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To marry or not to marry, that is the question in 1 Cor 7. Paul is responding 

to those in Corinth who had been suggesting that for “spiritual” reasons 

that marriage should be abandoned all together (form of asceticism). So 

Paul finds himself with the challenging task of defending the sanctity of 

Christian marriage while at the same time casting a vision for the sanctity of 

singleness for the right purpose of undistracted devotion to the Lord.  

 

At the end of chapter 6, Paul reminded us that our bodies belong to the 

Lord, therefore we must do everything in our power to keep them pure and 

free of sexual sin. At the beginning of chapter 7 Paul clarified that in 

marriage our bodies not only belong to the Lord but also to our spouse and 

that we should not deprive our spouse of having marital, physical needs and 

pleasures fulfilled. Then after Paul gives specific instructions to those who 

are unmarried, widowed, or marriage, he urges them to pursue 

contentment in their current state and not seek drastic changes to their 

marital status apart from clear biblical parameters.  

 

Now in vs. 25-40, Paul addresses virgins. Should they marry, should they be 

given in marriage? I’m following the NAS reading this morning which uses 

the term virgins, whereas the ESV uses the term betrothed. If the correct 

term is virgins, then the question is whether or not they should pursue 

marriage and if their fathers should give them in marriage. However, if the 

better word is betrothed, then the question is whether those who are 

engaged to marriage should proceed with marriage or whether they should 

abandon their engagement vow under the pressure of those who are 

teaching that marriage should be abandoned. Whichever translation is best, 

it doesn’t change the basic principles that Paul is teaching about singleness 

and marriage.  

 

The challenge we must embrace is this: Whether God has assigned to us 

the gift of singleness or the gift of marriage, we must fix our hearts on 

undistracted devotion to the Lord.  

 

In vs. 25, Paul says, “Now concerning virgins, I have no command of the 

Lord, but I give an opinion as one who by the mercy of the Lord is 

trustworthy.” When Paul says that He has no command of the Lord on this 

matter, he simply means that Jesus did not address this issue in His earthly 

teaching. When Paul says he’s going to give his opinion or judgment on the 

matter, he’s not suggesting that what he’s about to say is in any way less 

inspired than the rest of the NT. The reason Paul is giving an opinion or 

personal judgement is because there is not hard and fast rule as to whether 

or not a virgin should pursue marriage to another believer. It is not morally 

right or wrong to remain single. It is not morally right or wrong to marry as 

long as you marry in the Lord. So Paul cannot give a command or a universal 

rule but he can offer wisdom in light of the gift that God gives to each one, 

whether marriage or singleness.  

 

It’s also important to understand that Paul’s perspective on marriage is not 

marriage as an end in itself. Every believer’s highest calling is to love and 

serve the Lord. Every believer’s supreme loyalty is to Christ. So when we 

consider whether to marry or not to marry, the question as to be asked in a 

unique way: “Can I best serve the Lord through singleness or through 

marriage?”  

 

Earlier in vs. 2 when Paul was promoting marriage he said, “because of 

immoralities” and the ever surrounding temptations, “each man is to have 

his own wife, and each wife is to have her own husband” because “it is 

better to marry than to burn with passion” (vs. 9). Yet later in vs. 38 Paul 

says that to not be given in marriage is better. So which is it, Paul? Is it 

better to marry or not to marry? The answer that emerges from the overall 

teaching of chapter is 7 is that it depends on which gift God has given you. If 

you have the gift of celibacy or singleness then it is better to remain 

unmarried. But if you do not have the gift of celibacy so that singleness 



would mean an overwhelming life-long struggle with desire and temptation 

then its better to embrace the gift of marriage.  

 

Paul gives multiple reasons as to why singleness may be preferable: 

 

1. Singleness may be preferable considering the present distress we face 

in this world (26-27).  

 

[vs. 26-27] Paul does not specify what particular distress he has in mind. 

Perhaps he has in mind the persecution that the church would face as 

the last days progress. Just ten year after the writing of this letter, 

Christians in Rome would face the evils of living under Nero. 

Persecution or calamity is severe enough for a single person but the 

tribulation and affliction only intensifies for one who has a family that 

suffers through it with him (or dies). While its true that marriage can 

also provide comfort during times of distress, no suffering in this life is 

comparable to watching those you love most walk through suffering.  

 

And so Paul advocates a proper place for singleness in the Kingdom of 

God in view of the present distress.  

