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The title of my message this morning is “Marriage and Singleness in a 

Complicated World of Sin.” I don’t need to tell you that matters of marriage 

and sexuality have become complicated and confusing in our culture 

today—sin always makes things more complicated than they should be. Yet 

Marriage is not just a hot topic in our culture today, marriage and singleness 

is are also deeply personal or every person. So as we talk about marriage 

from 1 Cor 7 this morning, I want to speak very personally, especially to our 

young people who are not married but have the opportunity before them to 

follow God and experience the blessing and joy of His design for marriage.  

Review: 

I Cor 6 ended with an exhortation to reserve our physical bodies for holy 

use—to remain pure. In other words we need to do everything in our 

power, by God’s grace, to resist sexual temptation of every kind because 

our bodies are not our own. We have been bought with a price to glorify 

God as the temple of the Holy Spirit.  

Then in chapter 7 Paul introduced the topic of marriage and urges married 

couples, in light of ever-present temptations surrounding them, to do 

everything in their power to not restrain physical intimacy in their marriage. 

In other words, outside of marriage do everything you can to not become 

physically intimate, but within marriage do everything you can to not 

withhold physical intimacy. This is not merely the advice of a psychologist or 

marriage counselor, this is the Word of God (I Cor 7:1-7).  

As we turn now to verses 8-16 of I Cor 7, the question we are facing is how 

to apply the ideals of marriage and singleness in a complicated world of sin. 

Marriage is a life-long covenant relationship between one man and one 

woman—by definition. In an ideal world, a young man and a young woman 

both would love, follow, and serve God, fall in love with each other, get 

married and remain faithful until death parts them. Yet sin has made the 

world of relationships much more complicated than that.  

For example, what if two unbelievers are married and one of them turns to 

Christ, but the other doesn’t. Now a believer is married to an unbeliever and 

they are unequally yoked. Is the believer’s relationship with the Lord defiled 

because of the unequal marriage? Should the believer remain in this 

marriage? Or what if the unbeliever wants to leave the marriage (divorce)? 

Should the believer cooperate in “dissolving” the marriage or not? Or what 

should a person do in the case that their spouse dies? Should they seek to 

remarry or remain single? Or what about those who have never been 

married? Should they marry at all or just remain celibate?  

The Corinthian church was struggling with many of these questions. Some 

were likely promoting the abandonment of marriage and sexuality all 

together in a pious attempt to devote themselves to the kingdom of God. 

Others were perhaps seeking to dissolve their marriages on the basis of 

religious reasoning while other were wondering if they should even give 

their daughters in marriage at all?  

Paul begins to untangle this complicated web by addressing several 

different categories of people in the church: 

The Unmarried and Widows (vs. 8-9) 

He begins by addressing the unmarried and the widows in [vs. 8-9].  

Paul here affirms the value of singleness. There is an advantage, a benefit to 

remaining single. Earlier in vs. 7, Paul had clarified that each person has 

their own gift. Some are blessed with the gift of celibacy while others are 

blessed with the gift of marriage. If you are blessed with the gift of celibacy, 

that is, if you can be content as a single man or woman without an unruly 

battle against lust and sexual temptation, then Paul urges you to remain 

single and take advantage of that gift. What advantage is Paul talking 

about? Later in vss. 32-35 Paul cites the advantage of “undistracted 

devotion to the Lord” (35). A married person has divided interests between 

God’s kingdom and family responsibilities. But a single person can devote 

the majority of their energy into kingdom ministry.  



But what if a person is not called to celibacy? Paul goes on in vs. 9 to say 

that if a person is struggling with self-control, it is better to marry than to 

battle a life-long fire of passion or lust. Obviously, every single person is 

responsible to walk in the Spirit and demonstrate the fruit of self-control, 

yet Paul recognizes the difficulty in upholding self-control for a life-time 

without getting worn down by temptation, apart from a gift of celibacy.  

It is better to marry than to burn with passion. So let me speak to those of 

you who are single, including our high school kids.  

First, consider whether or not God has called you to a life of celibacy for the 

sake of the kingdom of God. If you can be content to serve God as a single 

person, then safeguard your sexual purity and pour yourself into Kingdom 

work that fits your gifts. You are not of lesser value to the kingdom of God 

as a single person. In many respects you are of greater benefit to the 

Kingdom of God in your singleness.  

