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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 10: Marriage and Divorce (continued) 

 
ANALYSIS 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–9 
II. A CHURCH DIVIDED: INTERNALLY AND AGAINST PAUL, 1:10–4:21 
III. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY COMMON RUMOR, 5:1–6:20 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 
1. Behavior within marriage 7:1–16 
2. The guiding principle in Paul’s advice, 7:17–24 

Paul’s general advice throughout this chapter is to “remain as you are.” The 
Corinthians were seeking to change their present status because they believed that 
their coming to Christ required changes with regard to their marital status. But Paul’s 
understanding is that in most, though not all, cases a Christian can and should 
maintain the same social situation they were in at the time of their conversion. These 
social situations, including being married, single, or divorced, do not affect one’s 
new relationship with Christ and his church. We do not become more spiritual by 
changing our social or marital status. Generally, we should learn to be content in the 
situation we find ourselves and concentrate on “keeping God’s commands,” which is 
what ultimately “counts” in this life (v. 19). 
 
a. First statement of the principle (“remain as you are”), 7:17 

(7:17) Nevertheless, each person should live as a believer in whatever situation 
the Lord has assigned to them, just as God has called them. This is the rule I lay 
down in all the churches.  
 
This verse is tied to what precedes by the conjunction “nevertheless,” which 
itself refers back to the exception in v. 15 (desertion of the marriage). The 
brother or sister is not bound in such cases; nevertheless, change is not to be the 
rule; rather, one is urged to stay in one’s social condition at the time of one’s 
conversion. 
 
But as we have already mentioned, what Paul says is not an unbreakable rule. It 
is a general principle since Paul himself mentions a number of exceptions.  
 

b. First application of the principle, 7:18–19 
(7:18) Was a man already circumcised when he was called? He should not 
become uncircumcised. Was a man uncircumcised when he was called? He 
should not be circumcised.  
 
Paul next illustrates his general principle with another social setting—
circumcision. But in this case the setting also carries religious overtones (Jews 
circumcised their male children), which marriage does not. 
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Social distinctions are basically rendered of no importance by the gospel. They 
have no bearing on one’s spiritual status. In Jesus Christ, Jew and Greek 
together, whether slave or free, make up one body (12:13; cf. Gal 3:28). 
 
Thus, Paul argues, “Was anyone already circumcised when he was called?” That 
is, were you a Jew when you came to faith in Christ? If so, then “he should not 
become uncircumcised.” “Was anyone uncircumcised when he was called?” That 
is, were you a Gentile when you came to faith? If so, then “he should not be 
circumcised.” 
 
(7:19) Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s 
commands is what counts.  
 
This is one of the most amazing sentences Paul ever wrote. How could a Jew 
argue that “circumcision is nothing?” Jews have always considered it of primary 
importance since it marks one out as a member of the covenant community (Gen 
17:9–14). Can you imagine Paul saying that to Moses? After all, “The LORD said 
to Moses, ‘A woman who becomes pregnant and gives birth to a son...on the 
eight day the boy is to be circumcised’” (Lev 12:1–3). What could be a more 
clear command of God than circumcision? Yet in the New Testament age, Paul 
makes it clear that circumcision is no longer to be listed as one of God’s 
commandments to his people. Circumcision was for the nation of Israel, not for 
the church, in which Jews and Gentiles form a new organism, a new body, the 
church (Gal 3:28). Why did Paul not allow Titus to be circumcised (Gal 2:1–5)? 
Why did Paul have Timothy circumcised (Acts 16:2)? Cf. 1 Cor 9:19–20. 
 
“Keeping God’s commands” does not include circumcision because Christians 
are not obligated to keep the Law of Moses (1 Cor 9:19–21; Rom 10:4) 
 
Paul wants the Corinthians to see that just as “circumcision is nothing and 
uncircumcision is nothing” so also is their desire to change their marital status. 
Marriage is nothing; and celibacy is nothing. These things belong to the category 
of the irrelevant as far as our spiritual status is concerned. 
 

c. Second statement of the principle, 7:20 
(7:20) Each person should remain in the situation they were in when God called 
them.  
 
