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Keeping Commitments
Believers honor God by keeping their vows related to marriage  
and purity. 

1 CORINTHIANS 7:1-13
Marriage is hard. Both husband and wife must commit to each other. 
The relationship must be fostered and guarded. The lack of biblical 
standards in society adds to the challenge. It seems that much more 
attention is given to redefining marriage than to upholding God’s 
design for His creation, cluttering the conversation and commitment 
needed to make biblical marriage work. 

What are the main challenges people face today regarding marriage? How 
important is it for them to think of marriage as a lifetime commitment?
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT 
1 CORINTHIANS 7:1-40
Paul was not yet finished dealing with sexual immorality and related 
issues. His discussion in this chapter flows from what he wrote and 
argued in chapters 5–6, but the immediate connection is to the final 
section of chapter 6 (vv. 12-20), where he dealt with the relationship 
between sexual immorality and the body. 

Paul was responding to matters they asked him about (7:1). Having 
dealt with the negative aspects of sexual immorality, he now provided 
constructive advice to help the Corinthian believers know how to glorify 
God with their bodies (6:20), whether they were married, single, or 
widowed. Likely, they asked Paul some specifics related to sex in general, 
marriage, singleness and more. This chapter addresses those areas.

One of the main principles Paul conveyed to the Corinthian 
believers in this chapter is that each person is to remain in the 
situation in which he or she was called (7:24). This principle is repeated 
three times in verses 17-24 and directs the entire discussion of the 
chapter. Perhaps some Corinthian believers assumed that Paul’s 
teaching on being a new creation in Christ, in which the old has passed 
away and the new has come (2 Cor. 5:17), meant that even marital 
relations were to cease and change. Maybe this was a part of the 
matters they asked about. Regardless, Paul’s counsel was for them to 
stay in the situation they were in when God called them to salvation. 

Read 1 Corinthians 7:1-13 in your Bible. Identify phrases that give a reason 
or rationale for Paul’s directives. How do these reasons emphasize living a 
holy life?

EXPLORE THE TEXT 
MARRIAGE AND INTIMACY (1 COR. 7:1-7)
1 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is 
good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.” 
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2 But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man 
should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. 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. 
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. 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. 

VERSE 1

Responding to some issues the Corinthian believers wrote about, 
Paul’s reply was: “It is good for a man not to have sexual relations 
with a woman.” This statement is challenging on a couple of levels. 
It is unclear whether or not this was Paul’s own view or if he was 
quoting something they said when they wrote him. On this difficulty, 
biblical scholars are divided. Either way, the quotation allowed Paul to 
teach the Corinthians more about a proper understanding of sex and 
relationships, which he was willing to do. 

Another challenging aspect for this statement is its meaning. A 
comparison of Bible translations shows the difficulty. Does it mean 
“not to touch a woman,” which is the literal Greek here (although all 
recognize this is a euphemism for sexual relations)? Does it mean “not 
to marry” or “not to have sexual relations with a woman” at all? The 
statement points back to Paul’s earlier discussion of a man sleeping 
with his stepmother (1 Cor. 5:1) and of having sex with a prostitute 
(1 Cor. 6:15-16), but also points ahead to how sex is to function within 
the marital duties between a husband and wife (7:2-4). Perhaps Paul 
was simply saying that sex is more than just pleasure, so don’t view 
another person as merely a sex object to use selfishly.

VERSE 2

The reality Paul had to confront was that sexual immorality was 
common in the culture of Corinth and, sadly, in the church. Paul 
said there was an appropriate way to handle this problem: each man 
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should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. 
This answer should not surprise his readers (nor us), since this 
teaching is grounded in God’s design at creation. God established the 
institution of marriage between a husband and wife (Gen. 1–2). 

No doubt Paul was aware of the catastrophic nature of sexual 
sin, illustrated far too often in the people and events of the Old 
Testament. His correction was to return to God’s design established 
in the early pages of Genesis. God’s design is for sexual relations 
to flourish privately and pleasurably between a husband and a 
wife alone.