On the other hand, if it is clear to you that God has not called you to 

celibacy and that you will need marriage to satisfy physical desires and an 

ache in your soul, then let me encourage you to do 5 things while you are 

waiting for God to bring someone into your life:  

1. Use your singleness to passionately pursue God. Make Him the 

absolute preoccupation of your life. These years of singleness are 

the best time for you immerse yourself in God’s word, and scripture 

memory, and worship, and service to God and others. You have 

freedom to pursue God now more than in any other season of life.  

 

2. Go to the scriptures and identify biblical qualities that should be 

non-negotiable’s in your future spouse—know what you are looking 

for! Then, once you are clear on the kind of person God would have 

you marry, (one who’s life is defined by his/her love for God), then… 

 

3. Pray for your future spouse. And while you are praying and waiting, 

go on using your singleness to whole-heartedly pursue the Lord. 

Don’t let marriage become the ultimate goal of your life—make 

Christlikeness the ultimate goal of your life. Dating is not the 

mission of your life, discipleship is. So pray for a spouse while at the 

same time insisting that Jesus will be your supreme treasure. 

[Parents: pray now, every day, for child’s future spouse] 

 

4. Cultivate selfless love in relationships that are appropriate for single 

people—with family, in the church, in outreach. You need to 

conscientiously develop the mind of Christ—the ability to put other 

people ahead of yourself—in a way that counteracts your 

tendencies to just center life around yourself.  

 

5. Don’t be easily swept off your feet. When someone catches your 

attention, look for proven, genuine godliness before you entertain 

any romantic potential. You need more than a “Christian” man or 

woman. You need someone who loves God more than he/she loves 

you. You need a mate that loves God with a whole heart! 

My personal opinion (based on vs. 9) is that when you are confident, 

beyond the shadow of a doubt that you have found God’s choice for you, 

and this is confirmed by family and other godly people who know both of 

you well, start preparing for marriage and avoid, if possible, a lengthy 

engagement. I’m not suggesting that you get ahead of maturity—be wise 

and heed godly council. But remember, it is better to marry than to burn 

with passion. Don’t let temptation become unduly strong.  

The Married (vs. 10-11) 

Next, Paul gives instructions to believers who are married in [vs. 10-11]. 

Paul is turning our attention back to Jesus’ own teaching on marriage in 

Matthew 19. There Jesus laid out God’s ideal for marriage when the 

Pharisee’s came to test Him and asked if it was lawful for a man to divorce 

his wife for any reason at all. Jesus’ response was pointed and clear: “they 

are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, 

let no one separate” (Matt 19:6). The Pharisees thought they had caught 

Jesus in a trap, and so they said, “why then did Moses command to give her 



a certificate of divorce and send her away?1 By the way, Moses didn’t 

actually command that a certificate of divorce be given in Deut 24, but Jesus 

answered them by going straight to the heart: “Because of your hardness of 

heart Moses permitted you to divorce…but from the beginning it has not 

been this way. And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for 

immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery” (Matt 19:8-9).2  

So Paul goes right back to Jesus’ ideal for marriage in 1 Cor 7:10-11. A wife 

should not leave her husband. A husband should not divorce his wife. Why? 

Because God has made them one flesh and no human being has the right, 

not even the husband or the wife, to sever that marriage relationship. Yet 

Paul, reflecting on Jesus teaching, knew that at times, divorce would be the 

result of man’s hardness of heart. So Paul wants to be very clear about the 

future implications. If the marriage is ended in divorce, vs. 11 says, “she 

must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled” to her husband.  

God takes marriage that seriously, that when a Christian couple gets 

married, it is to be the only marriage in their lifetime (until death parts 

them). According to Jesus and Paul, for a Christian couple to choose divorce 

is to choose singleness for the rest of their lives, apart from the specific 

exception of adultery—and even in the case of adultery, every attempt at 

reconciliation should first be made.  

Young people this is why it’s so important that your marry well. Every 

person on this planet is infected with sin and selfishness. Every one of us 

needs to swim upstream against our depravity. Make sure you choose a 

mate who has a jump start on true godliness—because marriage is for life! If 

they are not pursuing godliness now (independently of you), don’t expect 

them to pursue it later.  

