
IN MARRIAGE AND SINGLENESS                                                    1 CORINTHIANS 7 

Have you ever heard the expression, “That’s like trying to herd cats”?  Cats are 

notorious for being independent, do as they please creatures.  It’s next to impossible to 

get a group of them to do the same thing.  Any attempt to do so can become a chaotic 

mess very quickly.  Sometimes human beings can be independent, do as they please 

creatures, too.  Sometimes people can resist doing the same thing, thinking the same 

way, or moving forward together.  I think that analogy applies to Paul’s effort to get the 

Corinthian Christians to follow Jesus well.  It was like trying to herd a bunch of cats!   As 

I’ve been preparing these messages on 1 Corinthians, my admiration for its author, 

Paul, has only grown exponentially.  He tried so patiently to get these recently 

converted pagans to look at life – all of life – from God’s perspective.  He wanted them 

to recognize that what mattered most was to glorify God in every area of their lives.  

That’s why I believe 10:31 (NLT) is the key verse to 1 Corinthians, “So whether you eat 

or drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  That’s why the title for the 

message series is “‘In Whatever You Do’:  Discovering What It Means To Glorify God.” 

But Corinth was an uphill battle.  It was like herding a bunch of cats.  For one thing, 

some of them just got into some really weird, bizarre, off the wall theology.  The chapter 

we consider today is a great example of that weirdness.  The Corinthians sent Paul a 

letter in which they asked his counsel on several matters they were discussing and 

probably disagreeing about.  We know that because Paul wrote, “Now for the matters 

you wrote about…” (1 Cor. 7:1 NIV)  Really, the rest of 1 Corinthians – chapters 7-16 – 

are Paul’s answers to their questions about various matters.  As we read 1 Corinthians 

and hear Paul’s answers, we can discern some of their questions and a lot about what 

those folk back in Corinth thought and believed.  

When you dive into chapter 7 and read between the lines, here’s what emerges.  

Because some of the Corinthians believed our physical bodies are inherently bad or evil 

(a very common belief among non-Jewish people back then), they had a hard time 

acknowledging the biblical truth that our bodies are God’s good creation and matter to 

Him.  Some of them said, “Hey, anything goes.  Do what you want with your body.  If it 

needs food, give it something to eat.  If it needs sex, anyone anytime can provide it.  No 

big deal.”  Others, however, took exactly the opposite position.  They said, “Because our 

bodies are inherently evil and wicked, the best way to honor and glorify God is to 

suppress my body and its needs.  Deny it, restrict it, and refuse to give it what it wants.”   

Chapter seven, verse one says, “Now for the matters you wrote about: ‘It is good for a 

man not to have sexual relations with a woman.’” (1 Cor. 7:1 NIV) The last part of that 

verse wasn’t Paul’s belief.  He was quoting the letter sent to him from the Corinthians.  

So, some of them said sex was OK with anyone anytime while others said any and all 

sex was bad – even sex between husbands and wives.  Some took it a step further and 

began to question whether marriage was even necessary anymore.  After all, if Jesus 

said we’re not going to be married in Heaven (which is true), why not start living like that 

now?  Some believed being single made you somehow more pleasing to God.  
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Therefore, some believed Christians should either get divorced from each other so they 

could be single again or stay married but never have sex again.  I can see Paul sitting 

there in Ephesus – where he wrote this letter – head in hands, shaking his head, and 

saying, “What am I going to do with these people?  It’s like herding a bunch of cats!”   

Normally, I like to read the whole Scripture passage we’re considering together.  But 

we’re not going to do that with 1 Corinthians 7 today.  Just too long.  But when you read 

1 Corinthians 7 (I strongly encourage you to do so), it’s good to know in advance Paul 

was not trying to provide a comprehensive theology on Christian marriage or an 

exhaustive statement on how to be single and Christian.  Instead, he was responding to 

specific Corinthian questions that happened to be about marriage and singleness.  He 

wanted them to understand what it meant for them to glorify God whether you were 

married or single.  What we need to do, then, is try and dig out what we’ve been calling 

transferable truths or concepts that we can apply to our lives 2,000 years later.   

