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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 9: Marriage and Divorce 

 
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 

A. Immorality in the Church, 5:1–13 
B. Lawsuits within the Church, 6:1–11 

C. Christian Liberty—Going to the Prostitutes, 6:12–20 

IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

With the words “Now for the matters you wrote about,” Paul begins a new section of this letter by 
responding to a letter sent to him from the Corinthians. This is probably not a friendly exchange in 
which the new believers in Corinth are simply asking spiritual advice from the apostle. Their letter 
was a response to Paul’s previous letter mentioned in 5:9, in which they were probably taking 
exception to a number of Paul’s instructions. In light of their own theology of Spirit, with heavy 
emphasis on “wisdom” and “knowledge,” they probably see themselves as having arrived 
(overrealized eschatology, 4:8). So, their letter may have reflected more of a “Why can’t we?” 
attitude, rather than a “What should we do? attitude. 

 
So, starting in chapter 7, Paul takes up the various items in their letter one by one, most of them 
introduced by the words “now about” (peri de; 7:1, 25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1, 12). 
 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 

Verses 1–16 deal basically with those who are already married, or who have formerly been 
married but whose marriages have been dissolved. Verses 25–38 deal with a special group who 
have yet to be married. Apparently, there has been some considerable pressure within the church 
to dissolve or abstain from marriage. Paul’s response to both, which is found in the central 
section (vv. 17–24), is the same: “Stay as you are.” 

 
The Corinthian position on these things is found in v. 1b, where Paul again quotes them: “It is 
good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” Thus, the Corinthians were arguing 
for celibacy in marriage and, if that was not workable, then, divorce from unbelieving partners. 
This also means remaining single if you were a “virgin” or a widow or widower. Thus, the 
Corinthians were advocating celibacy as a rule or norm and considered sex to be a sin (cf. “sin” 
in 7:28, 36). What would seem to lie behind this position is difficult to tell. As we noted in the 
last chapter it was a view of at least some in the Roman world that sexual relations in marriage 
were primarily for procreation and that husbands should find fulfill their sexual desires with 
prostitutes or others. One commentator says: “They may have been influenced by philosophical 
discussions, medical debates, local religious cults, theological assumptions, enthusiasm for 
higher spiritual experiences, practical exigencies, or a combination of all of these” (Garland). 
Others suggest that the Corinthians, who thought of themselves as especially “spiritual,” may 
have viewed themselves as above this earthly existence (having already arrived, 4:8) and 
institutions like marriage that will pass away in the age to come. 
 
1. Behavior within marriage 7:1–16 

This first section is basically a response to some who have argued for cessation of sexual 
relations within marriage on the basis of their slogan: “It is good for a man not to have 
relations with a woman.” 
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a. Marital celibacy is not to be practiced, 7:1–2 

(7:1) Now for the matters you wrote about: “It is good for a man not to have sexual 
relations with a woman.” 

 
The words “it is good for a man not to touch a woman” are another quotation from the 
Corinthians. Their position might have gone something like: “Since you Paul are 
unmarried, and are not actively seeking marriage, and since you have commanded us in 
your previous letter to abstain from sexual immorality, is it not so that one is better off 
not to have sexual intercourse at all? After all, in the new age that we have already 
entered by the Spirit, there is neither marrying nor giving in marriage. Why should we 
not ‘be as the angels’ now? Besides, since the body counts for nothing, if some wish to 
fulfill physical needs there are always the prostitutes” (Fee).  
 
(7:2) But since sexual immorality is occurring, each man should have sexual relations 
with his own wife, and each woman with her own husband.  
 
The “but” with which the sentence begins indicates that Paul is now giving his position 
in contrast to the Corinthian viewpoint in v. 1. Paul rejects the Corinthians’ advocacy of 
marital celibacy. Instead, married couples should continue in full sexual relations with 
their own partners. Married couples, because of the danger of sexual immorality, should 
continue in full sexual relations. However, Paul makes it clear that these sexual relations 
are only to be with one’s own husband or wife. 
 

b. Marriage involves physical obligations binding on both husband and wife, 7:3–7 

(7:3) The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her 
husband. (7:4 The wife does not have authority over her own body but yields it to her 
husband. In the same way, the husband does not have authority over his own body but 
yields it to his wife.  
 
Paul now elaborates on v. 2 concerning mutual sexual relations. These verses emphasize 
that sexual relations are a “duty” within marriage (v. 3) because the body is not one’s 
free possession but belongs to one’s spouse. The language implies that married couples 
are indebted to one another sexually. Sex is not something the husband does to his wife; 
instead, the husband’s body “belongs” to the wife in the same way hers does to him. 
 