The Believer Married to an Unbeliever (12-16) 

Finally, Paul addresses believers who are married to an unbelieving 

spouse in [vs. 12-16]. Why does Paul begin by saying, “I say, not the 

                                                           
1 Deut 24:1-3, Cf. Matt 5:31 

Lord…”? Paul simply means that he is going to give some new 

instructions beyond what Jesus said in Matthew 19. What Paul is 

about to say is not contrary to Jesus teaching, but rather He is 

applying Jesus’ teaching on the sanctity of marriage to situations that 

are different than the context in which Jesus spoke in Matt 19.  

For example, the Corinthians were wondering what to do when one 

person converted to Christianity but the other didn’t. Surely, they 

thought, their marriage which was now unequally yoked, would defile 

their relationship with the Lord, much like fornication would as Paul 

addressed in chapter 6 and so they concluded that they should 

divorce their unbelieving spouse. But Paul shows them that quite the 

opposite is true. This new believer’s faith has a sanctifying effect on 

the marriage rather than the marriage being defile by their 

unbelieving spouse. [vs. 14] 

The unbeliever is set apart by their believing spouse because they are 

exposed not only to the truth of the gospel, but a living portrayal of 

its power in their spouse’s life, in the same way that children are set 

apart by a knowledge of the truth that they receive through believing 

parents. Paul’s argument is simply this. You wouldn’t throw your 

children out of your home because they do not yet believe. Neither 

should you separate from your spouse because he/she is yet to 

believe.  

John MacArthur explains it this way: “In God’s eyes a home is set 

apart for Himself when a husband, wife, or, by implication, any other 

family member is a Christian. Such a home is not Christian in the full 

sense, but it is immeasurably superior to one that is totally 

unbelieving. Even if the Christian is ridiculed and persecuted, 

2 Cf. Matt 5:31 



unbelievers in the family are blessed because of that believer. One 

Christian in the home graces the entire family.”3 

Therefore, Paul says in vs. 12-13 that the believer should not leave 

the marriage if the unbeliever is willing to stay. However, if the 

unbeliever deserts the marriage, the believer is free from the 

bondage of that marriage. After all, he says in vs. 16, you do not know 

if your spouse will be saved through your example.  

Young people, this is why it is so important that you marry “in the 

Lord”—that is, marry another believer. Not only is this the only way 

to enter into a biblical marriage as a Christian, it is also necessary to 

have God’s blessing and favor on your marriage. Do not flirt with 

missionary dating. A dating relationship is not the right context for 

evangelism. Once you give your heart away emotionally, its very hard 

to take it back. I do know of some couples who dated and got married 

while one of them was not yet a believer yet by God’s grace later 

came to Christ. Yet I also know a lot more couples were entered into 

marriage unequally yoked, and spent the rest of their lives in a hard 

marriage. (What you need most on your wedding day is God’s favor. The question 

is, is that what you want the most?)  

To those who today find themselves in a hard marriage, married to an 

unbeliever, take courage that God’s grace is sufficient for you each 

and every day to live out the spirit of the gospel and the mind of 

Christ in your marriage by dying to self and loving your spouse as 

Christ loved the church. I simply encourage you to surround yourself 

with godly friends who can give you continual encouragement you 

need.  

Communion 

                                                           
3 John MacArthur, The McArthur NT Commentary: I Corinthians, pg. 166. 

How does the gospel relate to matters of singleness and marriage? 

You have been bought with a price, your body is not your own, your 

life is not your own (1 Cor 6:20). You were purchased to glorify God in 

whatever state you find yourself in. If you are married, are you living 

intentionally in your marriage? Are you living conscientiously for the 

gospel and the kingdom of God through your marriage? Is the gospel 

first and the Word foremost in the raising of your children?  

Or if you are single, are you making the most of your singleness for 

spiritual growth and the advancement of God’s kingdom and glory? 

You were bought with the blood of Christ. You are not your own. God 

has granted you this season of singleness for the purpose of 

undistracted devotion to the Lord.  

As we come to the Lord’s table this morning, I urge you to search your 

heart and confess any known sin that would hinder your fellowship 

with the Lord and His people. But I also specifically urge you to 

consider either your singleness or your marriage before the Lord this 

morning. Is your heart and mind characterized by purity? Are you 

stewarding either your singleness or your marriage as a gift from God 

that is meant for your growth in holiness and joy as you intently abide 

in Christ?  

Bread: 

Cup: 