HOW TO GLORIFY GOD BEING MARRIED. 

The first big takeaway for me is this one:  at all times, keep it a partnership between 

husband and wife.  And, to be more explicit, Paul used the example of sexual relations 

in a marriage.  “But since sexual immorality is occurring, each man should have sexual 

relations with his own wife, and each woman with her own husband.  The husband 

should fulfill his wife’s sexual needs, and the wife should fulfill her husband’s 

needs.  The wife gives authority over her body to her husband, and the husband gives 

authority over his body to his wife.   Do not deprive each other of sexual relations.”  (1 

Cor. 7:2-5 NLT)  No, Paul was not some kind of sex-obsessed creep who thought 

marriage was only about sex.  He was trying to respond to the Corinthians’ letter and 

their concerns.  But what he says about sex underlines the bigger truth that a godly 

marriage is about a partnership.  It’s about doing life together, being there for each 

other, and making the effort to meet each other’s needs in every way possible.   

There’s some important truths about marital sex in that chapter that every married 
Christian needs to hear.  Like what?  It glorifies God when people’s sexual needs are 
met in and through marriage alone.  That’s the relationship He created it to be 
expressed in.  Out of the billions of people on the earth, God has chosen one, and one 
person alone, to meet our sexual needs.  There is to be no one else.  You give up your 
right to your own body when you get married.  It actually belongs to your spouse now.  
It’s wrong to use sex as a way of manipulating your partner to do what you want.  “If you 
do this, I’ll give you sex.”  But, it’s also just as wrong to demand sex in some kind of 
coercive or tyrannical way.  “God said your body is mine, so get over here now.”  No, 
no, no.  Both those attitudes are contrary to being partners.  It’s never about, “You owe 
me” in a godly marriage.  It’s about, “I love you and am pleased to provide what you 
need.”  It’s never “Well, I guess it’s my duty to give you what you want.”  Instead, it’s 
about, “It’s my privilege to meet every need in your life that I can.”  
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A God-glorifying marriage refuses to accept a poor sexual relationship.  It never shrugs 
and say, “Well, that’s just the way it is.”  When we do that, we make ourselves a target 
for the devil.  “You should come together again so that Satan won’t be able to tempt you 
because of your lack of self-control.” (1 Cor. 7:5 NLT)  Did you know Satan’s great 
strategy, when it comes to sex, is to do everything he can to encourage sex outside of 
marriage, and to discourage sex within marriage?  It’s a big win for Satan if he 
accomplishes either plan.  Sexual problems may not be easily overcome or quickly 
solved, but God wants every Christian marriage to enjoy a sexual relationship that is a 
genuine blessing, instead of being a burden or a heartache.   
 
A godly marriage is a partnership.  Sex is the example Paul used here, but he implied 
that it should be a partnership in everything.  God’s Word here and elsewhere makes it 
clear that a Christian should only ever marry a fellow Christian.  Toward the end of this 
chapter, we read, “A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives. If her husband 
dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but only if he loves the Lord.” (1 Cor. 7:39 
NLT)  If your relationship with God is the single most important thing about you (and it 
is), how can you ever consider getting married to someone who isn’t a follower of 
Jesus?  If he or she doesn’t value Jesus the way you do, how can you truly be 
partners?  If one of you is indwelt by the Holy Spirit and the other one isn’t, how can you 
be partners?  Only if you marry someone who is also a follower of Jesus, is there a 
good chance that together you can honor and glorify the Lord as full partners.   
 
