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We	now	 reach	 the	 final	 section	of	 1	Corinthians	 7,	 in	which	Paul	 presents	 to	 the	Corinthians	 a	 choice	
concerning	 marriage.	 He	 has	 addressed	 those	 who	 seem	 to	 have	 believed	 that	 God’s	 best	 for	 the	
Christian	is	singleness,	and	were	therefore	even	tempted	to	divorce	their	spouse	(vv.	10–16),	but	now	he	
will	address	those	who	seem	to	have	thought	that	they	must	pursue	marriage	at	all	costs.	

An	Interpretive	Challenge	
There	is	a	significant	interpretive	challenge	in	this	text,	with	which	we	will	must	deal	before	we	proceed.	

The	NKJV	opens	this	section	in	this	way:	“Now	concerning	virgins.”	These	“virgins”	play	a	big	role	in	the	
remainder	of	the	section	(vv.	25,	28,	34,	36,	37).	“Virgin”	a	direct	translation	of	the	Greek	word,	but	it	is	
somewhat	 ambiguous:	 Who	 precisely	 are	 these	 “virgins”	 of	 whom	 Paul	 writes?	 There	 are	 two	 major	
interpretations	of	the	“virgins,”	and	the	interpretations	are	reflected	in	different	English	translations.	

Some	think	that	the	“virgins”	are	unmarried	daughters.	Paul	later	(vv.	36–38)	speaks	of	a	“man”	making	
marriage	decisions	concerning	his	 “virgin.”	 In	 the	virgin	daughter	 interpretation,	 the	man	 is	her	 father,	
and	he	has	authority	to	approve	or	disapprove	the	marriage	in	the	light	of	the	“present	distress”	(v.	26).	
The	 NASB	 follows	 this	 interpretation	 when,	 in	 vv.	 36–37,	 it	 translates	 the	 Greek	 word	 as	 “virgin	
daughter.”	

Others	think	that	the	“virgins”	are	the	virgin	fiancées	of	the	men	spoken	of	in	vv.	36–38,	and	that	Paul	is	
saying	 that	 the	man	 (fiancé),	 in	 light	 of	 the	 “present	 distress”	 (v.	 26),	 has	 the	 authority	 to	 pursue	 or	
refrain	from	marriage.	He	is	issuing	the	man	with	a	warning	to	very	carefully	consider	whether	or	not,	in	
light	 of	 the	 present	 distress,	 to	 go	 ahead	 with	 the	 marriage.	 The	 ESV	 adopts	 this	 interpretation	 by	
translation	the	Greek	as	“betrothed”	throughout	this	section.	

The	 NKJV	 has	 opted	 to	 simply	 translate	 the	 Greek	 and	 allow	 the	 reader	 to	 reach	 his	 or	 her	 own	
interpretive	conclusion.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
This	 interpretive	 challenge	 lies	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 Bible	 translation	 philosophies.	 The	 question	 becomes,	
ought	 a	 translator	 to	 interpret	 the	 text	 for	 the	 reader,	 or	 ought	 he	 simply	 to	 translate	 the	words	 and	
allow	the	reader	to	reach	his	or	her	own	conclusions?	Which	approach	do	you	think	is	better,	and	why?	

A	Choice	Concerning	Marriage	(7:25–40)	
Paul	 deals	 here	 with	 practical	 issues	 of	 whether	 or	 not	 a	 believer	 should	 marry.	 He	 deals	 with	 the	
question	holistically,	addressing	divorced,	widowed,	and	never-married	believers.	

Consider	the	Situation	(vv.	25–31)	
In	 the	 ancient	world,	 unlike	our	 contemporary	Western	 society,	 a	 premium	was	placed	on	marriage—
especially	for	women.	Family	meant	not	only	economic	security,	but	social	security	too.	Childless	women	
were	widely	considered	outcasts.	Paul’s	counsel	that	there	is	“no	command	from	the	Lord”	and	that	it	is	
acceptable	to	remain	single	would	have	been	ground-breaking	counsel	in	the	first	century.	

Because	 of	 some	 or	 other	 “present	 distress”	 (the	 exact	 nature	 of	 which	 is	 up	 for	 discussion),	 Paul	
considered	it	potentially	advantageous	to	remain	single.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Paul	 was	 concerned	 to	 spare	 his	 readers	 from	 “worldly	 trouble.”	 What	 does	 he	 mean	 by	 “worldly	
trouble”?	What	 kind	 of	 concerns,	 in	 time	 of	 “distress,”	might	married	 people	 have	 from	which	 single	
people	are	free?	