VERSES 3-4

A clear implication arising from God’s design is that husbands and 
wives have marital duties to fulfill for each other. The language 
Paul used here is one of debt and repayment, showing that sexual 
fulfillment in marriage is not dependent upon how one “feels” toward 
the other but rather upon the nature of the relationship itself—a 
covenant agreement with obligations for each party.

Strikingly, Paul’s instruction calls for mutuality and equality with 
respect to this obligation. By ancient standards, women had lesser 
rights and different obligations than did men. But Paul’s exhortation 
was revolutionary. In fact, he confronted this cultural disposition by 
calling first for the husband to give to his wife her conjugal rights 
then the wife to her husband. 

Speaking of rights, Paul addressed that issue in verse 4, 
although it may not have been how the Corinthian believers would 
have expected. He said that a wife does not have authority over 
her own body, nor does the husband … have authority over his 
own body. Paul wasn’t establishing a kind of carnal authority that 

KEY DOCTRINE:  Family 

Marriage is God’s unique gift to reveal the union between Christ and His 
church and to provide for the man and the woman in marriage the framework 
for intimate companionship, the channel of sexual expression according to 
biblical standards, and the means for procreation of the human race.
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encourages exploitation or self-centeredness in the relationship, 
especially sexually. Rather, he was extending the meaning of the 
“one flesh” relationship beyond mere obligation to actually belonging 
to one another. Just as our bodies are a part of Christ’s body (1 Cor. 
6:15), so also in marriage our bodies are part of each other. We belong 
to Christ, joined spiritually with Him, but we also belong to our 
spouse, joined bodily with him or her. So, the rights now belong to the 
spouse when it comes to sexual relations and sexual fulfillment.

How does this teaching of duty and rights in marriage contrast with 
contemporary views about marital relationships? What corrections need 
to be made for a healthy view of sex within marriage? What are some 
implications to be avoided? 

Biblical Purposes of Marriage

God’s glory 1 Corinthians 10:31;  
Ephesians 5:21-33

Companionship Genesis 2:18
Procreation Genesis 1:28; Psalm 127:3-5
Sexual intimacy Genesis 1:27-28; 2:24-25; Proverbs 5:15-19; 

1 Corinthians 7:2,5

VERSES 5-7

Because there is a marital duty to fulfill, and because each spouse’s 
body belongs to the other by rights, Paul said, Do not deprive one 
another. It’s one thing to make a case for sex being reserved for 
married couples only. It is another thing altogether for married 
couples to fulfill their marital duties to each other—consistently and 
happily—to help each other have self-control and walk in holiness.

Sadly, some use sex wrongly in marriage, forgetting the “duty” 
and “rights” discussion. Instead, withholding sex from each other 
becomes a weapon. It should not be this way. Paul said if we deprive 
one another we actually put our spouse in danger of temptation 
by Satan because of lack of self-control. Each person is responsible 
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for how he or she handles that temptation, but the point is that we 
are stronger—under better control of ourselves—if we are satisfied 
sexually by our spouse. 

Paul told the Corinthian believers there are only two reasons to 
refrain from providing sexual fulfillment to their spouse: when there 
is agreement for a limited time and that you may devote yourselves 
to prayer. Sometimes there needs to be intense or intentional 
spiritual focus, and regular marital duties will have to wait. Paul 
admitted that this advice was given as a concession, not a command.

Finally, Paul concluded this section and set up the next one by 
wishing that all of his readers were like him. He wished they were 
single, as he was. His reasons for praising singleness will be discussed 
in the next section, but here he did not devalue marriage; after 
all, he’s taken so much time building up its importance. Yes, there 
are tensions and temptations and trials that marriage brings to 
individuals, but a spouse is truly a gift from the Lord.

How can married couples view their status as a gift? How can singles view 
their status as a gift? What ways can each group of believers encourage 
one another in their respective status?

BIBLE SKILL:  Use other Scripture to help understand a Bible passage. 

1 Corinthians 7 is far from the complete biblical teaching on marriage. 
Read Genesis 2:18-25 and Matthew 19:1-6 regarding the normality and 
permanence of marriage. Read Matthew 5:32; 19:7-11; and 1 Corinthians 
7:10-16 regarding divorce (and the possibility of remarriage). Summarize the 
biblical teaching regarding God’s intention for marriage. Summarize in your 
own words the biblical teaching regarding divorce and remarriage.

