
 KEEPING COMMITMENTS 
1 Corinthians 7:1-13 

 
 It seems that there is always confusion over most issues that really matter.  Pressures 
from many different sources try to get us to behave one way or another.  Questions regarding 
marriage and the relationships and behaviors associated with marriage have produced profound 
confusion in our day.  Nearly 50% of the marriages in our nation end in divorce.  It is not 
unusual to know people who have been married several times or to know couples who are not 
married who are living together.  Part of the confusion is a result of so much conflicting advice 
that is available to people.  Everybody is ready to give advice to others about marriage.  If you 
happen to watch any of the many popular daytime talk shows or read Dear Abby, you can hear a 
variety of “what to do” opinions that people would call advice.  Also, there are professional 
marriage counselors and you can get advice from lawyers and ministers.  Books and manuals 
have been written and many of them give completely different directions for a person to take.   
 Do all these advisers and their advice really matter as compared to what the Word of God 
says?  We may find ourselves in a position to give advice about marriage to someone else.  Do 
we know what the Bible says or would we have to rely on what the latest post on Face Book said 
on the subject?  Paul addressed some issues about marriage in his first letter to the Church at 
Corinth. 
 It is helpful to keep in mind that this first letter to the church at Corinth was written by 
Paul to answer questions they had previously sent to him in a letter.  (It would be great to have 
the letter they sent for reference.)  As Paul addressed the issues, he would sometimes write the 
statement he received from them and then give a correction or explanation regarding the issue.  It 
is not always clear where “the questions” end and the answers begin.   
 
Marriage and Intimacy – 7:1-7 
1 Now concerning the things about which you wrote, it is good for a man not to touch a woman. 2 But because of 
immoralities, each man is to have his own wife, and each woman is to have her own husband. 3 The husband must 
fulfill his duty to his wife, and likewise also the wife to her husband. 4 The wife does not have authority over her 
own body, but the husband does; and likewise also the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the 
wife does. 5 Stop depriving one another, except by agreement for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to 
prayer, and come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. 6 But this I say 
by way of concession, not of command. 7 Yet I wish that all men were even as I myself am. However, each man has 
his own gift from God, one in this manner, and another in that.  1 Corinthians 7:1–7 (NASB95) 
 In the previous chapter, Paul addressed the issue of unrestrained sensuality that resulted 
in some of the Christians in the church at Corinth behaving just as the world around them 
behaved with no regard to morality or even what common decency would suggest.  At the other 
end of the spectrum, there were some in the church who were advocating total celibacy even for 
those who were married.  
 As we look at the first verse there is some uncertainty about what they had written to Paul 
about this subject.  It is not obvious where their statement stopped and Paul’s remarks began.  
Some commentators teach that the statement written by the church to Paul in an earlier 
communication was only the second part of verse one and Paul’s remarks began in verse two.  
Another opinion is that the “statement sent to Paul” by those in Corinth also included verses two, 
three, and four.   
 Why this question matters is that we need to be careful that we don’t elevate a practice 
that a group of immature Christians in the church at Corinth was doing to a status of “Scriptural 
truth.”  