How can you glorify God being married?  Here’s another big takeaway in 1 Corinthians 
7.  Keep it permanent.  This should be especially true among fellow believers.  As 
bizarre as it sounds, some Corinthians thought being single glorified God while being 
married made you second-class spiritually.  Some thought Christian husbands and 
wives should actually divorce each other or stay married but not have sex in order to 
become more spiritual and more pleasing to God.  Paul’s response?  NO!  “But for 
those who are married, I have a command that comes not from me, but from the 
Lord.  A wife must not leave her husband.  But if she does leave him, let her remain 
single or else be reconciled to him. And the husband must not leave his wife.”  (1 Cor. 
7:10-11 NLT)  Paul was simply underlining what Jesus taught.  Marriage is meant for 
life.  That’s the standard.  That’s the ideal.  If it was wrong to pursue divorce as a way of 
becoming more spiritual back in Paul’s day, we have to be very careful how we try and 
justify it today as well.  While divorce might be inevitable in some cases, a Christian 
can’t say, “I’m incompatible with this person.  God just doesn’t want me to be married to 
him or her anymore” or “God has brought someone else along who is better for me.”  
Divorce, even when it’s justified, always has a way of creating immense pain and 
heartache.  God wants to spare His children the tragedy of divorce whenever possible.   

Interestingly, Christians are called to keep their marriages permanent even in spiritually 
mixed marriages if possible.  “I thought it was wrong to marry a non-Christian, Rick.”  It 
is.  But Paul also addressed the situation in life where one spouse became a follower of 
Jesus after he or she got married and the other spouse didn’t.  What then?  God 
provided great guidance through Paul in vv. 12-16.  I won’t take time to read it, but you 
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should if you want clarity on that issue.  If the non-Christian spouse wants to stay 
married, by all means, stay married.  If he or she wants out because you’re a believer, 
then you’re not obligated to fight to save the marriage.  The Christian spouse should 
never initiate a divorce, however, because you might miss out one of the most important 
evangelistic opportunities God will provide for you.  “Don’t you wives realize that your 
husbands might be saved because of you?  And don’t you husbands realize that your 
wives might be saved because of you?”  (1 Cor. 7:16 NLT)  I want to encourage any 
person today who is trying his or her best to follow Jesus, but your spouse doesn’t 
share your commitment to Jesus.  I know it can be very discouraging at times.  Stay in 
that marriage if at all possible.  Make it work.  God’s grace is greater than human 
disbelief.  God can use you to get your spouse and your children into Heaven.   

After being married for 68 years, Minnesota sweethearts died one day apart --a 

testament, their kids say, to their devotion to each other.  Robert and Corinne Johnson 

had moved to a farm in Norseland, Minnesota, two years after they wed as teens.  

There they raised their children and lived for 67 years.  They grew up within the same 3-

mile radius that they raised their children and farm animals.  Both were devoted to their 

children and their communities.  The couple traveled thousands of miles across 

Minnesota to attend their seven children's sporting events.  They were also active in 

their local church.  Robert was diagnosed with cancer and Corrine later suffered 

congestive heart failure.  She died on November 24 at 87; he died on November 25 at 

88.  Corinne's death left Robert distraught.  Their son, a cancer doctor, told reporters, “I 

sort of thought he looked like he could go for weeks.  (But) as soon as mom died, he 

went downhill and died in a day.  It's hard to imagine it's a coincidence.” Corinne's 

obituary read, "It seems only fitting they would both pass into eternal life together, 

surrounded by those who loved them.” I don’t think there’s anything more God-glorifying 

than a marriage that’s a permanent partnership between a man and a woman.   

HOW TO GLORIFY GOD BEING SINGLE. 

When you read 1 Corinthians 7, you’ll see Paul had a clear preference for being single.  
“But I wish everyone were single, just as I am….  So the person who marries his fiancée 
does well, and the person who doesn’t marry does even better.” (1 Cor. 7:7, 38 NLT) 
That’s very ironic, because Paul was a very dedicated, orthodox Jew before he became 
a Christian.  Jews put a very high value on being married culturally and spiritually.  They 
considered it a duty to the extent that a man reaching 20 years of age without marrying 
was looked down on as someone who was displeasing to God.  While Paul wasn’t 
married when he wrote 1 Corinthians or for most of his life as a Christian, many 
scholars believe it’s very possible he was married earlier in his life.  He may well have 
been a member of the Sanhedrin.  If so, you had to be married to be a part of that 
Jewish governing group of men.  If he was married at some point, what happened to 
Paul’s wife?  Scripture is silent.  Perhaps she left him when he became a Christian, or 
perhaps she died some time before or after he became a Christian.  It’s highly likely 
Paul could talk both about being married and being single from personal experience.   