 

© 2018 LifeWay 



34 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

MARRIAGE AND SINGLENESS (1 COR. 7:8-9)
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. 

VERSE 8

Paul continued the thought he started in verse 7 concerning his wish 
that all were unmarried like him. He specifically turned his focus to 
the unmarried and the widows. Again, Paul’s larger principle about 
remaining in the situation they were in when God called them comes 
to light here. Paul said, it is good for them to remain single, as I am. It 
is appropriate and beneficial to stay single and not seek marriage.

Later in this chapter, Paul stated that singleness allows believers 
to be without concerns common to married life in order to be devoted 
to the Lord without distraction (vv. 32-35). Since the time is limited 
(v. 29) and the work is massive, it is better for the kingdom if they 
remain single and serve the Lord unhindered. This point is critical to 
Paul’s argument in the rest of the chapter. But in this verse, he was 
satisfied to say only, it is good for them to remain single, as I am.

VERSE 9

Paul knew that singleness has challenges of its own. Undoubtedly, 
loneliness and the lack of companionship are significant issues for 
many unmarried people. Paul’s concern for singles in the Corinthian 
church, living in culture where sexual immorality was common, 
was that they cannot exercise self-control and burn with passion. If 
this is the case, by all means, Paul said, they should marry. Only in 
the embrace of one’s husband or wife is it appropriate to find sexual 
satisfaction. It is better to marry and be holy in God’s sight rather 
than sin through sexual immorality (see 1 Thess. 4:3-5). 

Assess your agreement with the following: “Believers are to be content 
regardless of marital status.” How does this statement summarize Paul’s 
point? What is the relationship between what Paul was teaching and 
God’s expectation of His people living in a God-honoring way? 
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MARRIAGE AND DIVORCE (1 COR. 7:10-13)
10 To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the wife 
should not separate from her husband 11 (but if she does, she 
should remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), 
and the husband should not divorce his wife. 12 To the rest I 
say (I, not the Lord) that if any brother has a wife who is an 
unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he should not 
divorce her. 13 If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, 
and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce him. 

VERSES 10-11

Paul addressed the married again. This time, his instruction came with 
the charge the wife should not separate from her husband. Neither 
was the husband to divorce his wife. For those who are married, Paul’s 
counsel was for them to stay that way. This command comes not from 
Paul but the Lord. The Lord has spoken on the matter of divorce (Mark 
10:1-12; Matt. 19:1-12). Paul restated the Lord’s teaching here.

VERSES 12-13

Paul made it clear that the following counsel was from him, not the Lord. 
The apostle was not saying his words lack authority, or were merely his 
own opinion, but rather that the Lord Himself never taught specifically 
about marriage and divorce concerning an unbelieving spouse. 

To the Corinthian believer who is married to an unbeliever, he 
should not divorce her. The same applies for a believing woman: 
she should not divorce him. If the unbelieving spouse is willing to 
live with his or her believing spouse, then there are no grounds for 
separation. Perhaps by remaining together the believing spouse might 
actually win the unbelieving spouse to the Lord (see v. 16). 

If, however, the unbelieving spouse leaves, a brother or sister is 
not bound in such cases. Why? Because “God has called you to peace” 
(v. 15). If the unbelieving is not peaceable and wants to leave, so be it. 

How does this passage help us understand how to relate to people who 
were friends prior to our accepting Christ? What does this passage teach 
us about the mutual commitment of a marriage? 
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IN MY CONTEXT
• God created marriage and commanded that sex was to remain 

within the context of marriage.
• Believers are to be content regardless of marital status.
• Believers are to guard and uphold the sanctity of marriage between 

a man and a woman.

Regardless of your marital status, what are you doing to make sure your 
sexual expression honors God and His design for creation? How can you 
help others understand God’s expectations?

What are you doing to make sure your identity continues to be found in 
Christ and not simply in your earthly relationships? 

Discuss ways your Bible study group can uphold the sanctity of marriage 
between a man and woman. What actions can be taken to support those 
who are married, married but struggling, single, and single-again?

Prayer Needs
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