
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #16

“Who’s Body Is It Anyway? (part 2)”

1 Corinthians 7:1-7

Chuck Swindoll tells of four-year-old Suzie who had just been told the story of “Snow White” for the first time in her life. She could hardly wait to get home from nursery school to tell her mommy. With wide-eyed excitement, she retold the fairy tale to her mother that afternoon. After relating how Prince Charming had arrived on his beautiful white horse and kissed Snow White back to life, Suzie asked loudly:

“And do you know what happened then?”

“Yes,” said her mom, “they lived happily ever after.”

“No,” responded Suzie, with a frown, “…they got married.”

Swindoll concludes, “In childlike innocence, that little nursery schooler spoke the in-depth truth without realizing it. Getting married and living happily ever after are not necessarily synonymous.”

How true that is. One author writes in Psychology Today, “Marriage these days seems to be falling out of favor. Not only are young couples choosing marriage less today than ever before, the number of those who consider themselves happily married is also in decline.”
 She cited one study that revealed 17% of couples are content with their partner, while another claims that 14% of married couples are truly happy.
 Another quips, “A few married couples are really happy in their marriage. A huge majority of married couples have one partner that is totally happy, while the other partner is living a life of quiet desperation and waiting to die.”
 

To be fair, a report entitled, “The Happiness Index: Love and Relationships in America,” shows that 64 percent of Americans are “very happy” in their romantic relationships with a partner or spouse and nearly 50 percent report being happy with their sex lives. But since this was commissioned by eharmony (an Internet dating site) I’m a bit skeptical of those results.
 And even if they are accurate, those numbers are still indicative of the fact that something is definitely wrong with many marriages today.

Researchers and counselors and even comedians have plenty to say on the subject, and most of it is negative. And sadly, some Christians’ principles on marriage and marital intimacy have been borrowed from what is found in the culture rather than what is found in the Bible.
 I am afraid that one reason for this is the lack of preaching and teaching on the subject in most of our evangelical churches. Sure, these may be awkward subjects to deal with in a public setting, but God’s Word addresses them, and so should we.
These problems within marriage are nothing new. Ever since the first union in the Garden of Eden, marriage has been a challenge for men and women down through the centuries. Even Christian couples struggle in this area, though the claim that Christians are as likely to divorce as unbelievers has been found to be inaccurate.

Why is this the case? Why is happiness in marriage—and in particular, intimacy in marriage—so elusive? I believe we find the answer to that question in our text this evening, 1 Corinthians chapter seven. This may seem surprising, for there have been those down through the years who have criticized Paul for his teaching here in reference to marriage. Some say that Paul is discouraging marriage; another says that Paul really hates women and you can see his hatred in this chapter; still others say that Paul writes from a man’s point of view and that women should have equal rights. If this is what you have thought, I would say to you that you don’t understand what Paul is saying here.

There are three facts to keep in mind to understand this passage:

1) Paul is answering specific questions that the Corinthians asked, and we don’t know what those exact questions were. The larger aspects and the spiritual importance of marriage are seen in his other epistles. 

2) The manner and method of his discussion can be fully understood only in light of the erroneous opinions that existed in the Corinthian church. Some felt that marriage was an absolute duty—that everybody should be married. Others felt that marriage was inferior, therefore people should never get married. Still others felt that by accepting Christ, all social relationships—marriage included—should be dissolved. 

3) Paul is writing with reference to certain conditions that were purely local and temporary. The underlying principles are changeless, but we must distinguish between the immediate application to the changing conditions and the abiding, changeless truth that he presents to us in these instructions.
 

When we recognize that his letters were not written as abstract theological treatises but often as responses to specific problems within the context of specific church situations, we can better understand the lessons these letters contain.
 He is not spelling out a complete “theology of marriage” in one chapter. It is necessary to consider as well what the rest of the Bible has to say about this important subject.
 