Paul now reiterates the basic guiding principle with which he began in v. 17. Paul 
wants them to live out their Christian life in the situation where they were when 
God called them to be believer in Christ. 
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d. Second application of the principle, 7:21–23 
(7:21) Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—
although if you can gain your freedom, do so.  
 
Paul now moves to a second supporting illustration. The command is not “Stay 
as you are,” but rather “Don’t let it trouble you.” Although this gets at the same 
point that has been raised throughout, it is a significantly different way of saying 
it. The reason seems clear: Paul realizes that in this case, in contrast to both 
marriage/divorce and circumcision/uncircumcision, the slave could not choose 
his or her status. That is, one could sell oneself into slavery, but slaves could not 
choose freedom. 
 
In contrast to the two conditions in v. 18, an exception is made: “although if you 
can gain your freedom, do so.” Paul’s point, then, is not that one must always 
stay where one was when saved. Rather, it is precisely as the imperative in this 
verse implies: Whatever your situation was at the time of your salvation, don’t 
let that become a concern to you. 
 
(7:22) For the one who was a slave when called to faith in the Lord is the Lord’s 
freed person; similarly, the one who was free when called is Christ’s slave.  
 
This sentence gives the theological reason for v. 21a, why the Christian slave 
should not let his or her social situation be the occasion for concern. The person 
whose social condition was that of slavery when they responded to God’s call to 
be “in the Lord,” has by that call been given a status with the Lord himself that 
removes them from being someone else’s slave—even though that old 
relationship still continues. 
 
Likewise, the person who was free when called is now Christ’s slave. Our calling 
to salvation has eliminated the option of belonging to ourselves. 
 
(7:23) You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of human beings.  
 
Paul further explains v. 22, picking up the language of 6:20 “you were bought at 
a price.” He does not want the Corinthians to come under the bondage of mere 
humans. Paul is not speaking of literally selling themselves into physical slavery, 
but warning against their inclination to let their merely human wisdom, which 
has led them astray about the gospel, to dictate their present anxieties about the 
need to be free from certain social settings, especially marriage. 
 

e. Third statement of the principle, 7:24 
(7:24) Brothers and sisters, each person, as responsible to God, should remain 
in the situation they were in when God called them. 
 
Paul concludes by repeating the controlling imperative one more time. With 
these words, the argument with those who would dissolve their marriages in 
favor of their alleged “higher spiritual status” of celibacy is brought to an end. 
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The point is that whether we are married, single, or divorced, when we are saved 
by Jesus, we should not be overly concerned but serve God where we are. 
 

3. Advice for virgins: those never married, 7:25–38 
We should probably see Paul’s advice in this section as being related to same view 
of abstinence held by some at Corinth which led off the chapter: “It is good for a 
man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” In that section, the Corinthians 
were arguing for a change in marital status. Here that same principle is being used to 
counsel a man not to marry the “virgin” he is engaged to. They may have implied 
that to go through with the marriage would constitute “sin” (vv. 28, 36). 

 
a. Singleness is preferable but not required, 7:25–28 

(7:25) Now about virgins: I have no command from the Lord, but I give a 
judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy.  
 
“Virgins” in this passage refers to some young betrothed women who along with 
their fiancés were being pressured by some Corinthians whose slogan was: “it is 
good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman” (7:1). The engaged 
couple was now wondering whether to go through with the marriage. 
   
When Paul says, “I have no command from the Lord,” he simply means that 
Jesus did not teach on this particular issue. Paul, therefore, will give his 
“judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy.” 

  
(7:26) Because of the present crisis, I think that it is good for a man to remain as 
he is.  
 
The phrase “because of the present crisis,” in this verse, the word “troubles” in 
v. 28, and the phrase “the time is short” in v. 29 qualify everything Paul says in 
the following verses. That is, Paul’s advice is based on some crisis, calamity, or 
difficult times that have come upon the Corinthian church. The exact nature of 
this “present crisis” is unclear. One likely possibility identifies the “present 
crisis” as a famine that gripped the city and caused serious economic deprivation, 
including social unrest caused by a grain shortage or threat of one (Winter). 
There is historical evidence of such a “crisis.” Other Greek writers use the term 
“crisis” to describe the plight of cities facing conditions of dire necessity, 
including severe famine. Some have suggested persecution was the cause of the 
crisis, though we have no other mention by Paul of particular Corinthian 
persecution. 