 Since the Greek texts did not have punctuation marks and verse numbers, the first part of 
verse two could easily be associated with the last part of verse one.  If that association is correct, 
then Paul was saying that “It is good for a man to not engage in sexual relations (touch) with a 
woman in an immoral manner.”  All of us could readily agree with that statement as being one 
that would be compatible with our understanding of Christian marriage.  It would also agree with 
most cultures’ ideals for social marriage in a stable society.  Verse two would then continue to 
define the appropriate or proper situation for such relationships and that would be a man with his 
own wife and a woman with her own husband which is exactly what defines Christian 
“marriage.”   
 Now, within the context of the marriage, Paul went on to give guidelines for behavior 
which could be applied to not only conjugal but also other relationship within the marriage.  
Marriage is a complicated association of multiple commitments in many different areas ranging 
from parenting, to social responsibilities, financial obligations, and sexual relationships. 
 Apparently, those who advocated abstinence from sexual relationships were pressuring 
other married couples to follow abstinence, also.  Paul discouraged the practice of general 
abstinence.  The proper attitude for the individuals in a marriage relationship is to be willing to 
consider the needs of their spouse within the confines of marriage.   
 Some of the newer translations render verse three in terms of “fulfilling a duty” of the 
husband to his wife and the wife to her husband.  The terminology used in the KJV and Young’s 
Literal Translation state this idea in terms of “due benevolence.”  The word benevolence in the 
Greek (eunoia) has the idea of “good will” and “kindness” which would emphasize the 
importance of proactively doing what is best for the other person rather than just responding to a 
“duty.”   
 In verse four the idea of mutually shared “authority” related to each others bodies in the 
marriage relationship is stated.  One could probably raise the question if this was an idea that the 
Corinthians had or if this statement was part of the teaching of Paul on this subject.  Considering 
that “authority” is granted by one person to another person, then we could logically argue that 
the marriage agreement or covenant implies the granting of such authority in mutual consent.  In 
a Christian context, this is usually understood that both spouses would exercise this granted 
authority with “due benevolence” toward the other spouse.  When “due benevolence” is ignored 
and the relationship becomes abusive, then revocation of the granted authority would be a logical 
remedy.  
 We may have seen TV shows or movies where one spouse refuses to have relations with 
the other spouse in an effort to get him or her to change his or her mind about something.  Paul 
would call such manipulation “defrauding or cheating” each other.  However, Paul does say that 
if both the husband and wife decide to abstain for a while for some good reason, then that is OK.  
Paul cautioned them to be reasonable in this because there may be problems of self control.  
(Additional comments on self-control will be addressed later.)  Paul was careful in not putting 
forth what he was saying as an inflexible commandment, but as a concession or as a permissible 
and reasonable way to approach this sensitive subject.   
 What about singleness?  Not everyone was married.  Not every person should marry. In 
fact, Paul was not married.  Some do quite well being single and God can use both married and 
the single persons in His kingdom.  Paul commented on that. 
 In verse seven, Paul mentioned a “gift from God” and it is not at all certain whether this 
“gift” was in reference to “singleness” or to “self-control.”  Based on the context, it is likely that 
the reference is to self-control.  We tend to associate the idea of “self-control” or “temperance” 



with the list of characteristic expressions associated with the Fruit of the Spirit.  It can certainly 
be both.  Just as “faith” is found as a “spiritual gift” and “faithfulness” is an expression of the 
Fruit of the Spirit, there can certainly be other parallel ideas related to how the enablement (gift) 
is manifested as fruit in the life of a believer.  Not all “gifts” are mentioned in the list of gifts in 
such familiar passages as chapter twelve of 1 Corinthians and chapter twelve of Romans.  For 
example, we don’t find the gift of “love” in any of these lists but we do see “love” as the first 
mentioned characteristic of the Fruit of the Spirit.  We find that true agape love is indeed a gift 
that Paul mentioned in Romans chapter five where he stated in verse five “the love of God has 
been poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.”  Having received the “gift of the Spirit” we 
also received the gift (enablement) of the predominate nature of God which we recognize as 
love.   
Marriage and Singleness – 7:8-9 
8 But I say to the unmarried and to widows that it is good for them if they remain even as I. 9 But if they do not have 
self-control, let them marry; for it is better to marry than to burn with passion.   1 Corinthians 7:8–9 (NASB95) 
 If Paul considered “singleness” as a gift from God, he realized that not everyone had the 
same gift.  As was just mentioned, the gift might have been that of self control.  Paul’s advice to 
those who were not married at that time was to do what was best for them considering their own 
makeup.  It is good to stay unmarried or it is good to marry.  There is not a set of rules into 
which everyone must fit.  We find a seemingly strange statement that if a person does not have 
the gift of self-control or singleness, then it is good to marry.  The alternative is to be constantly 
distracted by passions that are unfulfilled.   
 I’m glad Paul prefaced these remarks (starting with verse six) with the fact that this was 
his opinion and not necessarily a word from God.  To marry as an alternative to control of 
passions does not seem like a good reason for marriage.  This idea is far removed from the idea 
of the ideal Christian marriage that is stated in Ephesians 5:25 “Husbands, love your wives, just 
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her.”  In comparison, the inability to control 
one’s passion as a reason for marriage would cause us to wonder if this was an argument being 
made by immature Christians in the Corinthian church.   
 Some have suggested that this and other questionable statements were concessions from 
Paul to them since they were so immature in their Christian walk.  How immature were they?  
We see the extent of their condition in 1 Cor 3:1-3a: 

