assigns neither sex a permanent role of initiator or 
recipient.

“If you want intimacy, you must make me want it.”
An unmet need or injury deserves care. Yet both spouses are 
responsible to explore barriers and nurture the marriage; 
neither can manufacture desire on command.

“I served you all day, so you owe me sex.” Good deeds do not purchase consent. Christian sacrifice is a 
freely offered good, never a lever to secure a sexual act.

“If I do not feel desire immediately, I have nothing to do.”
Feeling little initial desire is not sin by itself. Both partners 
may freely nurture affection, discuss barriers, and invite 
closeness without pressure.

5. Love Is Sacrificial, but Sacrifice Must Be Understood Biblically
Philippians 2:3-5 calls believers to humility toward one another, and Ephesians 5:25-27 grounds a husband’s costly 
love in Christ’s giving of himself for the church. First Corinthians 13 describes love as patient, kind, and not 
insistently self-seeking. These obligations do not disappear in married sexuality. They also do not begin with our 
moral performance. Philippians 2 goes on to proclaim Christ’s own humility, obedience, and exaltation (2:6 -11). 
Only as grace reorients the heart can sacrifice become a gift of love rather than a strategy to earn sexual access or 
avoid conflict.
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Consider a husband who listens carefully when tired, or a wife who initiates meaningful affection after recognizing 
her husband feels unwanted. Either may decide to serve before a preferred feeling arrives. Yet listening and sexual 
participation are not identical moral choices. We may choose unhurried conversation, affection, and invitations 
even when spontaneity is low. We may also freely choose sexual closeness without initially experiencing strong 
desire. We may not demand that another person surrender sexual agency to prove that sacrificial love is sincere.

The genuinely reciprocal questions are these: What can I willingly contribute to our shared intimacy, and what 
needs or limits should I communicate clearly? The spouse who initiates more frequently can examine whether 
tenderness has become conditional upon sex. The spouse who seldom initiates can examine whether responsibility 
for cultivating closeness has been silently outsourced. Both are accountable for how they love; neither is authorized 
to keep a ledger of sacrifices. When both confess selfishness where it exists and receive grace, pursuit becomes an 
expression of covenant generosity rather than competition.

6. Renewing Our Minds Rather Than Repeating Cultural Scripts
Romans 12:2 calls believers to resist conforming to the present age through the renewing of the mind. It does not 
permit us to dismiss every medical or psychological observation as worldly, and it does not make our preferred 
application equivalent to God’s own words. Rather, we bring familiar ideas about masculinity, femininity, sexual 
appetite, and romance under Scripture’s authority. We are transformed by God’s mercy (Romans 12:1), not by 
confidently attaching his name to our assumptions.

One cultural script insists that men should always pursue and women should only respond. Another treats a 
marriage covenant as a permanent claim that authorizes access to a spouse’s body. Scripture critiques both. Song of 
Songs lets the woman’s desire be heard. First Corinthians 7 gives reciprocal responsibilities to both partners. The 
gospel rebukes coercion and selfish entitlement, but it also calls each person to examine avoidant passivity and 
indifference. No spouse is the sole problem or the sole solution simply because of sex or gender.

Good exegesis distinguishes commands, implications, and preferences. Scripture explicitly calls for sexual 
faithfulness, reciprocal marital concern, honor, humility, self-control, and love that seeks another’s good. It is a 
reasonable application that neither spouse should permanently outsource all work of cultivating intimacy. It is not 
an explicit command that spouses initiate at equal rates, schedule a fixed number of encounters, or feel desire on 
cue. Likewise, the Bible does not promise that more sex prevents infidelity. Applications must be held with 
humility, especially when trauma, illness, relational rupture, or mismatched desire complicate the circumstances.

7. The Gospel, the Bridegroom, and Our Greater Anticipation
Christian marriage is not the final object of Christian hope. Ephesians 5:31-32 recalls the one flesh union and says 
the mystery relates to Christ and the church. Revelation 19:7-9 celebrates the marriage supper of the Lamb, and 
Revelation 22:17 and 22:20 voice the church’s longing for her Lord to come. These passages place human covenant 
love inside the larger story of redemption. Before a couple learns to pursue each other, Christ has already loved his 
people and given himself for them (Ephesians 5:25).

The anticipation of seeing a beloved spouse again after absence can serve as a limited analogy for the church’s eager 
expectation of the returning King. It is an illustration of longing and covenant joy, not an equation between sexual 
desire and Christian hope. Scripture does not describe union with Christ as sexual, and marital passion does not 
measure spiritual maturity. The analogy works only when it points beyond human romance to the holy, unfailing 
love of the Bridegroom.

This gospel horizon liberates both spouses from making sexual success the measure of a marriage’s worth. A couple 
may experience bodily weakness, discouragement, reconciliation that takes time, or seasons of little sexual 
connection. Christ does not abandon his people because their love is imperfect. He cleanses, sustains, and prepares 
them for life with him (Ephesians 5:25-27; Revelation 21:1-4). The same grace calls husbands and wives to honest 
confession, changed conduct, patient hope, and a willingness to nurture a good gift without turning it into an idol.

GOSPEL AND GRACE
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Christ loved his people first, gave himself for them, and sustains them when their love is inconsistent (Ephesians 
5:25-27). The gospel does not turn intercourse into proof of obedience or withdrawal into a presumed proof of sin. 
Grace exposes selfishness, receives confession, enables patient repair, and inspires willing pursuit. Husband and wife 
may bring their distinct needs to Christ without weaponizing either person’s vulnerability.