 
Paul’s judgment in light of the “present crisis” is that “it is good for a man to 
remain as he is.” Thus, Paul’s point would be: In light of the troubles we are 
already experiencing, who needs the additional burden of marriage as well? But 
Paul’s reason for putting off the marriage does not carry moral weight. It is only 
“because of the present crisis.” Therefore, Paul will also give his approval in 
v. 28 to those who do not follow his advice. 
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(7:27) Are you pledged to a woman? Do not seek to be released. Are you free 
from such a commitment? Do not look for a wife.  
 
Here Paul explains what he means in v. 26 “for a man to remain as he is.” Again, 
this advice is only good for this particular situation and time. It cannot be 
universalized for all time; otherwise, it would be the end of Christian’s getting 
married. 
 
(7:28) But if you do marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin marries, she has 
not sinned. But those who marry will face many troubles in this life, and I want 
to spare you this. 
 
Paul himself does not let his own advice in v. 27 stand, but immediately qualifies 
what he has said by now permitting its opposite. This means that what Paul says 
in v. 27 is strictly advice for a special situation at this time in Corinth. What is 
amazing is that Paul would even say that marriage is not a sin. For Jews marriage 
was normal, expected, and practically obligatory. Rabbi Eleazar said: “Any man 
who has no wife is no proper man.” Statements like this abound in Jewish 
literature of the time. Apparently, Paul’s words are a response to the Corinthian’s 
negative view of marriage—that marriage might be sin. Paul recognizes that the 
question of marriage lies totally outside the category of sin, which is also why 
there is no “command” of the Lord on this matter. 
 
Paul, however, does believe that because of the “present crisis” his initial advice 
is sound. The couple can marry, but, given the situation at this time in Corinth, 
they “will face many troubles in this life.” 
 
Gordon Fee offers some helpful thoughts on what Paul intends in this section: 
“Passages such as this one should serve as a regular reminder of the considerable 
distance, and therefore differences, that exist between contemporary Western 
cultures and the one in which Paul and the Corinthian believers lived. Indeed, 
one of the unfortunate things that has sometimes happened to this text in the later 
church is that the very pastoral concern of Paul that caused him to express 
himself in this way has sometimes become a source of anxiety rather than 
comfort. Part of the reason for this is that in Western cultures we do not 
generally live in a time of ‘present crisis/distress.’ Thus we fail to sense the kind 
of caring concern that this text represents. Beyond that, what is often heard is 
that Paul prefers singleness to marriage, which he does. But quite in contrast to 
Paul’s own position over against the Corinthians, we often read into that 
preference that singleness is somehow a superior status. That causes some who 
do not wish to remain single to become anxious about God’s will in their lives. 
Such people need to hear it again: Marriage or singleness per se lies totally 
outside the category of ‘commandments’ to be obeyed or ‘sin’ if one does 
otherwise; and Paul’s preference here is not predicated on ‘spiritual’ grounds but 
on pastoral concern. It is not only perfectly all right to marry, but for those of us 
who are happily married it goes beyond ‘all right’ to ‘good.’ 
 

“Unfortunately, our reading of the text from such a perspective cuts in two ways. 
Our present culture, especially Christian subculture, tends to think of marriage as 
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the norm in such a way that singles are sometimes second–class citizens. For 
such people this text is merely ‘Paul’s opinion,’ and is seldom listened to at all. 
That, too, misses Paul’s point. Some are called to singleness still; such believers 
need to be able to live in the local Christian community with full acceptance, and 
beyond suspicion.” 

 
b. Paul’s reasons for singleness, 7:29–35 

When Paul says “What I mean, brothers and sisters,” we are to understand that he 
now intends to explain what has just been said in the previous section (vv. 25–
28. 
 
(7:29) What I mean, brothers and sisters, is that the time is short. From now on 
those who have wives should live as if they do not; (7:30) those who mourn, as if 
they did not; those who are happy, as if they were not; those who buy something, 
as if it were not theirs to keep; (7:31) those who use the things of the world, as if 
not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away. 
 