Verse one begins, “Now for the matters you wrote about…” A major transition in the letter occurs at 1 Corinthians 7 as Paul moves away from urgent matters of conflicts and immorality in the church and now turns to address important matters raised by the Corinthians themselves.
 These include marriage (7), food offered to idols (8), spiritual gifts (12), the resurrection of the dead (15), and the missionary offering for the Jewish Christians (16).
 He may have answered other questions, although their treatment is not introduced with the same formula.

The Christian’s Appraisal of the Marriage Relationship

In chapter seven we first see the Christian’s appraisal of the marriage relationship. And at first glance it may seem very negative: “Now for the matters you wrote about: It is good for a man not to marry.” The niv text note reads, “It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman,” which is closer to the literal Greek rendering, “It is good for a man not to touch a woman.” “To touch a woman” was a common Jewish euphemism for sexual intercourse. The phrase is used in that sense in passages such as Genesis 20:6; Ruth 2:9; and Proverbs 6:29.

There is some question as to whether these are Paul’s words or if this was what some were saying there in Corinth.
 If the latter, then we should read this with quotation marks at each end, such as the phrases, “Everything is permissible for me” and “Food for the stomach and the stomach for food” in 1 Corinthians 6:12-13.

In Corinth there were two extremes: on one hand the antinomians taught, do your thing, express yourself, there are no absolutes, everything is relative. The spiritual is so removed from the physical, what the flesh does is of no consequence—so do, do, do! On the other side is the aesthetics, who taught you should deny yourself, you have to suppress every carnal desire—so don’t, don’t, don’t! These attitudes found their way into the marriage relationship. Do we marry or not? If married, do we stay together or not?
 Paul steers skillfully between the extremes of license and legalism, antinomianism and asceticism.

Whether Paul was quoting some of the Corinthians or these words were his own assessment, verse one seems very negative toward marriage. God Himself declared at creation that “it is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him” (Gen. 2:18). All people need companionship and God ordained marriage to be, among other things, the most fulfilling and common means of companionship. God allowed for singleness and did not require marriage for everyone under the Mosaic Law, but Jewish tradition not only looked on marriage as the ideal state but looked on singleness as disobedience of God’s command to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen. 1:28). 

It is possible that, as a result of this, some of the Jewish Christians in Corinth were pressuring single Gentile believers to become married. Some of the Gentiles, on the other hand, perhaps because of past experiences they had had, were inclined to remain single. As the Jews had done with marriage, those Gentiles, reacting to the sexual sin of their past, came to look on celibacy not only as the ideal state but the only truly godly state. Paul acknowledges that singleness is good, honorable, and excellent, but he does not support the claim that it is a more spiritual state or that it is more acceptable to God than marriage.

Paul balances that statement in verse two: “But since there is so much immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman her own husband.” Singleness is good, but not everyone is cut out for the single life. Paul agrees that celibacy is “good,” and he points to some of its advantages. But he regards marriage as normal, and he will later make the point in 1 Corinthians 11:11 that, though there are some advantages in celibacy, there is a greater completeness in marriage.
 In essence, Paul was saying, “If you are single, that’s a high, honorable calling. But it is no good trying to live the single life if you are spending every waking hour battling against your uncontrollable sexual desires. Instead, it is better to be married.”

Let’s be clear. Marriage cannot be reduced to being God’s escape valve for the sex drive. Paul does not suggest that Christians go out and find another Christian to marry only to keep from getting into moral sin. He had a much higher view of marriage than that. His purpose here is to stress the reality of the sexual temptations of singleness and to acknowledge that they have a legitimate outlet in marriage.
 Remember, he is dealing with a specific question in the light of an actual situation. As we will see, celibacy requires a special gift from God. He regards marriage as the norm, but recognizes that there are some to whom God has given a special gift, who should remain unmarried.

