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1 Cor 7:1-9  “Resurrection and the Body: Married or Single”  April 20, 2014 

Isaiah 54 

Psalm 16 

 

Isaiah 53 is the famous chapter that speaks of the suffering servant – 

the crucifixion of Christ – 

 that means that Isaiah 54 should be heard in the context of the resurrection. 

 

Isaiah 54 speaks of how the children of the barren one  

will be more than the children of her who was married – 

 how Zion will be fruitful and multiply – and fill the earth with her children. 

 

God compares the Exile with the Flood – the days of Noah. 

 Just as God destroyed humanity, but saved one man and his family through the waters, 

  so also now God will destroy Israel, but save one man and his family – 

  as God raises up Jesus from the dead – 

   together with all those who are united to him by faith! 

  

Our Psalm of response, Psalm 16, declares this about Jesus. 

 In verse 10, David says, 

  “For you will not abandon my soul to Sheol, or let your holy one see corruption.” 

 Of course, David died. 

  His body did see corruption! 

 But, as Peter says on the day of Pentecost in Acts 2, 

  David spoke of Jesus. 

 

Jesus is the singer of Psalm 16. 

 For his body did not see corruption – as he was raised from the dead on the third day. 

 

 And we sing this song in Jesus – 

  because in Jesus we can sing: 

   “You make known to me the path of life;  

    in your presence is fullness of joy; 

    at your right hand are pleasures forevermore.” (v11) 

 

 In Jesus, the lines have fallen to us in pleasant places! 

  We have a beautiful inheritance! 

  

 Is that the way you think? 

 

How can you develop that way of thinking? 

 Well, start at the beginning of the Psalm: 

  Flee to God. 

  I say to the LORD, “You are my Lord; I have no good apart from you.” 

 

  God alone is the one whom I cling to. 
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 But then, in verse 3, “As for the saints in the land, they are the excellent ones, 

  in whom is all my delight.” 

 

 In other words, I love the LORD my God with all my heart – 

  and then, because of that – I love my neighbor – 

   I love God’s people. 

 

If I’m focused on “me” and my own pleasure, then I will not find delight in God and his people. 

But if I’m focused on him – 

 then I find fullness of joy in his presence. 

 

It’s simple, really. 

 God made us for himself, and our hearts are restless until we find our rest in him. 

 

Sing Psalm 16 

Read 1 Corinthians 6:12-7:9 

 

Paul started his epistle with an emphasis upon the cross – 

 “we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 

  but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, 

   Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.” (1:23-24) 

 

 But if Jesus had stayed dead, then the cross would only have been a symbol of tragedy. 

 As Cleopas said on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:21 – 

  “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.”  

 

 If Jesus had stayed dead, then hope would have died with him. 

 

The whole of 1 Corinthians 7 is rooted in Paul’s doctrine of the resurrection. 

 Paul’s approach to ethics is a resurrection ethic. 

   

We saw the beginning of this last week in chapter 6, verses 13-14: 

 

“The body is not meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. 

 And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power.” (6:13-14) 

 

Today we’re looking at how Paul applies the resurrection of the body to marriage and singleness. 

  

Introduction: “Concerning the Matters About Which You Wrote” (v1) 

Now concerning the matters about which you wrote:  

 

In chapters 5-6 Paul has been rebuking the Corinthians for some serious problems. 

 He has been rather sharp with them, 

  because they appear to have written with some questions – 

  and yet they left out certain things that were actually much worse  

   than the things they asked about! 
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 In chapter 7, verse 1, it appears that they asked a question  

about whether a man should abstain from sexual relations with his wife, 

 but as we saw in chapter 5, verse 1, 

they have a member who has been sleeping with his father’s wife! 

 

Be careful. 

 Sometimes we get preoccupied with minor questions 

  so as to distract ourselves from real problems! 

 In 1 Corinthians, Paul starts by dealing with the real problem (in chapters 5-6), 

  and then using the principles that he has articulated 

   to address their questions in chapters 7-8. 