Faithful Application
1. Pursue without keeping score
Each spouse can initiate affection, admiration, time together, and appropriate invitations to sexual intimacy. The 
goal is not to keep equal scores, but to make mutual pursuit visible. Because Christ has loved us first, we can take 
initiative without requiring a guaranteed response. Notice enduring patterns of disconnection without reducing 
the other person to a performance metric.

2. Describe desire and barriers truthfully
Explain what helps affection grow and what blocks it. Distinguish low spontaneous desire, a lack of willingness, 
ordinary exhaustion, physical pain, fear, unresolved betrayal, and avoidance of vulnerable conversation. Each calls 
for different care. Do not name every obstacle sin; do not assume every obstacle absolves both partners from the 
work of communicating and discerning together.

3. Practice generosity without pressure
Choose voluntary ways to cultivate closeness, even if desire has not arrived first. At the same time, an invitation 
must remain free to decline. No scriptural appeal, score of good deeds, or expression of disappointment should be 
used to compel sexual participation. Sacrifice may move us to offer ourselves in love; it never permits us to take what 
has not been freely offered.

4. Repair what makes intimate connection difficult
Confess selfishness, neglect, harsh words, manipulative behavior, or contempt when present. Seek forgiveness 
without expecting immediate trust. Where there has been coercion or sexual harm, prioritize safety and appropriate 
professional support. Restored relational trust and sexual participation cannot be used as tests of whether 
forgiveness has occurred. Grace tells the truth and makes room for real repair.

5. Make a shared plan rather than assigning a permanent role
Make an agreed plan for meaningful affection, conversation, opportunities for initiation, and times that are 
realistic amid life’s demands. Revisit it as seasons change, without creating a binding sexual quota. Where pain, 
persistent distress, or avoidance continues, seek qualified medical or counseling assistance that respects autonomy 
and the couple’s Christian commitments.

Questions for Reflection
1. When we say one spouse is a microwave and the other an oven, are we describing our own experience or imposing 
a fixed gender rule? What might change if both of us accepted responsibility to understand and cultivate desire?

2. How do the woman’s invitations in Song of Songs 4:16 and 7:10-13 challenge the idea that sexual pursuit belongs 
to only one spouse?

3. If we recognize that sacrificial love sometimes means meeting our spouse's emotional and relational

needs even when we do not feel like it, why do we sometimes approach sexual intimacy differently? How can both 
spouses take responsibility for cultivating desire and pursuing intimacy without placing that responsibility entirely 
on one spouse or turning sex into an obligation?
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4. Read 1 Corinthians 7:3 to 5, Romans 12:1 to 2, and Ephesians 5:25 to 32. Which of our expectations are biblical 
commands, which are wise applications, and which are personal preferences? Where do we need repentance, 
patience, or renewed confidence in Christ’s grace?

Closing Exhortation
God did not design marriage so that one partner must pursue indefinitely while the other remains unconcerned. 
Neither did he establish a right to demand sex in the name of duty. Scripture offers a richer summons: reciprocal 
care, free invitation, patient understanding, honesty about hardship, and a willingness to seek another’s good. Its 
deepest foundation is not our ability to create desire but Christ’s faithful love for undeserving people.

May husbands and wives become attentive students of each other, able to speak longing without accusation, honor 
a decline without resentment, confess selfishness without excuse, and seek repair without bargaining. The aim is 
not flawless sexual compatibility. It is faithfulness shaped by the gospel, grateful delight in God’s gifts, and hope set 
finally on the Bridegroom whose return the church awaits.

Scripture and Study Notes
Primary biblical passages: Genesis 1:27 to 28; 2:24 to 25; Proverbs 5:18 to 19; Song of Songs 1:2 to 4; 4:16 to 5:1; 7:10 to 13; 
8:4 to 7; 1 Corinthians 6:19 to 20; 7:1 to 7; 10:24; 13:4 to 7; Romans 12:1 to 2; Philippians 2:3 to 11; Ephesians 5:21 to 33; 
Revelation 19:7 to 9; 21:1 to 4; 22:17 and 20.

Scholarly conversation: Carey Ellen Walsh, “A Startling Voice: Woman’s Desire in the Song of Songs,” Biblical 
Theology Bulletin 28, no. 4 (1998): 129 to 134, https://doi.org/10.1177/014610799902800402. Walsh examines 
horticultural metaphor as a vehicle for voicing female desire. Douglas Sean O’Donnell, “Song of Solomon,” The 
Gospel Coalition Bible Commentary, on Song 4:16 to 5:1, interprets the woman’s invitation as a willing response 
and a renewed invitation to intimacy. Annalisa Phillips Wilson, “Those ‘in the Lord’ Are Free: 1 Corinthians 7 and 
a Stoic Paradox,” Journal of Theological Studies 76, no. 2 (2025): 464 to 480, https://doi.org/10.1093/jts/flaf043. 
Wilson attends to Paul’s gendered parallelism, the unusual reciprocal authority in 7:4, and the calling of believers 
in Christ.

Interpretive boundaries: Song of Songs is poetry rather than a prescribed schedule for marital sexual initiation. First 
Corinthians 7 teaches reciprocal covenant responsibilities without authorizing compelled sexual acts. Romans 12:2 
tests cultural assumptions but does not replace evidence with stereotypes. The comparison with anticipation of 
Christ’s return is an analogy of longing and covenant expectation, not an equation between sexual activity and 
union with Christ.

https://doi.org/10.1177/014610799902800402
https://doi.org/10.1093/jts/flaf043
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