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“Single…and Satisfied”

1 Corinthians 7:17-40

For the past thirty or forty years, if you wanted to be a successful Christian author you would publish a book about marriage and family. Many books, magazine articles, conferences, and programs focus on the biblical standards for marriage and the family. Many of those are excellent and helpful. Much less attention, however, is given to what the Bible says about singleness. A great deal of the literature and programs for singles is directed toward helping them “cope,” and seems to reflect an underlying assumption that being single is not quite normal and is certainly not desirable.

And yet, for the first time in history, the majority of Americans actually find themselves single. People marry later than they used to, and live longer. Women no longer need men; in fact a lot of times they do better without us! And all of this, of course, is undergirded by good old-fashioned American individualism, which tells us the best thing we can do is take care of ourselves.

So which is better—the single life or the married life? This seems to be one of the questions the Corinthian church asked the apostle Paul, and he addresses this issue in his first letter (as far as we have in the New Testament). We have looked at the subjects of marriage and divorce in the first section of chapter seven, and tonight I want to conclude the study of this chapter with Paul’s treatment of singleness under the title, “Single…and Satisfied.”

Throughout this section Paul provides a balanced approach to the subject. If I may borrow a phrase from the next chapter, in 1 Corinthians 8:8 he writes on a different subject, “We are no worse if we do not…and no better if we do.” In other words, being married or being single are both acceptable options; neither are wrong in God’s sight. God created marriage and it is a good thing; yet there are some who can live alone and use their singleness to honor God. Paul fell into the latter category, and in our text this evening we see three advantages of the single life…for those who can handle it.

For Spiritual Simplicity

The first advantage of being single is for spiritual simplicity. We read in verses 17-24,

Nevertheless, each one should retain the place in life that the Lord assigned to him and to which God has called him. This is the rule I lay down in all the churches. 18 Was a man already circumcised when he was called? He should not become uncircumcised. Was a man uncircumcised when he was called? He should not be circumcised. 19 Circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing. Keeping God’s commands is what counts. 20 Each one should remain in the situation which he was in when God called him. 21 Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t let it trouble you—although if you can gain your freedom, do so. 22 For he who was a slave when he was called by the Lord is the Lord’s freedman; similarly, he who was a free man when he was called is Christ’s slave. 23 You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of men. 24 Brothers, each man, as responsible to God, should remain in the situation God called him to.
Though Paul primarily was dealing with issues of married and single life in 1 Corinthians 7, the principle of contentment is foundational to questions about whether, when, and whom to marry. Discontentment with the current circumstances of life is an issue that plagues modern-day men and women as much as it troubled those in the first century, and Paul’s principles here can be applied to more than just the question of singleness versus marriage.

Contentment is an important subject in the Bible. We read in 1 Timothy 6:6-8,

But godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and we can take nothing out of it. But if we have food and clothing, we will be content with that. 

This was a lesson Paul had to learn personally, as seen in Philippians 4:11-13,

I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want. I can do everything through him who gives me strength.

This is echoed in Hebrews 13:5, “Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have.”
On the other hand, Chuck Swindoll writes, 

The disease of discontentment is an overlooked ailment…. Discontentment leads to rash, foolish decisions that we may regret for years. Under its influence, men have abandoned their families, families have abandoned their churches, and churches have abandoned their Lord…. Discontentment is a devastating disorder that robs us of joy, peace, patience, faithfulness, and self-control.

And so Paul tells the Corinthians, when God gives certain gifts and calls us in a certain state, we should live the life thus set before us, using the gifts God has given. Paul makes it clear that this is no novelty produced for the special benefit of the Corinthians, but it is the rule “in all the churches.”
 While the specific circumstances there in Corinth would make some of his instructions peculiar to their situation, this principle of godly contentment has a universal application for all Christians of all times and places.

Several areas of discontent were prevalent in the Corinthian church. Some believers wanted to change their marital status—from single to married, from married to single, or from an unbelieving partner to a believing one. Some were slaves and wanted to be free. They had misinterpreted the truth of Christian freedom—taking it to mean freedom to do as they pleased, instead of freedom to do as God pleased.

Paul takes two examples, circumcision and slavery, and he argues for a radical Christian approach to both. Circumcision and slavery represented the two most divisive phenomena in the world of the New Testament. Circumcision constituted the greatest religious barrier, slavery the biggest social barrier. In each case, Paul is bold enough to assert, the salvation of God in Christ has rendered them null and void. Any man or woman in Christ has been so re-made that earthly status, or lack of it, is irrelevant. It is, therefore, a distraction for Christians to become obsessed with either issue.
 Concern to change one’s status could actually absorb energies that could be more profitably devoted to Christian life and service.