 

1. “Because of Temptation” – The Second Reason for Marriage (v1-2) 

“It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” 
2 

But because of the 

temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own 

husband. 

 

The Corinthians have argued that  

‘it is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.’ 

 They appear to be saying “it is good for a man not to touch his wife.” 

  (And given Paul’s comments in verses 3-5, this is very likely what they meant) 

 

I think we’ve tended to misunderstand what’s going on in 1 Corinthians 7, 

 because we don’t understand the marriage culture that Paul is addressing. 

 

When Paul says “each man should have his own wife” – 

 that sounds to us like he is saying that every man should get married! 

But we know from verses 6-9, that Paul thinks that it is a good thing for some to be single. 

 

So what is Paul saying? 

 

To put it simply, in verse 2, Paul is not talking about the question “should you get married” – 

 but should you stay married. 

 

The word translated “have” does not mean “acquire” – but “keep” or “possess” – 

 or even “hold” – 

  which might communicate Paul’s point better. 

 Each man should keep his own wife  

  and each woman her own husband. 

  

In the Roman world divorce was common – and was permitted for almost any reason. 

 In the Jewish world, there was some debate – 

  but many of the rabbis took the view that divorce was permitted for any cause. 

In Corinth, in particular, we know that there had been discussion about the purpose of marriage. 

The Stoics viewed marriage as an institution  

which promotes unity and stability for the community. 
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But the Cynics viewed marriage more as an individual matter, 

and so tended to be more liberal in allowing divorce. (Thiselton, 487) 

 

Paul’s vocabulary in this passage borrows from the Stoic/Cynic debate: 

 the language of “self-control,” “necessity,” “authority,”  

and abstaining from sex to “devote yourself” to something, 

 all engages with the familiar debates of his day – 

 

 but Paul uses all this to make a striking and radical claim 

  about the importance of the resurrection of Jesus  

  that reshapes how we think about marriage. 

 

Paul says that because of the sexual immorality that surrounds them – 

 and not just “out there” in the culture, 

  but in the church! – 

 remember chapter 5, verse 1 –  

  Paul says that each wife should hold on to her husband, 

   and each husband should hold on to his wife. 

 

What do you think about that? 

 “because of sexual immorality”? 

 Is marriage really “because of sexual immorality?” 

 

This is where we need to distinguish between the purpose of marriage “in the beginning” 

 and the purpose of marriage after the fall. 

 

In the wedding service we say that: 

“after the fall, [marriage] was ordained for a remedy against sin, and to avoid fornication,  

 that such persons as have not the gift of continence might marry,  

and keep themselves undefiled members of Christ’s body, as Paul said,  

“But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife  

 and each woman her own husband.” (1 Cor 7:2)” 

 

It’s the same point that Paul makes in 1 Thessalonians 4:3-5 

 “For this is the will of God, even your sanctification;  

that you abstain from unchastity,  

and that each of you know how to take a wife for himself  

in holiness and honor…not like the Gentiles who do not know God.”  

 

In the beginning God established marriage so that Adam and Eve would be fruitful and multiply! 

 Now Paul says that the second reason for marriage was to avoid fornication – 

  which the ESV translates “sexual immorality.” 

 

So let’s talk about marriage for a minute. 

Verses 3-4 perplexed me for a long time: 
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2. Whose Body? The Resurrection in Marriage (v3-5) 

 
3 

The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. 
4 

For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise the 

husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 

 

Those of you who are married know how this works: 

 the husband has authority over his wife’s body, so that means he gets it, right? 

 Oh, but wait, the wife has authority over her husband’s body, so he doesn’t get it! 

 

How is this supposed to work? 

 

John Chrysostom said it beautifully: 

 “In other parts of Scripture the husband is given certain prerogatives in marriage, 

  but not here.” (ACCS, 60) 

 

In 6:12, Paul had used a word play between  

“I have power to do all things, but I will not be overpowered by anything” 

 Now, he uses the same word: 

  “the wife does not have power over her own body, but the husband does; 

  likewise the husband does not have power over his own body, but the wife does.” 