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/12/03/minnesota-husband-wife-married-68-years-die-day-apart/2594742001/
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It’s important to hear that singles should consider their situation as a calling or a spiritual 
gift from God.  “But I wish everyone were single, just as I am.  Yet each person has a 
special gift from God, of one kind or another.”  (1 Cor. 7:7 NLT)  Later in chapter 12, 
Paul said a whole lot more about spiritual gifts. The word he used there was charisma.  
It’s the same word here for being single or married.  I’m not sure how many Christians 
who are single recognize it as a spiritual gift, but it can be.  True, not every single 
person chooses to be single.  Some might welcome marriage if given the opportunity.  
But some single people have what you might call a gift of celibacy.  Think of it as a gift 
that means freedom from the desire or need for sexual fulfillment that makes it possible 
to live without the need for marriage at all.  Jesus evidently had that gift because He 
was and is human.  Paul apparently had that gift, also.  If it’s a spiritual gift, not every 
Christian is required to have it.  And it’s not better than other spiritual gifts, but it is a gift, 
nonetheless.  Recognize and value it for that reason. 

More importantly, single people should consider their life situation a divine opportunity.  
Paul preferred singleness not because it made him somehow more acceptable to God 
or more spiritual, but because it allowed Him to follow Jesus more single-mindedly.  
Paul pointed out the obvious in chapter 7, “I want you to be free from the concerns of 
this life.  An unmarried man can spend his time doing the Lord’s work and thinking how 
to please him.  But a married man has to think about his earthly responsibilities and how 
to please his wife. His interests are divided. In the same way, a woman who is no longer 
married or has never been married can be devoted to the Lord….  But a married woman 
has to think about her earthly responsibilities and how to please her husband.”  (1 Cor. 
7:32-35 NLT)  Single people have the opportunity to serve and please God with less 
distraction.  When a person doesn’t have family responsibilities, he or she is just more 
“free” to serve God.  They have less of the inevitable anxieties and concerns that come 
with married life.  This was the real reason Paul considered being single preferable for 
himself.  Paul didn’t say this to condemn a married person; in fact, Paul said this is how 
it should be for a married person.  You’re supposed to be concerned about each other 
in a marriage!   But being single gave Paul the opportunity to focus on Jesus and 
building His Kingdom 100% percent.   

HOW TO GLORIFY GOD REGARDLESS. 

This chapter has some other transferable truths that are important for us to hear 2,000 
years after they were written.  First, never make spirituality or fitness for ministry 
contingent on marital status.  “I am saying this for your benefit, not to place restrictions 
on you. I want you to do whatever will help you serve the Lord best, with as few 
distractions as possible….  So the person who marries his fiancée does well, and the 
person who doesn’t marry does even better.” (1 Cor. 7:35, 38 NLT)  Some Corinthians 
thought singleness made you closer to God somehow.  Roman Catholicism has made 
the same mistake by requiring its priests to remain single, and by so doing implying that 
you must be single to be a spiritual leader.  Paul said being single made it easier to 
serve Jesus single-mindedly, but he didn’t say it made one’s service better.  By the 
same token, many Protestant churches would never call a single man or woman to be 
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its pastor.  Too risky!  He or she can’t relate to married people!  The unspoken message 
is that single people can’t quite be trusted with the same level of spiritual leadership as 
a married person.  How ironic when you think Jesus, our Lord and Savior, was single 
and Paul, maybe the greatest Christian leader ever, was single!   