But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people, but as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. 2 I 
fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it. And even now you are not yet ready, 3 for 
you are still of the flesh. (ESV) 

This fact of Paul having to address them as infants should cause us to not only carefully consider 
what parts of this letter should be viewed as “statements or questions from church members” but 
to also think about whether Paul’s instructions  in this letter should be limited to those who were 
“mere babes in Christ.”  Would Paul be saying the same things to those who were spiritually 
mature?   
 In light of the overall context of New Testament teaching, a mature Christian would not 
likely ever be told to “get married” since you can’t control your sex appetite.  The expected 
advice that we would find from Paul, Peter, John or James would be to “be transformed” and 
“follow the example of Christ Who did only the will of the Father” and to “walk in holiness.”    
 
Marriage and Divorce – 7:10-13 
10 But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should not leave her husband 11 (but if she 
does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not 
divorce his wife. 12 But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she 



consents to live with him, he must not divorce her. 13 And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he 
consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away.  1 Corinthians 7:10–13 (NASB95) 
  Previously, Paul had been giving advice and options regarding sexual relationships 
within a marriage and whether or not to get married.  Now, as he addressed the issue of 
Christians who are married, the advice turns into commandments and not just from Paul but from 
the Lord.  Christian marriage is a serious commitment that is not to be taken lightly.  The specific 
problem Paul addressed here may have related to the abstinence question that he had just written 
about.  Those who taught abstinence may have influenced wives to move away from their 
husbands or husbands to send their wives away so that they would not break the abstinence rules.  
The teaching can and should apply to the general question of separation and divorce.  The 
answer is that we are NOT to do that.   
 Separations and divorces do happen between Christians and Paul recognized that fact.  
What is to be the course of action if a separation or divorce occurs?  The word is to remain 
unmarried or be reconciled to their marriage partner.  There is a lot of controversy about what the 
Bible teaches on this subject and many are concerned.  The thing for us to do in dealing with 
persons who have been victimized by divorce is to realize that they need compassion and help in 
putting their lives back together.  They don’t need condemnation from us.  They have enough of 
that already from themselves. 
 What happens when you have a marriage in which only one of the partners is a Christian?  
The same rules do not apply.  Even though God’s ideal for marriage is still valid, Paul realized 
that the nonbeliever is not going to be influenced by what God thinks or says.  The choice of 
what happens to the marriage is really up to the non-Christian.  If the non-Christian partner 
wants the marriage to stay intact, then the Christian partner should work toward that end.  The 
Christian should have no problem with this option.  On the other hand, if the non-Christian 
partner wants to withdraw from a marriage, then the Christian partner should not stand in the 
way.   
 In subsequent verses, the argument for keeping such a marriage together is that the Godly 
influence of the Christian partner has a good possibility of helping the other partner to be saved.  
It should also have a lot of influence on the children of such a marriage.   
 I think is great that the Kingdom of God has places for the person who chooses to be 
single or those who choose to be married.  I’m glad God has given to us guidelines and rules that 
show us what He expects for those who enter the covenant of marriage.  I’m also glad to know 
that God allows marriages made up of Christians and non-Christians to function and can use 
such marriages as a means to bring about the salvation of the lost.  
 
 