Instead of trying to change their circumstances, Paul is telling the Corinthians that the key to making their present situation count is to let God change them daily, right there where he has placed them. Circumcision does indeed present immense barriers between Jew and Gentile; but God can overcome those barriers by going to work within both Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians. The gulf between slave and free yawns far and wide: but God can bridge even that gap by going to work within both Christian slaves and Christian freemen. That means a commitment to stay firmly where they were when God first called them into fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ.

Because God has called each person from a particular social realm and unique life situation, that person should continue in that same situation. Why? In order to continue as a light in that particular social sphere.
 Howard Hendricks relates a case of this:

I had the leading neurosurgeon in the city of Dallas sit in my office weeping like a baby. When I finally got him under control, he spit it out: “Howie, do you think I ought to quit medicine, and go into the ministry?” And then I wept. Here is an individual who has the greatest leverage in our community medically, who has the greatest opportunity to reach that segment for Jesus Christ, and the guy doesn’t even know he’s in the ministry!

Too many look at their life circumstances and see only the negatives. They don’t see the God-glorifying ministry potential inherent in their callings. Paul’s principles of contentment here encourage us to look at our own life situations differently.
 Spiritual simplicity allows us to bloom where we’re planted.

For Spared Sorrow

Another advantage to the single life is for spared sorrow, as seen in verses 25-28,

Now about virgins: I have no command from the Lord, but I give a judgment as one who by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy. Because of the present crisis, I think that it is good for you to remain as you are. Are you married? Do not seek a divorce. Are you unmarried? Do not look for a wife. But if you do marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin marries, she has not sinned. But those who marry will face many troubles in this life, and I want to spare you this. 

The way Paul begins verse 25, “Now about…” points to another matter on which the Corinthians had asked a specific question.
 The question was probably whether a betrothed girl should proceed to marriage in the normal way or remain unmarried—in a state of permanent betrothal, so to speak. The decision, whichever way it went, would involve others—her fiancé, naturally, and also perhaps her father who was responsible for giving her in marriage.

Basically his argument goes like this: when it comes to singleness—and to marriage for that matter—you’re free to choose what you want, because there’s no “command from the Lord.” Now this might not be earth-shattering for us today, but it would have been for Paul’s original hearers. Remember, in the ancient world an ultimate premium was placed on marriage, especially for women. And that’s because your family was not only your economic security, but your meaning in life too. A woman without a family during this time would have been a social outcast, her singleness the sign of her social failure. Some of us still feel this today, don’t we? We feel a stigma has been placed on our singleness; we’re frustrated because people always assume there’s something wrong with us if we’re alone, and sometimes we even begin to believe that ourselves. But Paul completely shatters this idea by presenting singleness not only as a valid option, but maybe even the better one! He says in verse 38, “he who marries does right, but he who does not marry does even better.” 
 Paul’s conviction was that it is better for single Christians to remain single, if they have the gift from God.

His advice is conditioned by “the present crisis.” Some scholars believe Paul is referring to the Great Tribulation at the end of time, citing similar language in Luke 21:23,
 but it is more likely a reference to the pressures of the Christian life in an immoral and particularly hostile environment.
 Some severe crisis was pressing on the Corinthians at the time of writing. Whatever the precise meaning, Paul’s friends were at that time in unusually difficult circumstances, and in view of the troubled times Paul felt it best for them to stay as they were. As Leon Morris notes, “When high seas are raging it is no time for changing ships.”

Persecution is difficult enough for a single person, but the problems and pain are multiplied for one who is married. If Paul had been married, his suffering would have been magnified by his worry about his family and knowledge of their worry about him. They would have suffered every time he was beaten or stoned or imprisoned and would have been constantly fearful for his life. His suffering and his practical problems would have increased and the effectiveness of his ministry decreased. Married believers who go through social turmoil and persecution cannot escape carrying a much heavier load than those who are single.
 Paul wanted to spare them of such sorrow.

Yet he has consistently maintained that, while it is good for some not to marry, marriage is the normal state. There is nothing sinful about it. Though in the prevailing troubles he advised a man not to marry, he says plainly that it is no sin if he does.