The basic premise of these verses seems to be that “from now on” believers 
might have a totally new perspective as to their relationship with the world. This 
perspective is given in the form of five illustrations, introduced by the words “as 
if.” If taken literally, the five “as if not” clauses become absurd, as for example 
the first: “those who have wives should live as if they had none.” In fact, this one 
is clearly contradictory to what Paul said earlier about marriage (vv. 2–6) 
 
But they are not to be taken literally; what Paul is calling for is a radical new 
attitude toward the world. Paul expects the Corinthians to continue doing all five 
of these things (live, mourn, be happy, buy, use things), but he is calling on the 
Corinthians to live detached from the world, that is, as totally free from its 
control. Therefore, the Christian lives in the world just as the unsaved—married, 
sorrowing, rejoicing, buying, making use of the world—but none of these 
determines one’s life—they are not the controlling factors, The Christian is 
marked by eternity; therefore, he or she is not under the dominating power of 
those things that dictate the existence of others. 
 
The Corinthians think that the unmarried should stay as they are but for the 
wrong reason (celibacy). Paul is urging on them a totally different worldview. 
Because of the “present distress” and “shortened time,” the betrothed may wish 
to remain single; but being single or married in itself is not the crucial question. 
Either is all right, Paul has said and will say again; what is important is that in 
either situation one must live “as if not,” that is, without one’s relationship to the 
world as the determining factor. 
 
The reason for this new attitude toward the world is because “this world in its 
present form is passing away.” In Christ’s death and resurrection God has 
already determined the course of things; he has already brought the world in its 
present form under judgment. We know what the future holds for us and the 
world, and that should cause us to live differently than the unsaved world. 
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(7:32a) I would like you to be free from concern.  
 
With these words “Now I would like you to be free from concern,” Paul means, 
free from concern “as long as you are in this present world.” Because of our new 
life in Christ, we ought to be able to live our lives differently from the unsaved, 
who are naturally anxious about most everything because for them everything is 
primarily about the here and now. As believers, our lives look similar to the 
unsaved because we still buy and marry, but we ought to do so “as if not” (v. 29), 
that is, as if they are not what determines our existence. 
 
(7:32b) An unmarried man is concerned about the Lord’s affairs—how he can 
please the Lord. (7:33) But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this 
world—how he can please his wife— (7:34) and his interests are divided. An 
unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs: Her aim is to 
be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is 
concerned about the affairs of this world—how she can please her husband. 
 
Paul now describes two legitimate life situation a person finds oneself in, either 
married or unmarried, and how those situations affect their or “concerns.” The 
married man is “concerned about the affairs of this world—how he can please his 
wife” in the sense of vv. 30–31. This is not to be taken negatively, but as a 
simple statement of reality. The real difference between the two men is that the 
married man’s “interests are divided.” That does not mean that he is full of 
anxieties, but that he cares for both the Lord and his wife. And it is proper that he 
cares for both. Both the obvious truth is that the married man could have less 
opportunity for service than is available to the unmarried. But it does not mean 
that the one man is a spiritually superior to the other. 
 
As throughout the chapter, Paul repeats for the women what he has just said 
about the men. 
 
(7:35) I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may 
live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. 
 
This verse brings to an end the argument of vv. 29–35 by stating the purpose of 
what Paul been saying. It seems clear that Paul’s preference in the present 
Corinthians situation is for singleness, but he is careful to say his advice is not 
meant to “restrict” them. 
 

c. But marriage is no sin, 7:36–38 
Paul now returns to the specific problem first raised in v. 25 and brings it to a 
conclusion with specific instructions. 
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(7:36 If anyone is worried that he might not be acting honorably toward the 
virgin he is engaged to, and if his passions are too strong and he feels he ought 
to marry, he should do as he wants. He is not sinning. They should get married.  
 
Paul’s first bit of instruction is for the man who wants to go through with his 
marriage: “He should do as he wants. He is not sinning. They should get 
married.” This probably reflects a real situation of someone in the Corinthians 
church. Unfortunately, some in the Corinthian church have led this man to 
believe that it may even be sin if he were to go through with the marriage, which 
in turn has led to his anxiety. Paul says, No, “he is not sinning.” 
 
(7:37) But the man who has settled the matter in his own mind, who is under no 
compulsion but has control over his own will, and who has made up his mind not 
to marry the virgin—this man also does the right thing.  
 
