1 Corinthians (9): 7.1-40 Marriage Matters

In the first 6 chapters of 1 Corinthians Paul is targeting the church's failure: the competitive society of Corinth has infiltrated the Corinthian church, there is campaigning for leadership/influence and a culture of success -  Paul holds up a model of the cross, a spirit of service & mutual concern. In the following chapters he is responding to queries about issues the Corinthians themselves have raised. Whereas chapters 1-6 are very cut & dried, in what follows he makes it clear that there are some grey areas where sensitivity is needed & flexibility is possible & desirable. Chapter 7 onwards is almost a series of case studies – as we progress we will note that the ethos of chapter 13, with its primacy of love & concern, is never far away.

Chapter 7 is concerned with a series of marriage matters: 

Paul has often had bad press about women, but I suggest that here & elsewhere he actually places a very high value on women & on marriage.

In assessing what he says we need to note:

· Paul writes in the light of the cultural context of the day where the chief role women was to be married & at the beck & call of their husbands. Paul is saying, 'This may not fit the Christian understanding.'

· Paul distinguishes between what the Lord has commanded and his own judgment.

· We need to distinguish between what some in Corinth were saying & what Paul himself says. In places he is quoting slogans from the Corinthians' letter to him (the written Greek of Paul's day did not use quotation marks). So in 7.1 'It is good for a man not to marry' is a quote from their letter. His response starts in 7.2 with 'But...', i.e. 'Come on, be realistic!'

· We also need to appreciate the tone of voice behind what is written. e.g. in 7.10 'I wish that all men were as I am' is surely ironic – otherwise it flies in the face of what Paul says elsewhere about the richness & variety of creation!

I suggest that in Paul's response to the Corinthian church he uses issues around marriage to illustrate a key principle: To what God is calling you? What is your vocation? Christians are to serve Christ where they are unless God makes it abundantly clear that they should change (verses 17,20,24). They are not to deny/change what they are/called to be. This voice was very relevant in the Corinthian culture that emphasized self-promotion, just as it is relevant in our own culture with its emphasis on self-fulfilment. The Christian is to be concerned with God's call.

The chapter broadly falls into 3 sections

7.1-16: addressed predominantly to those who are married – applies the principle to them

7.25--40: addressed predominantly to those not married – applies the principle to them

7.17-24: the middle of the sandwich = further illustrations of the principle in 2 other major areas of life 

a) 7.1-16


Begins by quoting the Corinthians. What lies behind their attitude? There are various possibilities, but 
most probably a group was claiming that the 'really spiritual' Christian should leave sex behind! Thus if 
you were 'really spiritual' you would practise a sexless marriage if married, not marry if unmarried and 
divorce if married to a non-believer.


Paul says, ,Wrong,, wrong, wrong!'

· 2-7 To be married is to be involved in mutual commitment & giving of oneself to the other, not dominating the other; the body of each spouse belongs to the other (Paul is here way ahead of his time), pleasure should be mutual

· 8-11 it is good to stay as we are if at all possible – but that does not mean that the opposite is bad (that it is good to be a doctor or a teacher does not mean that it is bad not to be.)


There could be strong pressure on widows in Paul's society to remarry within a year of their becoming 
widows. It is not enough to marry someone you can live happily with – it needs to be someone you 
can't live happily without


'not I, but the Lord'. Probably Paul is referring to the words of Jesus we we find recorded in Mark 10.11f

· 12-16 Paul assumes that since the marriage one party has become a Christian but the other has not.  The believer is not to separate unless the non-believer insists. 'Who knows what influence you may have on your spouse/children!' 

Having applied the principle to marriage, Paul now widens its application. 

b) 7.17-24

· First he reminds the Corinthian church they are not a special case on their own but part of a community that spans the Roman empire. The same principle applies elsewhere.

· Then he takes first circumcision & then slavery as illustrations.


For the Christian it is neither inherently better nor inherently worse to be circumcised. The Corinthians 
are not to think that being circumcised will help them achieve something lacking, nor that trying hide it 
will improve their social standing. They are called to be the people they are.


The same holds good in the realm of slavery. The slave can by all means take the opportunity for 
freedom if it comes; but all should remember that their standing in God's eyes is totally unaffected by 
whether or not they are slaves: after all, the Christian slave has been freed by Christ while the 
Christian freeman/woman is Christ's slave.


Don't see Christianity as a way of changing your human station in life. Both slavery & freedom can 
entail opportunities for Christian service – the same is true of circumcision/uncircumcision, 
marriage/singleness.

This leads on to

c) 7.25-40



Don't marry for sake of it – remember there are some positives for the Christian who is single.


25-28 speaks of those not married (not necessarily girls) – is the crisis an impending famine or the 
possibility of Christ's return? Whatever the case, they are reminded that we are temporary residents on 
earth.


29-35 concerns distractions from serving the Lord that marriage can bring because it entails 
social/political/economic/civic commitments & wider family obligations which cannot be ignored. The 
Christian must both be involved in these and at the same time sit loose to them. He/she should go for 
what will best enable him/her to serve the Lord – for some that will mean marriage, for others not.


36-38 Note that in the contrast between good and even better there is no sin in choosing the good. 


39-40 Widows could face strong pressure to marry a suitable man very soon after their bereavement. 
That may be society's assumption but that does not make it right for the Christian. If you belong to the 
Lord & have adequate income/property you 
may be happier than by marrying again.


He must belong to the Lord. Any remarriage is to be to a Christian: the only mixed marriages Paul 
contemplates are existing marriages in which one but not the other has comes to Christian faith since 
the marriage. Deliberately to marry someone who does not endorse/understand the Christian's 
relationship with Christ can only exacerbate the tension under which the Christian lives because of the 
greater pull in two opposing directions. 

Those married & those single both have parts to play: the church is to beware both of the pressures of society & also of exerting its own manipulative pressures. Paul calls Christians to show gentleness, sensitivity &  an awareness of the complexity & reality of human pressures. Remember: it is God who calls, our job is to listen & follow.

*******************************************************************

1. Paul says that both marriage and celibacy are to be honoured. We are all aware of ways in which this does not always happen in our society: without appearing merely judgemental towards the outlook of our society, in what ways do you think that the church could enhance the honour given to both marriage and celibacy?

2. In the light of what Paul says, how would you describe the Christian's responsibility towards their spouse and their children?  

3. What do you think is the difference between vocation and self-fulfilment? How do you understand the relationship between the two?

4. Verse 17 talks about 'all the churches'. How far should we base decisions made about Christ Church just on our local situation and in what ways should we take into account the wider Christian church?

5. Paul urges the Corinthians to have as their first priority to serve God where there they are. How do you see the relationship between the call to serve God in your current situation in life and the other pressures (domestic, work, etc) that you face?  

6. Consider verses 29-35. How far do you think marriage is a relationship just between husband and wife and how far does it entail responsibilities towards the wider family, the community and the state?