Another truth comes through loud and clear.  Because being single or married is 
irrelevant to pleasing God, live out who you are before God fully and well.  Multiple 
times in this chapter, Paul told the Corinthians, “Stay where you are!”  “Each of you, 
dear brothers and sisters, should remain as you were when God first called you…. I 
think it is best to remain as you are.” (1 Cor. 7:24, 27 NLT)  Paul used this discussion 
about being married and being single to drive home the point that when you become a 
follower of Jesus, the only thing that truly matters is surrendering your life to Jesus and 
obeying Him from then on.  “For it makes no difference whether or not a man has been 
circumcised.  Keeping God’s commands is what counts.”  (1 Cor. 7:19 NLT)   In this 
chapter he says in so many words, “Look, it doesn’t matter if you’re single or married.  It 
doesn’t matter if you’re a circumcised Jew or an uncircumcised Gentile.  It doesn’t even 
matter if you’re a slave or a free person.  All of that is irrelevant to God. You can serve 
Jesus well from just about any place in life.”  It reminds me of something Paul wrote to 
the Christians in Galatia, “For you are all children of God through faith in Christ 
Jesus….  There is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female. For you are 

all one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3:26, 28 NLT)   

And then I hear a final transferable truth in this chapter that resonates in my soul today.  

Stay focused on who and what matters most:  Jesus.  The single best way to glorify 

God in our lives is to maintain a very focused mental and spiritual approach to life.  “But 

let me say this, dear brothers and sisters: The time that remains is very short….  Those 

who use the things of the world should not become attached to them.  For this world as 

we know it will soon pass away….  I want you to do whatever will help you serve the 

Lord best, with as few distractions as possible.” (1 Cor. 7:29, 31, 35 NLT)  By saying the 

time is short, was Paul thinking of the Second Coming of Jesus?  Maybe.  But, 

regardless, our time on this earth is short, isn’t it?  This pandemic has made that fact 

even more up close and personal.  I shudder to think how many of those almost 

250,000 Americans who have died this year went into eternity without putting their trust 

in Jesus.  Life itself is very short and eternity is very long.  So, Christian, let’s live every 

day in light of that truth.  Being single or being married are good things.  Whatever your 

marital status, yes, by all means, do it well.  But stay focused on the best thing:  

knowing Jesus, growing in Jesus, living for Jesus, sharing Jesus with others, and 

glorifying Jesus.  Don’t get all absorbed in the things of this world.  Don’t buy into this 

world’s priorities and values.  Don’t let the urgent things of life crowd out what’s truly 

important. This world – with everything it thinks is so important - is doomed and passing 

away.  “Only one life ‘twill soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will last.”   

Back in 2017, 53-year-old Jeff Murphy was hiking in Yellowstone National Park when he 

disappeared.  Park investigators found his body on June 9.  Murphy had fallen 500 feet 
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from Turkey Pen Peak.  But he wasn't on just any hike.  He was looking for a treasure 

box of gold and jewels worth up to $2 million, buried somewhere in the Rocky 

Mountains by an eccentric millionaire named Forrest Fenn.  Fenn, an art dealer and 

millionaire in his 80s, wrote a self-published memoir in which he included a poem that 

supposedly leads to the treasure he hid in the mountains.  Fenn has only revealed that 

it’s hidden in the Rocky Mountains, somewhere between Santa Fe, New Mexico and the 

Canadian border at an elevation above 5,000 feet.  It's not in a mine, a graveyard, or 

near a structure.  Jeff Murphy is the fourth man to die while searching for the chest.  

Every human being is searching for the treasure of true life and joy and love.  Jesus 

Christ promised that He alone was and is that treasure. Any other treasure will lead you 

astray.  Christian, let’s stay focused on who and what matters most.  “So whether you 

eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  (1 Cor. 10:31 NLT) 

 

 

 

https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2018/02/20/587427220/search-for-buried-treasure-linked-to-illinois-man-s-death-at-yellowstone
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