 

 The idea of “authority” or “power” is closely related to the idea of “liberty.” 

  “The wife does not have liberty with her own body, but the husband does; 

  likewise the husband does not have liberty with his own body, but the wife does.” 

 

This is not a typical Roman (or Jewish) way of talking about marriage. 

The Roman world maintained a clear double standard. 

 Men were free to have extramarital sex, 

  but women were supposed to remain chaste. 

 

The Roman way said that the wife’s body belonged to the husband. Period. 

 Paul utterly rejects this! 

 The early father, Theodoret of Cyr astutely commented (ACCS, 60): 

  “Human laws demand that women be chaste  

and if they are not they are punished for it,  

but they do not demand the same from men. 

  Since it was men who made the laws,  

they did not make themselves equal with woman  

but allowed themselves extra indulgence. 

  The holy apostle, however, inspired by divine grace,  

was the first one who made the law of chastity apply to men as well.”  

 

And the way Paul does this by saying to husbands: 

 you do not have “liberty” to use your body as you would. 

 

Your wife has the same authority over your body that you have over hers. 
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 Therefore, she may use it according to the Lord’s command. 

 

As we saw last time, “The body is not for sexual immorality, but for the Lord,  

and the Lord for the body. 

  And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power.” 

 

 Therefore, the marriage relation – indeed, Paul is saying, especially the marriage bed – 

  is all about the resurrection! 

 

Wife, your body is for Jesus – therefore your husband has authority over your body  

 so that together you might express the union of Christ and his bride! 

Husband, your body is for Jesus – therefore your wife has authority over your body – 

 you are not your own – for you were bought with a price. 

 

So glorify God in your body. 

 

How do I say this properly to a mixed congregation? 

 So long as you are pursuing your own pleasure – 

  so long as you are asserting your own authority – your own freedom –  

  you are not glorifying God in your body! 

 

 The way of the cross is demonstrated in marriage – 

  as each spouse places the other first. 

 But also the resurrection of the body is demonstrated in marriage – 

  as marriage becomes a place where Christ’s love for the body is demonstrated. 

 

Verse 5 then provides a caveat: 

 
5 

Do not deprive one another, except perhaps by agreement for a limited time, that you may 

devote yourselves to prayer; but then come together again, so that Satan may not tempt you 

because of your lack of self-control. 

 

By the end of the first century there were those who argued for celibacy within marriage. 

 In other words, married people would commit to a life of celibacy while staying married! 

 It seems that Paul is dealing with the beginning of that movement in Corinth. 

 

And his answer is: 

Do not deprive one another – 

 or perhaps, Stop depriving each other! 

 

It’s the same word as in 1 Cor 6:7 – where Paul spoke of economic fraud. 

 Paul says that a married person who refuses to act like a married person  

  is guilty of fraud. 

 Certainly the marriage bed is at the heart of Paul’s concern here – 

  but the language that he uses suggests  

that he does not want to separate the bedroom from the rest of married life. 
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But Paul will grant that it is permissible to abstain for a time – by agreement!! 

 The idea here is of a specific time for a specific purpose. 

 

The Cynics had said that the philosopher should not marry  

so that he could devote himself to the study of philosophy. 

This is the only time that Paul ever uses the Cynics’ term “devote” (scholazo) –  

from which we get our term “scholar.” 

But Paul utterly rejects  

 

So Paul responds to the Corinthians by saying that devotion to prayer  

 should not trump your marital responsibilities. 

  

As Origen said to those who claimed that they could live “more purely” by abstaining entirely: 

 “But look how your poor wife is being destroyed as a result,  

because she is unable to endure your ‘purity.’  

You should sleep with your wife, not for your sake but for hers.” (quoted in AT, 494) 

 

And then notice the reason that Paul gives for coming back together: 

 “so that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control.” (v5) 

 

The point of remaining apart is devotion to God, 

 so if the result of remaining apart is frustration and temptation beyond your self-control,  

  then you are just creating a bad situation for yourselves! 