Down in verse seven Paul gives his own preference: “I wish that all men were as I am. But each man has his own gift from God; one has this gift, another has that.” Paul admits that for the sake of the gospel, he would prefer that all people were single, like him. To paraphrase his thought here, it is as if Paul were saying, “If I had my druthers, I would call together a band of men and women who forsook the married life, committed themselves to single-minded devotion to the work of the gospel, and lived in celibate self-control for the rest of their lives.” While Paul modeled that lifestyle, he realized that not all men and women are like him. Not all have the same “gift from God.” Some are gifted with being single, others with marriage.
 Clearly, Paul had the gift of singleness—and that is precisely what he calls it in verse 7. It is as much a charisma as evangelism or speaking in tongues or the working of miracles. Paul says exactly the same about marriage: that too is a charisma, because each has his own special gift from God, one of one kind and one of another.
 Although celibacy is good for Christians who are not married, it is a gift from God that He does not give to every believer.

This chapter makes it clear that Paul was not married, but it is unlikely that he had never married. According to the Mishnah, Jewish men were required to be married and beget children. Thus it is likely that Paul had at one time been married (and this is certainly the case if he had been a member of the Sanhedrin), but clearly he was not in that state when he wrote this letter. He may have been a widower, or perhaps his wife had left him (when he became a Christian?) and was divorced.

The Christian’s Actions as to Marital Relations

Let’s move on to the Christian’s actions as to marital relations. Verse three reads, “The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband.” The ascetics were teaching to deny yourself, even to the place that the husband and wife were to abstain from marital relations.

Far from being a puritanical prude, Paul taught that married couples had responsibilities for satisfying each other’s sexual needs.
 Marriage, he says, is the gift and plan of God. Sex is the gift and plan of God. To reject both as though they were evil is as much a deviation from the will of God as to indulge in sex outside of marriage.

Note that Paul says each partner in a marriage has rights and Paul calls on each to pay what is due. Paul does not stress the duty of either partner at the expense of the other, but puts them on a level, a noteworthy position in the male-dominated society of the time. His verb is the present imperative, indicating habitual duty. He stresses the importance of giving rather than getting. Marriage is the giving of oneself to another.

Sexual expression within marriage is not an option or an extra. It is certainly not, as it has sometimes been considered, a necessary evil in which spiritual Christians engage only to produce children. It is far more than a physical act. God created it to be the expression and experience of love on the deepest human level and to be a beautiful and powerful bond between husband and wife.

Furthermore, sex is not to be considered an unpleasant duty to be performed. Though the Victorian notion that nice women do not enjoy or desire sex is dying, sex continues to be considered duty, or animal behavior, or shameful by some. Perhaps sex retains these connotations because of the way modern society has cheapened it. Sex sells. Psychologists tell us sex is just another drive, like hunger; and satisfaction of this drive, in or out of marriage, is normal and healthy and not to be condemned. 

But the biblical concept of sex is entirely different. Sex is a good gift of God for the enjoyment of husband and wife; it is a source of delight. It is fun; it is exciting. It is a way to express love. And it permanently binds one person to another; therefore sex belongs only in marriage.

And so Paul writes in verses 5-6, “Do not deprive each other except 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. I say this as a concession, not as a command.” Paul tells them to “stop depriving one another”—they were already doing it. The word for depriving is used here and in 1 Corinthians 6:7–8 (“defraud”). They were defrauding their brothers in the law courts and their wives at home.
 Paul says that it is too late to choose celibacy once one is married.

Paul gives only one exception to this rule: Husbands and wives are to deprive each other only “by agreement,” that is, by mutual consent (7:5). This agreed abstinence for a temporary period of time is meant to have a spiritual purpose: for devoting themselves to prayer. Likely Paul has in mind something like fasting in conjunction with prayer, in which certain physical needs are denied for a set period of time in order to focus fully on consecration or petition to God. It is noteworthy that “fasting” from sexual intimacy is only to last “for a time,” in order to keep Satan from tempting the weak flesh toward immorality outside of marriage. Simply put, we are asking for trouble in our marriages if we deprive our partner of sexual intimacy.