The viewpoint expressed here by Paul is probably to be traced back to the instructions 
concerning a slave wife in Exodus 21:7–11, “If a man sells his daughter as a servant” 
and “the master...selects her for his son, he must grant her the rights of a daughter. If he 
marries another woman, he must not deprive the first one of her food, clothing and 
marital rights. If he does not provide her with these three things, she is to go free, 
without any payment of money.” This passage says that even a slave wife had the right 
to expect love from her husband. Jewish interpreters probably right deduced from this 
that this these same rights were due a free wife. 
 
In verse 4 Paul explains why sexual relation are a due within marriage. This is rather 
revolutionary thinking, contrary to the culture of the ancient world, where the husband 
had authority over all the members of his household—the pater familias. Paul says that 
in marriage a person gives oneself to one’s spouse, and therefore, in a sense, comes 
under the “authority” of that one.  
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(7:5) Do not deprive each other except perhaps by mutual consent and for a time, so that 
you may devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again so that Satan will not 
tempt you because of your lack of self-control. (7:6) I say this as a concession, not as a 
command. 
 
Paul now explicitly prohibits the Corinthians viewpoint expressed in v. 1, “It is good for 
a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” The verb translated “deprive” usually 
means “to cause another to suffer loss by taking away through illicit means” and is 
translated “rob, steal, despoil, defraud.” It is the same verb used in Exodus 21:10 
(discussed previously) to prohibit the denial of sexual rights to the slave wife. In our 
culture “cheating” refers to extramarital affairs, but for Paul “cheating” means depriving 
one’s spouse of the sexual relations that are due them. 
 
In vv. 5–6 Paul prohibits sexual abstinence within marriage since this can lead to 
extramarital sexual activity when one of the partners is tempted to commit immorality 
under the influence of Satan. However, Paul does make a hypothetical concession (note 
the language “except perhaps”) to the Corinthian position of abstinence in special 
circumstances when it is by mutual consent, but only on a temporary basis. 
 
Paul is quick to add in v. 6 that what he said about temporary sexual abstinence within 
marriage is a concession, not a command. Paul means that sometimes there may be 
sexual abstinence in marriage—he will concede that, but it is not a command and not the 
norm (the Corinthian position) since that could lead to sexual immorality. 
 
(7:7) I wish that all of you were as I am. But each of you has your own gift from God; 
one has this gift, another has that. 
 
It is often said that Paul is here referring to his own “gift” of celibacy. Merriam-Webster 
defines celibacy as “1: the state of not being married” or “2a: abstention from sexual 
intercourse; 2b: abstention by vow from marriage.” But these definitions do not 
accurately describe the gift Paul is referencing, which is “self-control” (v. 5; also, 
“control themselves,” v. 9). This is the gift of freedom from the desire or need for sexual 
fulfillment that made it possible for Paul to live without marriage. All those who are not 
married must, according to Scripture, remain celibate in the sense of abstaining from 
sexual intercourse whether are not they have what we might call the true gift of celibacy, 
“freedom from the desire or need for sexual fulfillment.” There is no gift, per se, of 
singleness in this passage, though it is easier to remain so if one has Paul’s gift. 
Nevertheless, single people must remain celibate whether they have the “gift” or not. 
 
Thus Paul is able to agree in this one instance with the Corinthians’ position that it is 
good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman. It is not true for the married, 
but it is true for those who have the gift to be completely free from any need of sexual 
fulfillment. 
 

c. Widowers and widows must remain celibate or marry, 7:8–9 

(7:8) Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay unmarried, 
as I do.  
 
The meaning of the word “unmarried” in English naturally includes those who have 
never been married. But this Greek word, which is only used in this chapter in the New 
Testament, does not refer to those who have never been married, but those who were 
once married but are not now single (cf. 7:11, 34), what some have called “de-married.” 
It was also a word that was used for a widower, which is probably the case here in v 8. 
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Thus, “the unmarried and the widows” are those whose marriages have been dissolved 
through death—widowers and widows, Paul advises that “It is good for them to stay 
unmarried, as I do.” If this understanding is correct, it might be an indication that Paul 
was once married, but is now a widower. 
 
Here is the first specific mention in the argument of the principle, “Remain as you are,” 
that Paul will articulate in vv. 17–24. Paul gives no reason for his advice, but we can 
probably assume it is the same as in vv. 25–35. 
 
(7:9) But if they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry 
than to burn with passion. 
 
But Paul recognizes that not all people have the gift of self-control, and therefore may 
fall into sexual immorality. The Greek text suggests a translation closer to the NRSV, 
“But if they are not practicing self-control,” that is, if they do not have power over their 
passions. The antidote for such sin is to get married.  
 
