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Biblical Marriage and Singleness 

(1 Corinthians 7:1-16) 

Most of the remainder of this epistle deals with remarks the Corinthians had made or questions they had 
asked Paul in a letter. That’s why this chapter begins, Now concerning the things whereof ye wrote unto me 
(7:1a). Paul begins his answers to each of their questions with the phrases now concerning or as touching 
(7:1, 25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1, 12). In this section, he responds to statements and questions about biblical marriage 
and singleness, beginning with ... 

Sex in Marriage (7:1-6) 
The Corinthians wrote to Paul: It is good for a man not to touch a woman (7:1b). The phrase to touch a 
woman is a biblical euphemism for sexual intercourse. Paul writes that each man should have a wife and 
each woman a husband. Why (7:2a)? 

 

Although some believers in Corinth thought all sexual activity was allowed, other believers apparently 
thought all sex was sinful and even married people should abstain from it. Paul urges married couples to 
have a physical relationship so they will not be tempted to fulfill sexual desires through immorality. 

In verses 3-4, Paul stresses the equality of a husband and wife in a sexual relationship and commands 
each to satisfy the other. Paul knows God created sex to be enjoyed by married couples. Therefore, he 
exhorts his readers to not defraud one another of sexual relations unless it is with consent so the couple 
may give themselves to fasting and prayer and then come together again (7:5a-c). 

Some in Corinth were evidently abstaining from a physical relationship with their spouses. Paul knows 
what can happen if one marriage partner doesn’t meet the sexual needs of his or her spouse. Therefore, 
what reason does he give for writing this section in the last phrase of verse 5? 

 

 

Paul gives this by permission, and not of commandment (7:6). This means the periods of sexual 
abstinence are a suggestion, not a commandment. After writing about sex in marriage, Paul writes 
about ... 

The Gift of Singleness (7:7-9) 
Not wanting singleness to seem abnormal, Paul writes, For I would that all men were even as I myself. But 
every man hath his proper gift of God, one after this manner, and another after that (7:7). Paul is referring 
to his gift of singleness, or celibacy. Some people can remain single and be perfectly happy. Suggesting all 
single people should get married or be considered socially or spiritually inferior does them a great 
disservice. Jesus says there are eunuchs from birth, some are made so by men, and others who made 
themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake (Mt 19:12a-d). Then, what does Jesus say (19:12e)? 
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This means God has given some people the gift of celibacy so they can better serve Him. Therefore, they 
should accept it as His will for them. That’s why Paul writes, I say therefore to the unmarried and 
widows, It is good for them if they abide even as I (7:8). For someone like Paul, there are certain 
advantages to remaining unmarried. He was away on missionary journeys for as long as three or four 
years at a time. Having a wife and children would have greatly limited his ministry. Paul is not saying 
singleness is best for everyone or even the majority. In fact, it is better for most people to be married. 

The principle is that married Christians should not look down on singles. John the Baptist was also single. 
Concerning a person who doesn’t have the gift of celibacy, Paul writes, But if they cannot contain, let 
them marry: for it is better to marry than to burn (7:9). This is not a putdown of marriage as being simply 
a way to satisfy sexual passions. Rather, it is the test for the gift of celibacy. 

If a person has strong sexual passions or lacks sexual control, he or she doesn’t have the gift of singleness 
and should marry. Also, if all Christians remained single, there would be no children born to believing 
parents. Therefore, Christianity would die out in a generation, since most believers come from believing 
families. What does Hebrews 13:4a demand? 

 

 

Singleness and marriage should both be respected and honored among Christians because they are both 
biblical. After writing about sex in marriage and the gift of singleness, Paul writes about ... 

Christian Couples (7:10-11) 

Paul begins, And unto the married I command, yet not I, but the Lord [which means Jesus has spoken to 
this matter (Mt 5:32)], Let not the wife depart from her husband (7:10, explanation added). In Greek and 
Roman cultures, a wife could divorce her husband. However, in Jewish culture, only the husband could 
instigate a divorce. If a Christian woman does divorce her husband, Paul writes, let her remain unmarried, 
or be reconciled to her husband. To husbands, Paul writes, and let not the husband put away his wife (7:11). 
What does Jesus say about divorce in Matthew 19:9? 

 

 

The word translated fornication (PORNEIA, por-ne´-ah) means sexual intercourse with a forbidden 
partner. This includes adultery, incest, homosexuality, or any sexual activity outside the marriage of a 
man and a woman. In the case of fornication, divorce is allowed but not encouraged, because, if at all 
possible, God’s way is always forgiveness and reconciliation. 

After writing about sex in marriage, the gift of singleness, and Christian couples, Paul writes about ... 
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Marriage to Unbelievers (7:12-16) 

Paul begins, But to the rest speak I, not the Lord (7:12a). This doesn’t mean what Paul is about to write 
isn’t inspired, but that Jesus did not specifically address this situation. Apparently, some believers in Corinth 
became Christians after being married. They wanted to divorce their unbelieving spouses and marry 
believers. Therefore, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, Paul writes: If any brother hath a wife that 
believeth not, and she be pleased to dwell with him, let him not put her away (7:12b). Then, what does Paul 
write to wives (7:13)? 

 

 

In a mixed marriage, a believer is not to initiate or encourage a divorce. God’s way in a marriage is to stay 
married, even if one is not a believer. 

What about being defiled through physical relations with a non-believer? Paul explains, For the 
unbelieving husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified by the husband 
(7:14a-b). The word sanctified means just one believer makes the marriage “set apart” to God. God 
considers the marriage sanctified if there is just one believing spouse. So, if the unbelieving spouse wants 
to continue the marriage, the believer is not to seek a divorce. Some readers apparently misunderstood 
this. Therefore, what does Paul later write in 2 Corinthians 6:14a? 

In 7:14, Paul is referring to unbelievers who are already married and one becomes a believer, not a 
Christian wanting to marry an unbeliever. Also, Paul writes, if the believer leaves, your children would be 
unclean; but now are they holy (7:14c). The departure of the believing spouse would leave the children 
unaffected by the believer. The presence of a believer will have a holy effect on the children. It is amazing 
what God does in the lives of children in a family because of just one believer. 

Now, Paul mentions the second biblical grounds for divorce: But if the unbelieving depart, let him depart 
(7:15a). The word translated depart (CHŌRIZŌ, ko-rid-zo) means divorce. If the unbeliever wants to leave 
or divorce, the believing spouse should allow him or her to do so. Why (7:15d)? 

 

 

If peace is impossible in a marriage when one is a believer and the unbeliever wants a divorce, God says 
to let him or her leave. Paul writes: A brother or a sister is not under bondage in such cases (7:15b). This 
means if an unbeliever deserts or divorces a believing spouse, the believer is no longer bound to the 
marriage and is free to remarry. 

However, everything possible should be done to save the marriage. That’s why Paul writes, For what 
knowest thou, O wife, whether thou shalt save thy husband? or how knowest thou, O man, whether thou 
shalt save thy wife? (7:16). If the believer stays married, the Christian influence of the believer may cause 
the unbelieving spouse to become a Christian. 
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Someone might ask, “What if I am already unbiblically divorced and remarried?” Then, God’s will for 
you is to stay married to your present spouse and not repeat your past. If you are carrying the guilt of an 
unbiblical divorce and remarriage, claim what promise in 1 John 1:9? 

 

 

Does the word all include an unbiblical divorce? Absolutely! God’s grace is always greater than all our 
sin. 

Understanding biblical marriage and singleness requires understanding sex in marriage, the gift of 
singleness, Christian couples, and marriage to unbelievers. 

 