 

It’s worth pointing out that Paul does not mention “procreation” here. 

 If Paul believed that sex was only for the purpose of making babies, 

  this would have been the ideal place to say it! 

 But the body is for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. 

   

If the purpose of sex was only for making babies, 

 then Paul would not say that the reason to abstain is for a season of prayer. 

 

In the beginning, the purpose of sex was “to be fruitful and multiply” – 

 but because of sin, a second purpose was added: 

  to avoid sexual immorality – 

 but it would appear that Paul is articulating a third purpose – 

  a purpose rooted in the resurrection of Jesus from the dead: 

  the body is not for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body. 

 Your body is for Jesus – 

  but that doesn’t mean that sex is bad! 

 Your body is for Jesus – 

  therefore, “glorify God in your body.” 

 

The Christian purpose of marriage – including the Christian purpose of sex – 

 is to express the glory of Christ and his bride! 
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So,  

 husbands, since her body belongs to you, you need to understand and care for her body; 

 and wives, same thing – you need to understand and care for your husband’s body. 

 

You both need to learn to communicate – 

 and to trust each other! 

 

But also, there may be times when you abstain for a while to devote yourselves to prayer 

 Just make sure that you are mutually agreed on when and how long to do that. 

 

Paul’s whole point in this section is to encourage that mutual understanding and love.   

 If you both belong to Jesus – then your bodies are both for him – 

  and so the way that you express that sexually needs to be Christ-like! 

 

But what about singles? 

 

3. “Each Has His Own Gift” – the Resurrection in Singleness (v6-9) 
6 

Now as a concession, not a command, I say this. 
7 

I wish that all were as I myself am. But each 

has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one of another. 

 

Now, in verse 6, when Paul says “now as a concession, not a command, I say this” – 

  what does “this” refer to ? 

 

Does it refer to the whole of verses 2-5 – 

 and that Paul is saying (as he says in verse 7) that he wishes that everyone was single! 

Probably not – since there are lots of commands in verses 2-5, 

 which Paul does not seem to treat as optional! 

 

So “this” might refer only to verse 5 – 

 so that Paul does not require couples to have times where they refrain from sex  

in order to devote themselves to prayer. 

The other main option (and the ESV seems to take this approach)  

is to turn the “this” around and point it forward into verse 7! 

 
7 

I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one 

of another. 

 

What does it mean to have the “gift” of singleness? 

 Paul says that each has his own gracious gift from God – 

  one of one kind and one of another. 

   

 In other words, for the Christian, if you are married – 

  then you have the charisma (the gracious gift) of marriage; 

 if you are single, then you have the charisma (the gracious gift) of singleness. 
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The real question is, what are you doing with your gift? 

 I know that some of you who are single want to get married. 

 That’s fine. 

  But what are you doing with your gift? 

  God has given you this time of singleness  

   in order to be fully devoted to him. 

 

But I’m getting ahead of myself! 

 We first need to think about what Paul is saying to the Corinthians! 

 

In verse 8 he says: 
8 

To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single as I am. 
9 

But if 

they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than to burn with 

passion. 

 

The term “unmarried” can either mean someone who was never married – 

 or someone who was previous married, but is now single (either divorced or widowed). 

In verse 11, the term “unmarried” refers to someone who is separated or divorced, 

 so I suspect that Paul is referring here to those who have been previously married, 

  and are either divorced or widowed. 

 

(Certainly this is how most of the early fathers treated this passage until the fourth century) 

 

Part of the reason I say this is because young people did not have much control  

over whether they would marry. 

Sure, they might have some say in who they married – 

 while marriages were arranged, parents often did consult the wishes of their children – 

  but the idea that Paul would say (in the middle of the first century) 

   that he thought that young never-married people should remain single 

  is almost unthinkable. 

 

The birthrate was falling among the Roman elite,  

 and so Augustus had ordered that every woman who was able to bear children 

  should be married. 