Finally, Paul gives the reason (“for”) “they should marry”: “It is better to marry (or to be 
married) than to burn with passion.” Paul’s point is that those who are contemplating or 
committing sexual sin should marry rather than be consumed by the passions of their 
sins. 
  

d. Divorce is not permissible for believers without biblical grounds, 7:10–11 

In this chapter Paul addresses both men and women. But Paul addresses the women first, 
which may suggest that the problem is primarily concerned with some women in the 
church who were using the slogan in v. 1 (“It is good for a man not to have sexual 
relations with a woman.”) to reject sexual relations with their husbands (v. 5), and 
arguing for divorce if it came to that. For Paul, this is an unbiblical ground for divorce. 
 
(7:10) To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord): A wife must not 
separate from her husband.  
 
The married in vv. 10–11 are believers. In vv. 12–16 Paul addresses mixed marriages: a 
believer married to an unbeliever. In saying “I give this command,” Paul remembers that 
Jesus himself spoke to this question, so he appeals to his authority. It is “not I” from 
whom this command comes, “but the Lord.” For many other issues that arose in the 
Gentile churches, Paul speaks on his own authority (which of course derives from the 
Lord), precisely because Jesus did not address such questions. However, in this present 
matter, on which Paul probably had not previously given instruction, there is teaching 
from Jesus, so Paul appeals to it. 
 
Paul addresses the wives first, “A wife must not separate from her husband.” The terms 
“separate” and “divorce” are used synonymously in this passage. There was absolutely 
no concept of legal separation in the Roman world. The verb translated “separate” in v. 
10 is also used in v. 11 (“but if she does [separate]”) and twice in v. 15, translated 
“leave” (“But if the unbeliever leaves [separates], let it be so (literally, “let them leave 
[separate].” The point to note is that this “separation” in v. 11 produces an “unmarried” 
state (“But if she does [separate], she must remain unmarried”). The Greek term 
“separate” was a technical term for divorce in Paul’s day. 
 



Community Bible Church Instructor: Bill Combs 

 
 
 

5 

Divorce in Greco-Roman culture could be “legalized” by means of documents; but more 
often it simply happened. In this culture divorce was divorce, whether established by a 
document or not. Either the man sent his wife away (= “divorce” in the sense of v. 12), 
or else either of them “left” the other (= “to separate”). 
 
Ordinarily when the wife “divorces” she simply leaves her husband (“is separated” from 
him); the same verb is used in v. 15 of a pagan partner of either sex who leaves, and, as I 
noted, occurs regularly in the contemporary documents for mutual divorce (agreeing to 
“separate from each other”). On the other hand, a man ordinarily “divorced” his wife 
(“sent her away”); nonetheless in v. 13 the wife can do the same (“she must not divorce 
him”). 
 
(7:11) But if she does, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. 
And a husband must not divorce his wife. 
 
Taken together, vv. 10–11 would seem to teach that in the case of believers, divorce is 
not permissible, and, if it does happen, remarriage is not allowed. However, it is clear 
from the Old Testament that divorce and remarriage were permitted (Exod 21:7–11; 
Deut 21:10–14; 22:13–21, 23–24, 28–29; 24:1–4), and Jesus himself permitted divorce 
(Matt 5:31–32; 19:3–12). Paul disallows divorce in this specific instance because the 
divorce that is being contemplated here is for unbiblical grounds. The woman who 
initiates the divorce in vv. 10–11 does so on unbiblical grounds. Paul disallows divorce 
in the special case of these Corinthian believers because he knows it is not based on any 
biblical grounds (e.g., sexual immorality). 
 

e. Divorce is permissible in mixed marriages when the unsaved partner deserts the 
marriage, 7:12–16 
Paul continues the discussion of divorce, this time when one partner is a Christian and 
the other an unbeliever. 
 
(7:12) To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not a 
believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. (7:13) And if a 
woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she must 
not divorce him.  
 
“The rest” are believers who are married to unbelievers. Since Paul forbids a Christian to 
marry an unbeliever (v. 39), the main situation he has in mind here is that after two 
unbelievers are married, one of them becomes a Christian. A Christian should not 
divorce their spouse simply because their spouse is not a Christian. The idea of what we 
think of as mixed religious marriages in our modern world was generally unknown in 
the ancient world. It was considered essential that the wife share her husband’s basic 
commitments. The writer Plutarch said: “A wife ought not to make friends of her own, 
but to enjoy her husband’s friends in common with him. The gods are the first and most 
important friends. Wherefore it is becoming for a wife to worship and to know only the 
gods that her husband believes in, and to shut the front door tight upon all queer rituals 
and outlandish superstitions. For with no god do stealthy and secret rites performed by a 
woman find any favor” (Moralia 140D). Similarly, Jews were only to marry those 
belonging to their own religion (Deut 7:3; Neh 13:25). 
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When Paul says “I, not the Lord,” he is not suggesting that his instructions are not 
authoritative, but only that Jesus did not address the specific situation faced by the 
apostle. Jesus’s comments about divorce were in the context of Jewish believers who 
were married to other Jewish believers—in other words, a believer married to a believer. 
That is why Paul could call on Jesus’s teaching in vv. 10–11. In Jesus’s earthly ministry, 
he directly addressed the issue Paul raises in 1 Corinthians 7:10–11 (and Jesus gave 
exceptions in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9 that Paul does not repeat here because they are not 
applicable to the Corinthian situation), but Jesus did not address the issue Paul raises in 
1 Corinthians 7:12–16—a believer married to an unbeliever. 
 