Note	 that	 the	 word	 translated	 “free”	 in	 v.	 27	means	 to	 dissolve,	 and	 likely	 carries	 the	 implication	 of	
divorce.	 If	you	are	“bound	to	a	wife”	(i.e.	married),	you	should	not	seek	to	“be	free”	(i.e.	to	divorce).	 If	
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you	are	“free	from	a	wife”	(contextually,	divorced),	times	of	distress	might	mean	that	it	is	advisable	not	to	
“seek	a	wife.”	But	notice	v.	28:	“If	you	[who	are	free	from	a	wife—i.e.	divorced]	do	marry,	you	have	not	
sinned.”	Paul	seems	to	be	suggesting	that	remarriage	is	not	always	a	sin.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Noting	 that	 Paul	 considers	 both	marriage	 and	 singleness	 to	be	 valid	 options,	 Stephen	Um	writes,	 “We	
would	do	well	to	take	Paul’s	lead	and	strike	this	balance	ourselves.	For	those	of	us	who	are	married,	we	
need	to	stop	treating	singles	like	they	have	a	disease.”	That	may	sound	exaggerated,	but	how	can	married	
people	sometimes	be	guilty	of	treating	singles	as	if	they	are	not	quite	complete,	not	quite	fully	human?	

Consider	the	Demands	(vv.	32–35)	
Here,	 Paul	 very	 transparently	 points	 out	 that	 those	who	 are	married	 have	 the	 added	 responsibility	 of	
caring	for	their	mate.	Although	this	is	right,	it	does	reduce	the	time	allotted	to	serve	the	Lord	in	ministry.	
Paul	 is	not	 implying	 that	 the	non-married	are	better	Christians,	only	 that,	practically	speaking,	 they	are	
more	“available.”	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
A	single	person	might	have	more	“availability”	for	ministry,	but	are	there	ministry	avenues	that	are	cut	off	
from	a	single	person?	Be	specific	as	you	answer	this	question.	For	example,	can	a	single	man	serve	as	an	
elder	or	a	deacon	or	a	missionary?	Why,	or	why	not?	

Paul’s	 desire	 in	 all	 this	 is	 not	 to	promote	either	marriage	or	 singleness	 above	 the	other,	 but	 simply	 to	
“promote	 good	 order	 and	 to	 secure	 your	 undivided	 devotion	 to	 the	 Lord”	 (v.	 35).	 In	 other	words,	 he	
wants	his	readers	to	throw	themselves	fully	into	devotion	to	Christ,	regardless	of	marital	status.	

Consider	the	Decision	(vv.	36–38)	
As	observed	above,	the	interpretation	of	these	verses	is	a	matter	of	discussion.	The	question	pertains	to	
the	 identity	of	 the	“he”/“his”	and	the	“virgin”	 (NKJV).	Are	 these	a	 father	 (“he,”	“his”)	and	his	daughter	
(“virgin	daughter,”	NASB),	or	to	a	fiancé	(“he,”	“his”)	and	his	fiancée	(“betrothed,”	ESV).	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Those	 who	 think	 that	 these	 verses	 refer	 to	 a	 father	 and	 his	 daughter	 argue	 that	 they	 grant	 a	 father	
ultimate	responsibility	and	authority	for	whether,	and	therefore	who,	his	daughter	marries.	Assume,	for	
the	sake	of	argument,	that	Paul	was	actually	writing	about	a	man	and	his	fiancée.	Would	this	negate	the	
authority	and	 responsibility	of	a	 father	 in	 the	marriage	of	his	daughter?	Defend	your	answer	biblically.	
What	kind	of	things	might	a	wise	father	consider	in	a	potential	husband	for	his	daughter?	

Consider	the	Commitment	(vv.	39–40)	
As	he	draws	this	chapter	to	a	close,	Paul	returns	once	more	to	God’s	ultimate	design	for	marriage,	but	at	
the	same	time	observes	that	there	is	special	grace,	and	to	a	degree	privilege,	in	singleness.	

Paul	recognises	that	there	is	no	biblical	hindrance	to	a	widow	remarrying,	but	he	offers	his	own	opinion	
that	she	would	be	“happier”	to	remain	unmarried.	Contextually,	he	says	this	because	it	will	allow	her	to	
live	with	only	the	ultimate	object	of	her	devotion:	Jesus	Christ.	He	has	already	made	it	plain	that	he	has	
no	objection	to	marriage.	Perhaps	he	was	objecting	to	a	faction	in	the	church	that	insisted	that	widows	
seek	remarriage	because	it	was	intrinsically	better	than	singleness.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Consider	 some	 of	 the	 key	 words	 in	 v.	 39	 and	 draw	 for	 yourself	 a	 biblical	 definition	 of	 marriage.	
Specifically,	 consider	 the	 following	words:	 “husband,”	 “wife,”	 “as	 long	 as	 he	 lives,”	 “dies,”	 “whom	 she	
wishes,”	and	“only	in	the	Lord.”	

	