Paul now takes up the opposite situation from the man in v. 36, who wanted to 
get married. This situation now described by Paul deals with a man who might 
choose both the Corinthian and Paul’s own point of view, that it is better to 
remain as he is. But if the man chooses this course of action, Paul wants to make 
sure that he is doing so for the right reasons, not because he is yielding to the 
false Corinthian notion that “it is morally good for a man not to have sexual 
relations with a woman.” 
 
Paul goes out of his way to ensure that such a man must be fully convinced in his 
own mind. First, he “has settled the matter in his own mind,” second, he “is 
under no compulsion,” third, “he has control over his own will,” meaning no one 
else is forcing this action on him; and fourth, he “has made up his mind.” These 
qualifications strongly suggest that outside influences might lead him to take 
such an action, but against his own will. That seems precisely to be the case in 
Corinth. There were those who were urging such an action on the grounds that “it 
is morally good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman,” and thus 
for the betrothed man to remain as he is. 
 
(7:38) So then, he who marries the virgin does right, but he who does not marry 
her does better. 
 
This verse is the conclusion to vv. 36–37, as well as the conclusion to the whole 
argument. The first sentence “He who marries the virgin does right,” summarizes 
vv. 28 and 36: He has not sinned if he marries; indeed, he “does right.” The 
second sentence summarizes what Paul has argued all along. Paul’s view is that 
given their present situation, “he who does not marry her does better.” But this is 
not because one choice is inherently morally “better” than the other. This is 
precisely what Paul has argued against throughout this chapter. Primarily, what 
makes v. 38 the “better” choice is found back in v. 26—“because of the present 
crisis.” 
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4. The general principle, 7:39–40 
(7:39) A woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives. But if her husband dies, 
she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must belong to the Lord.  
 
This final word to the women comes as something of a surprise. It assumes that the 
woman is married, which is not the subject under discussion in vv. 25–38. Instead, 
these final words probably take us back to vv. 1–24, where the Corinthians were 
trying to dissolve their marriages. The passage appears, therefore, to function as a 
concluding word for both sections, married and “virgins,” by repeating in a different 
way the principal teaching of vv. 1–24, that those married should not separate from 
their husbands, and by urging the same truth on the “virgins” who go through with 
their marriages. That is, if the virgin goes through with her marriage, then the 
general rule is that she is married for life. 
 
The first statement, “A woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives,” reflects 
the general teaching of the Bible. The marriage bond is in effect until “her husband 
dies.” After that, she has the same option as the man who wants to get married: “she 
is free to marry anyone she wishes.” But if she chooses to remarry, it should be “only 
in the Lord.” We should not understand this verse as a prohibition against all divorce 
and remarriage. That is to ignore the context, which is that the Corinthians were 
seeking to dissolve their marriages without biblical grounds. Paul is assuming, for 
the sake of his point, that there are no legitimate grounds for divorce in the situation 
presented to him by the Corinthian letter. 

 
(7:40) In my judgment, she is happier if she stays as she is—and I think that I too 
have the Spirit of God. 
 
Paul repeats his previous belief that remaining single is the better option for the 
woman given the current situation in Corinth (“the present crisis”). But he adds that 
it is his personal “judgment” or opinion the woman will be “happier” if she remains 
single. However, Paul does not tell us why he thinks this is the case. We can assume 
that his reasons are the same he has already stated in this chapter. 
 
In a way that is similar to his language in v. 25 (“I have no command from the Lord, 
but I give a judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy”), Paul adds 
that his opinion is not without some basis. He notes, “I think that I too have the Spirit 
of God.” These words can be interpreted in two possible senses. On the one hand, it 
is possible that Paul is taking once more jab at the Corinthian view that they are 
especially spiritual. Thus, Paul would mean, “If you think you have the Spirit, 
remember that I, too, have the Spirit.” In other words, Paul may be resorting to a bit 
of the sarcasm we have already seen from him in the letter. Or, another possible 
interpretation is that the words may simply be a strengthening of his “opinion,” as in 
v. 25, that he is not simply on his own in this matter, but that he also has the help of 
the Spirit in making these judgments. 


