
“A	Messy	Community:	Studies	in	1	Corinthians”	

Lesson	16:	1	Corinthians	7:1–40	(Overview)	

Chapter	7	introduces	us	to	the	second	major	section	of	1	Corinthians.	In	chapters	7–16,	Paul	seems	to	be	
addressing	issues	that	have	been	raised	by	the	Corinthians	themselves.	Apparently,	they	had	sent	a	letter	
(received	from	those	of	the	household	of	Chloe—1:11)	in	which	they	had	asked	Paul	some	doctrinal	and	
practical	questions.	Paul	answers	their	very	relevant	questions	in	these	chapters.	Briefly,	their	questions	
concern	matrimony	(chapter	7),	idolatry	(chapters	8–10),	propriety	(chapter	11),	spirituality	(chapters	12–
14),	immortality	(chapter	15)	and	generosity	(chapter	16).	

In	this	lesson,	we	will	overview	chapter	7,	in	which	Paul	answers	questions	concerning	marriage.	We	will	
return	to	this	chapter	section-by-section	in	future	studies.	

The	Issue	of	Matrimony	(7:1–40)	
Here,	 the	 apostle	 discusses	 the	 principles	 and	 proprieties	 of	 a	 Christian	 marriage.	 Should	 a	 Christian	
marry?	 If	 so,	whom	 should	 the	Christian	marry?	What	 if	 a	 believer	 is	married	 to	 an	unbeliever?	What	
about	divorce?	How	should	those	who	are	single	think	about	marriage?	He	will	address	these,	and	other	
questions,	in	these	chapters.	Broadly	speaking,	the	chapter	can	be	divided	into	two	sections.	

Instructions	to	Those	Who	Are	Married	(vv.	1–24)	
1.	Celibacy	and	Marriage	 (vv.	1–9).	Apparently,	 some	 in	 the	Corinthian	church	mistakenly	 thought	 that	
the	 sexual	 act	 within	 marriage	 was	 wrong.	 They	 were	 perhaps	 putting	 an	 unwarranted	 premium	 on	
celibacy.	Paul	argues	that,	while	celibacy	can	be	good	(v.	1),	it	can	also	be	dangerous	(v.	2),	tempting	us	to	
sexual	immorality	(the	solution	to	which	is	heterosexual	marriage).	Within	marriage,	celibacy	can,	in	fact,	
be	wrong	(vv.	3–5).	The	celibate	life	is	a	gift,	and,	while	there	are	certain	benefits	to	it,	is	certainly	not	for	
all	(vv.	6–9).	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
How	might	this	text	help	you	to	develop	a	healthy	theology	of	singleness?	Are	single	Christians	somehow	
“incomplete”?	What	 are	 the	 advantages	 and	 disadvantages	 of	 singles?	 How	 hard	 should	we	 press	 for	
singles	to	find	a	partner	and	“settle	down”?	

2.	Commitment	and	Marriage	 (vv.	10–16).	 In	 the	next	 section,	Paul	deals	with	 the	 issue	of	divorce.	He	
recognises	 that,	 the	 ministerial	 benefits	 of	 singleness	 notwithstanding,	 that	 most	 will	 marry.	 He	 thus	
addresses	the	sobriety	of	marriage:	that	God	expects	for	marriage	to	be	a	lifelong	covenant	between	two	
people.	Here,	he	affirms	and	elaborates	on	Jesus’	teaching	on	marriage	(Matthew	5:31–32;	19:1–12).	He	
addresses	the	permanence	of	marriage	(vv.	10–11)—even	in	the	event	that	the	partners	in	the	marriage	
are	 unequally	 yoked	 (vv.	 12–16).	 In	 a	 mixed	 faith	 marriage,	 the	 believing	 spouse	 has	 no	 grounds	 to	
institute	 divorce	 proceedings,	 but	must	 instead	 seek	 to	 influence	 the	 unbelieving	 partner	 with	 gospel	
truth.	If	the	unbelieving	spouse	leaves,	the	believer	is	under	no	obligation	to	remain	unmarried.	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
The	Bible	highly	prizes	 the	 institution	of	marriage.	Christians,	of	all	people,	 should	place	a	premium	on	
this	gift	of	God.	How	do	you	think	the	church’s	blasé	attitude	toward	marriage	and	divorce	has	served	to	
mar	its	“reputation”	before	a	watching	world?	Has	it?	

3.	 A	 Caution	 Concerning	Marriage	 (vv.	 17–24).	 Here,	 Paul	 seemingly	 takes	 a	 bit	 of	 a	 break	 to	 issue	 a	
necessary	caution.	His	burden	is	that	“each	one	should	remain	in	the	condition	in	which	he	was	called”	(v.	
20).	Whether	you	are	single,	married,	divorced,	widowed,	slave	or	free,	you	should	remain	true	to	Christ	
in	your	station	in	life.	(Note	that	he	does	urge	slaves	to	use	whatever	legal	means	are	available	to	them	to	
obtain	 their	 freedom	[v.	21].	Failure	 to	attain	 freedom,	however,	does	not	mean	 that	 the	slave	cannot	
faithfully	serve	Christ.)	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Is	it	wrong	to	desire	to	be	in	a	different	state	you	are	in?	For	example,	is	it	wrong	for	a	single	Christian	to	
desperately	desire	marriage?	Why,	or	why	not?	
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Instructions	to	Those	Who	Are	Single	(vv.	25–40)	
In	this	final	section,	Paul	now	deals	with	the	practical	 issues	of	whether	or	not	a	believer	should	marry.	
Paul	simply	and	clearly	gives	principles	and	practicalities	to	consider.	