And it was expected that a respectable widow would remarry in a year – 

  a divorcee should be remarried in six months. 

 So in a Roman city like Corinth, the social pressure to remarry would be extremely high. 

  

Paul says that it is good for the divorced and widows to remain single. 

 But it is not necessary for them to remain single. 

 If they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. 

 

What is Paul saying here? 

 Is he saying that marriage is simply a remedy for an out-of-control sex drive? 

 Paul uses a word here “egkrateia” that has a long usage in Greek philosophy; 

  “egkrateia” does not just mean “exercise self-control.” 
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  It refers to the ability to order one’s life according to a proper goal. 

 

 Paul will use the same word in chapter 9 to speak of how an athlete exercises self-control 

  in his preparation for competition. 

 The athlete orders his whole life according to the goal of winning the prize. 

  What is it that drives you? 

 

  Paul’s going to go on later in chapter 7 to talk about how the single person 

   is solely devoted to Christ – 

   while the married person is divided – 

    because the married man must be concerned with his wife – 

    and the married woman must be concerned with her husband. 

   

 So when Paul talks about “self-control” here, 

  he's not saying that if your sex drive is revving really hot, 

   then you’d better get married! 

 

 In verse 9, Paul is not talking about a single individual. 

 In verse 9, Paul is talking about a couple 

  “for whom mutual love has become so powerful a force that it distracts them from  

   ‘everything for the sake of the gospel’” (Thiselton, 518). 

  

For it is better to marry than to burn with passion. 

 I wish that they had not inserted the phrase “with passion,” 

  because makes an interpretive decision that I think Paul wants to avoid. 

 

 “To burn” can be used to refer to getting excited (2 Cor 11),  

or to being burned in the final judgment (2 Peter 3) 

 

 So when Paul says “it is better to marry than to burn,” 

  does Paul mean “burn with passion”?  

   Or “burn in hell”? 

It’s not obvious to me that Paul intends one meaning above the other. 

 

He’s just finished telling the Corinthians that the sexually immoral  

will not inherit the kingdom of God – 

 so I suspect that Paul wants to leave both options open! 

 

As we saw last time, 

 “every sin a person commits is outside the body, 

  but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body.” (6:18) 

 Sexual immorality devours the body. 

 Sexual immorality runs the opposite direction from the resurrection of the body. 

 

So what about singles?  

 What about those who have never married? 
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It’s possible that Paul means to include them among the “unmarried” – 

 but given that most marriages were arranged by parents, 

  it is likely that Paul only includes them at the end of the chapter, 

  when considering “the betrothed.” 

 

But while I think that Paul is particularly addressing the divorced and the widows, 

 I also think that in our culture, we need to apply Paul’s words to all singles, 

 because today, we treat all singles as autonomous adults  

who have the right to control their own marital destiny as they wish. 

 

What are you supposed to do with all your sexual energy and tension when you are single? 

 The principle is the same for the single as for the married – 

 

 “the body is not for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body.” 

 

Your body belongs to Jesus – 

 and Jesus belongs to your body! 

And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power! 

  

 If you are single, then this is God’s gracious gift to you at this time. 

 If you spend all your time envying those who have the other gift – 

  then you will waste the time that God has given you for this. 

 

 Your body – singles – is for Jesus, 

  and Jesus is for your body. 

 Take that energy and drive that God has given you, 

  and use it for Christ! 

 Pursue him! 

 

 God calls you in this time to develop your “self-control” – 

  your ability to order your life towards the goal of knowing Christ! 

 And as you are pursuing that goal of knowing Christ, 

  ordering your life and your desires around your pursuit of him, 

  the day may come when you find someone  

who distracts you from that single-minded pursuit! 

 

And Paul says that if you find such a person, 

 it is better to marry than to burn! 

 

But if you don’t find such a person, 

 then, Paul says, you have found a good and gracious gift from God! 

 

The world would tell you that the body is for sex, and sex is for the body. 

 But the world also crucified the one for whom the body is. 

 But God raised the Lord – and he will also raise us up by his power. 