This depriving may be intentional withholding, keeping oneself from one’s spouse to get what one wants or to get the upper hand; or there may also be unintentional withholding—allowing one’s passion for one’s spouse to disintegrate—“we’re more like good friends.” When it’s intentional, there is a withholding of the benefits, namely the gift of sex, which is getting leveraged in order to manipulate the relationship. This can lead to problems such as adultery and pornography (which one author calls “the temple prostitution of our day”), along with other anonymous, quick, easy, culturally acceptable ways to get sexual satisfaction from someone besides your spouse.

The Word here is quite strong. It is sin to reject your mate’s sexual interests (actively or passively). Paul implies if a husband and wife do not satisfy each other sexually, both or one might be tempted by Satan to get that satisfaction somewhere else! The best prevention for adultery is complete satisfaction at home.

Paul adds in verse six, “I say this as a concession, not as a command.” This does not mean that Paul is adding his own personal commentary that is uninspired by the Holy Spirit and can thus be ignored. He clarifies that regular sexual intimacy in marriage is to be regarded as the norm, the command.
 On the other hand, abstaining from sexual relations is only an exception for rare occasions of special seasons of prayer. Paul had to clear up this misunderstanding because those in Corinth, susceptible to misinterpreting Paul’s words, might have mistaken his concession as the ideal rule to be followed.

The Christian’s Attitude toward the Marriage Relationship

Finally, we see the Christian’s attitude the marriage relationship in verse 4: “The wife’s body does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the same way, the husband’s body does not belong to him alone but also to his wife.”
Our society’s approach to marriage is self-serving rather than other-serving. Tara Parker-Pope wrote in a New York Times article entitled “The Happy Marriage is the ‘Me’ Marriage,” “In modern relationships people are looking for a partnership. They want partners who make their lives more interesting, who help each of them attain their respective value goals. So marriage is supposed to be about “us,” but in our modern culture it has become about “me.” It’s all about me.

Yet, in the opening words of Rick Warren’s The Purpose Driven Life, “It’s not about you.”
 I firmly believe that the key to a satisfying marriage is found right here: Marriage requires mutual unselfishness. The application of this is broader than only to sexual intimacy.
 The general witness of Scripture is that a beautiful marriage is maintained when a husband and wife put each other’s needs before his or her own and this is expressed through selfless service.

Countless dangers threaten both the sanctity and the survival of marriage in today’s generation. From same-sex unions to cohabitation, from domestic abuse to no-fault divorce, from runaway mothers to deadbeat dads—marriage seems to be caught in the crossfire of modern controversies. Political activists, social radicals, religious liberals, and cultural critics all seem to have set their sights on the marriage relationship. Yet these social, political, and religious forces don’t come close to the number-one enemy of marriage in both the ancient world and in our own: selfishness. The unholy “trinity” of me, myself, and I leave no room for him or her—the “better half” of the relationship.

I have often said that the opposite of “love” is not “hate” but rather “selfishness.” In marriage, when both partners are committed to meeting the other’s needs, both are satisfied. But it will never work if only one partner is so committed. This is especially true in the area of intimacy. Romantic love must be nourished and nurtured in order to survive. If one (or both) are merely taking and not giving, intimacy will die. But when a husband and wife are faithful to the Lord and to each other, neither of them will look for satisfaction anywhere else. If they love each other and seek to please each other and the Lord, their relationship will be one of deepening joy and satisfaction; they won’t look for the greener grass.
 Imagine what a marriage would look like if each spouse was looking out for the interests of the other, all of the time. When one spouse needs or desires the deepest intimacies of love, the other spouse should delight in fulfilling that need.

Few people are able to express this concept of unity better than the late Peter Marshall. He described marital harmony this way:

 
Marriage is not a federation of two sovereign states. It is a union—
domestic, social, spiritual, physical.
It is a fusion of two hearts—
the union of two lives—
the coming together of two tributaries, 

which, after being joined in marriage, 

will flow in the same channel
in the same direction…
carrying the same burdens of responsibility and obligation. 

Marriage need not be discarded; it just needs to be discovered in a biblical way.
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