A	note	should	be	made	about	different	translations	here.	The	NKJV	speaks	throughout	this	section	about	
“virgins,”	while	the	ESV	speaks	about	the	“betrothed.”	The	NKJV	adopts	a	 literal	translation	here,	while	
the	ESV	opts	for	an	interpretation.	Initially,	these	two	translation	choices	make	little	difference,	because	
whether	the	person	in	question	is	betrothed	(engaged)	or	completely	unattached,	the	assumption	is	that	
he	or	she	is	a	virgin.	(The	Bible	assumes	that	those	who	have	never	married	are	virgins.)	The	translations	
do,	however,	become	significant	in	the	latter	part	of	this	section,	as	we	will	see.	

Regardless,	Paul	offers	four	areas	of	counsel	to	those	who	are	single.	

1.	Consider	the	situation	(vv.	25–31).	It	was	not	in	any	way,	shape	or	form	a	sin	to	be	married.	However,	
present	 circumstances	warranted	 some	 caution.	 “I	 have	no	 command	 from	 the	 Lord”	 (v.	 25)	 does	 not	
mean	that	these	thoughts	were	uninspired,	only	that	Paul	was	not	drawing	on	any	direct	Old	Testament	
revelation	 for	 the	counsel	he	offered	here.	Ultimately,	 this	was	 fresh	 revelation	given	by	 the	Lord,	not	
expanded	revelation	from	an	Old	Testament	text.	Paul	does	not	explain	what	the	“present	distress”	was,	
but	it	was	of	a	significant	enough	nature	that	those	who	were	single,	and	perhaps	considering	marriage,	
should	perhaps	think	twice.	There	may	be	some	wisdom	in	refraining	from	marriage	until	circumstances	
change	for	the	better.	(Note	that	Paul	anticipated	the	“present	distress”	to	be	of	“very	short”	duration	[v.	
29].	 His	 counsel	 to	 delay	 marriage	 was	 not	 a	 protracted	 one.	 This	 point	 is	 particularly	 important	 to	
consider	if	he	was	writing	to	betrothed	virgins	rather	than	unattached	virgins.)	

2.	Consider	the	demands	(vv.	32–35).	Here,	Paul	frankly	points	out	that	marriage	brings	added	demands.	
It	 is	right	for	married	couples	to	care	deeply	for	their	spouse,	and	to	take	seriously	the	responsibility	of	
caring	 for	 them,	 but,	 from	 a	 practical	 standpoint,	 this	 simply	 reduces	 the	 time	 that	 the	 person	 has	
available	to	give	to	the	things	of	the	Lord.	Single	Christians	are	not	better	than	married	Christians,	nor	are	
they	in	a	better	state	(see	vv.	17–24),	but,	practically	speaking,	they	are	more	available.	

3.	Consider	the	decision	(vv.	36–38).	These	latter	verses	are	the	subject	of	some	interpretive	discussion.	
Two	very	real	interpretive	options	exist,	and	they	can	be	reflected	in	different	translations	of	the	Bible.		

The	 ESV,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 opts	 for	 “betrothed,”	 suggesting	 that	 Paul	 is	 writing	 to	 engaged	 couples.	
According	to	this	interpretation,	he	is	saying	that	men	who	are	engaged	should	feel	free	to	proceed	with	
or	delay	the	wedding.	

The	 NASB	 takes	 a	 different	 interpretation,	 speaking	 of	 a	 man	 and	 his	 “virgin	 daughter.”	 In	 this	
interpretation,	 Paul	 is	 saying	 that	 fathers	 have	 the	 responsibility	 and	 authority	 to	 decide	 or	 not	 their	
daughters	can	marry,	or	whether	they	should	remain	single.	

The	 NKJV	 simply	 takes	 a	 literal	 translation	 (“virgin”),	 allowing	 the	 reader	 to	 reach	 his	 or	 her	 own	
conclusion	on	the	correct	interpretation	of	the	text.	

4.	Consider	the	commitment	(vv.	39–40).	If	the	decision	is	made	to	marry,	it	must	be	understood	to	be	a	
permanent	decision.	Those	who	are	widowed	may	marry	again,	so	 long	as	 it	 is	“in	the	Lord.”	But	 if	 the	
widow	chose	to	remain	single,	she	would	be	blessed	to	have	only	one	object	of	devotion:	 Jesus	Christ.	
Paul	knew	from	personal	experience	what	he	was	talking	about!	(Note:	It	is	argued	by	some	interpreters	
that	Paul	references	himself	here	in	relation	to	widows	because	he	himself	had	been	widowed.	While	that	
is	possible,	we	cannot	affirm	it	with	absolute	certainty.)	

TO	THINK	ABOUT	
Is	marriage	 inherently	 better	 than	 singleness?	What	 are	 the	 implications	 of	 adopting	 a	 superiority-of-
marriage	mindset?	