So, Paul himself speaks to this matter: believers are not to initiate divorce simply on the 
grounds that one’s spouse is an unbeliever. Again, as in vv. 10–11, Paul does not allow 
the believer to initiate a divorce because in the Corinthian situation there are no biblical 
grounds. Being married to an unbeliever is not, per se, biblical grounds for divorce. 
 
(7:14) For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his wife, and the 
unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise your 
children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy. 
 
Beyond the fact that there were no clear biblical grounds for divorce in the situation 
where the believer is married to an “unbelieving husband” or an “unbelieving wife” in 
vv. 12–13, Paul now gives an additional reason (“for”) why the couples should stay 
together. This verse creates some problems because of the use of the word “sanctified” 
of the spouse and “holy” of the children. Clearly, Paul is not saying that the unsaved 
partner of a Christian is saved by simply being married to a believer. 
 
Some Corinthians were arguing that “It is good for a man not to have sexual relations 
with a woman” as the reason to argue for sexual abstinence within marriage. Thus, they 
might have an even stronger reason for sexual abstinence and ultimately divorce by 
appealing to the fact their spouse is a pagan. They had apparently interpreted Paul 
previous letter as instructing them to avoid  
immoral people (5:9–11), which would mean the average pagan. They could easily have 
interpreted that to a believer’s sharing the marriage bed with a pagan. 
 
But Paul says just the opposite. A believer is in no way defiled by being married to an 
unbeliever. Instead, the unbeliever is sanctified in their marriage with the believer. The 
union is lawful and holy according to God’s pattern for marriage. Marriage is a creation 
ordinance, not a particular Christian ordinance. This “sanctification” does not mean that 
the unbeliever is thereby saved or made holy. But from Paul’s perspective, by 
maintaining the marriage, the believer improves the potential of leading the unbeliever 
to salvation. The unbeliever is in a sense “set apart” to the things of God. To that degree 
the unbeliever is “sanctified” in their relationship with their believing spouse. The 
unbelieving partner is influenced by the godly life and witness of the Christian spouse; 
so the family is under the holy influence of the believer and in that sense is sanctified 
(cf. Heb 10:29). In addition, the children at least have the advantage of being under the 
sanctifying influence of one Christian parent and so may be called “holy.” 
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(7:15) But if the unbeliever leaves, let it be so. The brother or the sister is not bound in 
such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace.  
 
Just because one is married to an unbeliever is not grounds for divorce, but now Paul 
includes an exception. The believer may not pursue divorce, “but if” the unbeliever 
abandons the marriage, let him or her do so. That is, if the unbelieving spouse physically 
deserts the Christian spouse (e.g., because they reject their spouse’s Christian faith), then 
the Christian is no longer obligated to stay married: “if the unbeliever leaves, let it be 
so.” That separation refers to physical, spatial desertion that essentially constitutes 
divorce. “There was...no distinction between ‘separation’ and ‘divorce’ in Roman law; 
anyone who separated with view to ending the marriage was considered fully divorced, 
without the need for any written deed or court appearance” (Instone-Brewer). There was 
no contesting a divorce in the Roman world.  
 
The believer is not “bound” to the marriage in that case. When a spouse physically 
deserts their Christian spouse, the Christian is free to divorce because they are “not 
enslaved” (ESV) to the marriage. The Christian is free to remarry. There was no concept 
in Paul’s day of divorce that did not include remarriage. This is also shown by a 
comparison with the similar language of the widow in v. 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.” The person is no longer “bound” to the 
marriage and is “free to marry.” 
 
The final words, “God has called us to live in peace,” are probably explained in v. 16. 
The believer should not desperately cling to a marriage that a partner wants to dissolve. 
 
(7:16) How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or, how do you 
know, husband, whether you will save your wife? 
 
A Christian wife or husband is not obligated to wait indefinitely to reconcile with a non-
Christian spouse who has physically deserted them since the believer has no assurance 
the unbeliever will be saved and want to reconcile. 