 

2. Singleness may be preferable due to the trouble that may accompany 

marriage (28). 

 

[vs. 28] Perhaps Paul has the same idea of distress in mind that we saw 

in vs. 26 and the troubles that multiply with family. With marriage 

comes children and children bring sweetness and joy to one’s life. Yet in 

the same measure, when times of distress bring tragedy, the bitterness 

of affliction multiplies.  

 

Yet there may be something else to consider here. Marriage is good, 

but marriage is also hard in any season of life. Marriage can create 
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troubles not because marriage itself is flawed but because we are sinful 

people.  

 

John MacArthur: “Marriage involves conflicts, demands, hardships, 

sacrifices, and adjustments that singleness does not. Marriage presses 

two people together in the closest possible ways. The two become one, 

but they are still two personalities, two distinct people with their own 

likes and dislikes, their own characteristics, emotions, temperaments, 

and wills. Each partner has some degree of anger, selfishness, 

dishonesty, pride, forgetfulness, thoughtlessness. This is true even in 

the best marriages. When one partner is an unbeliever, or is immature, 

self-centered, temperamental, or domineering, every conflict is 

magnified.”1 

 

Young people, this is why it is better not to marry than to marry amiss. 

If you believe marriage is God’s design for you, make sure you marry 

someone who already has a jump start on godliness.  

 

But what about us who are married? The good news is that all of the 

hardships of marriage are opportunities for us to embrace God’s 

sanctifying work in our lives. Marriage brings my selfishness, and pride, 

and sinful attitudes to the surface of my life unlike any other 

relationship because it has deeper access to my heart and soul than any 

other earthly relationship. And if I respond in the moment with a 

humble heart that resists and overcomes my sinful tendencies, God’s 

gracious work of sanctification and growth takes root in me.  

 

3. Singleness may be preferable as the end of the ages draws near (29-

31). 

 

[vs. 29-31] We are living in the last days, in the final age before Christ 

comes. The fact that the time till the end is growing shorter and the fact 

that this world is passing away should cause us to carefully reevaluate 



our relationship to this world. We need to be vigilant and sober-

minded, so as not to be lulled asleep or preoccupied by the cares of this 

world. In the Words of I Peter 4:7, “The end of all things is at hand; 

therefore, be of sound judgment and sober spirit for the purpose of 

prayer.”  

 

       When Vs. 29 says, “those who have wives should be as though they 

have none,” Paul is not suggesting that we should neglect our spouses or 

devalue marriage. In 1 Tim 5:8, Paul said, “if anyone does not provide for 

his own, and especially for those of his household, he has denied the 

faith, and is worse than an unbeliever.” What Paul’s getting at is that 

we need to live with an attentive devotion to the Lord that is not dulled by 

normal family life. Rather we need to leverage our marriage and family for 

the kingdom of God.  

 

When Paul says in vs. 30 to weep as those who do not weep and rejoice as 

those who do not rejoice, he’s not saying that we should we should literally 

not weep or rejoice. Later in 16:17, he himself rejoices at the arrival of his 

friends. Rather Paul is exhorting us to not let the temporary joys of this 

world which are going to pass away, consume our vision as though that’s all 

there is to life. We should not grieve at the losses of this world as though 

they are all we have. We need an eternal perspective that puts the joys and 

sorrows of this world in perspective.  

 

Furthermore, Paul says in vs. 30-31, those who buy should not hold tightly 

to things as though they possess them. Those who use this world should not 

use it to the fullest. Paul does not expect us to quit buying but to recognize 

that life is not shopping and that our “so-called possession are just on loan 

from God.”2 Paul is not suggesting that we should not make our living from 

opportunities in this world, but that worldly success should not become our 

primary focus. “Being engaged in the world is one thing, being enmeshed in 

it is another.”3 

 

Paul’s point is that given the times that we live in, we should not let the 

pursuits and experiences of this world drown out the bigger picture of 

eternity. Paul is calling us to go through this temporary journey with as little 
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baggage as possible. And for times like these, singleness might be to your 

advantage.  

 

4. Singleness may be preferable for undistracted devotion to the Lord 

and His kingdom (32-35).  

 

[vs. 32-35] Paul is drawing out a very practical observation here. A person 

with family obligations cannot give his attention to the things of God as 

wholly and completely as one who is single. I want to be very clear that Paul 

is not casting marriage and family obligations in a negative light. Those who 

are married have a God-given responsibility to care for the members of their 

family. But the one who is single has only to be concerned about how to 

please the Lord with his or her life. For those who are married, the 

application of this passage is not to pay less attention to your spouse so you 

can be more involved in ministry. The application is to make sure that the 

way you go about caring for your spouse and raising your children is 

transformed by your careful devotion to the Lord—that in the midst of all 

your family responsibilities and work and recreation, your primary 

preoccupation is how to please the Lord above all else in all things. [family 

discipleship] 

 

It would be wrong to interpret 1 Corinthians 7 as though Paul was somehow 

diminishing marriage. He is not. Marriage is not only the norm, but also part 

of the blessing of God’s original design for mankind. Paul’s purpose here is 

to elevate the benefit of singleness for those whom God has called to be 

single. They are not less advantaged for the kingdom of God because they 

are single. In fact they may be able to devote more service to the kingdom 

of God because they can live for Christ with undivided interests.  

 

I believe vs. 35 is the key to this passage. Paul’s purpose is not to put a 

restraint on those for whom marriage would be better than singleness. 

Rather, his aim is to promote undistracted devotion to the Lord. Look at [vs. 

35] again. The way Paul is promoting undistracted devotion to the Lord is by 

3 Ibid., pg. 331.  



encouraging those who are single to use the full advantage of their 

singleness to serve the Lord and by encouraging those who are married to 

live as though their primary occupation in life was not with family matters 

but with the Lord. And as a good friend of mine often says, “when first 

things are first, second things become better.”4 The best thing we can do for 

our marriage and our family is to not let them become an end in themselves 

but rather a means through which we serve the Lord and embrace His 

sanctifying work.  

 

In vs. 36-38 Paul follows up with some practical instructions for those who 

have already made pledges, perhaps prematurely, to singleness. It appears 

as though some fathers had responded to the anti-marriage teaching that 

had been circulating in Corinth by vowing not to give their daughters in 

marriage. Paul wants fathers to know that they can give their daughters in 

marriage with a clear conscience. Even if they had previously held pledged 

that their daughters should be single yet now realize that singleness if not 

fitting for their daughters, they are free to give them in marriage without 

sinning.  

 

Finally, Paul concludes his teaching on marriage with a strong reminder of 

the life-long permanence of marriage. [vs. 39].  

 

As we think about how we might apply 1 Cor 7 today, its important to note 

that “marriage does not [necessarily] prevent great devotion to the Lord, 

and singleness does not guarantee it.”5 While Paul is addressing the 

question in the Corinthian church of whether or not marriage should be 

encouraged, the bigger question below the surface is, what form of 

undistracted devotion to the Lord is most fitting in your life, whether 

marriage or singleness.  

 

If you are single, the question is this: is your singleness serving the purpose 

of undistracted devotion to the Lord? Make the most of your singleness. 
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Take advantage of your ability to have undivided interests in seeking the 

Lord and serving His kingdom.  

 

If you are married, the question is, are you living as though your walk with 

Christ is your highest devotion, and your marriage and family exist to serve 

His purposes? We need to be intentional to make Jesus the center of family 

life.  

 

If you are consider whether marriage or singleness is best for you, the 

question you need to ask is, which gift (marriage or singleness) can best 

help me follow and serve Christ with undistracted devotion?  

 

As we come to the Lord’s table today, perhaps we need to take a moment 

to reflect on our devotion to the Lord. How divided are our interests? The 

answer is not to pursue an ascetic life, where we disengage from this world 

(though some of us may need to simplify our lives). The greater need is for 

our earthly engagements to be transformed with a preoccupation of seeking 

to please Christ in all things.  

 

In these moments of prayer, ask the Lord: 

� What is standing in the way of giving the Lord your undistracted 

devotion? 

� What one step do I need to take this week to give You Your proper 

place (in my singleness, in my marriage, in my family) 

� Draw the affections of my heart to You so that my greatest desire is 

to please you because my greatest delight is to love you.  

 

To the church of Ephesus, Jesus said, “I have this against you, that you have 

left your first love. Remember therefore from where you have fallen, and 

repent…” As we come to the Lord’s table, it’s an opportunity to return to 

our first love, to undistracted devotion to the Lord, by remembering how 

precious was the sacrifice given in love for us.  
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Communion 

� Bread: 2 Cor 5:15 

� Cup: 1 John 2:1-2 
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