For Single-minded Service

Third, Paul recommends the single life for single-minded service for Christ (pun not intended). We read in verses 29-31,

What I mean, brothers, is that the time is short. From now on those who have wives should live as if they had none; those who mourn, as if they did not; those who are happy, as if they were not; those who buy something, as if it were not theirs to keep; those who use the things of the world, as if not engrossed in them. For this world in its present form is passing away.
I would like you to be free from concern. An unmarried man is concerned about the Lord’s affairs—how he can please the Lord. But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world—how he can please his wife— and his interests are divided. An unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs: Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit. But a married woman is concerned about the affairs of this world—how she can please her husband. I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may live in a right way in undivided devotion to the Lord. 

“Whoa, wait a minute, Paul!” you might be thinking. “Are you saying that if we are married we are to act as thought we are single? I thought you were teaching the direct opposite of that earlier!”

No, that is not the case. Notice he does not say, “Stop having a wife, stop dealing with the world,” but rather to live as though none of those things were everything. He is not saying to renounce them, but to relativize them. Love your spouse, mourn, rejoice, do business—but don’t do any of those things as if they were everything.

Because we have insight into God’s plans for this world, we know that the current systems making up the cultures, societies, economies, and systems of our world are temporary. Thus, Paul wrote in Colossians 3:2, “Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth.”
When we fully comprehend the temporary and tentative nature of the current age, wise Christians seek to invest time in eternal matters. Those with their time and energy wrapped up in family, leisure, and possessions tend to get drawn into the concerns of this world and can easily lose sight of spiritual priorities. So, with a heavenly-minded worldview, believers may be engaged in—but not enslaved to—everyday affairs of life.

Married couples are concerned about cultivating their marriages and satisfying their spouses’ needs and desires, and there is everything right about that. It is a vital part of the marriage obligation. Because of this, Paul points out the obvious fact that those who are unmarried not only have more time and resources to devote to a life of Christian service, but they will also be undistracted by the essential commitments required of married men and women. Yes, married couples should be involved in ministry, but their time and energy are necessarily divided. It is a balancing act many men and women have trouble carrying out. This is Paul’s thought here. He is not forbidding marriage. He is warning his readers of the sobering realities of the married life.
 Married Christians should not feel guilty about being married and unmarried Christians should not feel guilty about getting married.

Before the fall, there was no conflict of interests between pleasing one’s spouse and pleasing God. To do one was to do the other. But the entrance of sin and the consequent disruption of the husband-wife relationship have created a discrepancy between serving God and pleasing one’s spouse. Neither husband nor wife naturally puts the interests of Christ’s kingdom or of the other first. It is self first. And self often sees more concrete and direct benefits from pleasing one’s spouse than from pleasing God. Buying your wife a new coat may seem “better,” more gratifying, than tithing. And that self would prefer to be pleased by his or her spouse in many cases than to see that spouse serve God. Going to a movie with your husband seems “better,” more fun, than staying home while he goes to choir practice.

More than a conflict of interests is involved; it is a matter of single or divided interests. The married man or woman has the God-given responsibility to please his or her spouse—not to gratify foolish desires but to do what is best for the other, and that responsibility takes time and effort. The single person does not have this concern. The single woman does not have to cook for husband and children; she does not have to take his suit to be altered. The single man does not have to paint the bedroom or take his children to the dentist. The single person can and should spend more time in the Lord’s service—leading or attending Bible studies, staying late after work to talk to that fellow-worker with a problem. That is why he or she is given the gift of celibacy.

Instead of looking at singlehood as a burden to be borne or as punishment or as a means to gratify oneself and be able to do whatever one pleases, it should be received with thanksgiving to God as an opportunity; and it should be considered a great responsibility. The single person is specially devoted to the Lord. The single person is not one who has missed out or who lacks something; he or she is one who has a special position, one who has something extra. He is not to be pitied but respected. And it is time the church realized this fact in word and deed.

Now, Paul is emphasizing living for the Lord. He did not suggest that it was impossible for a man or a woman to be married and serve God acceptably, for many have done it. But the married servant of God must consider his or her mate, as well as the children God may give them; and this could lead to distraction.
 So both marriage and singleness are equally charismata, spiritual gifts of God’s grace.

Chapter seven concludes with verses 36-40,

36 If anyone thinks he is acting improperly toward the virgin he is engaged to, and if she is getting along in years and he feels he ought to marry, he should do as he wants. He is not sinning. They should get married. 37 But the man who has settled the matter in his own mind, who is under no compulsion but has control over his own will, and who has made up his mind not to marry the virgin—this man also does the right thing. 38 So then, he who marries the virgin does right, but he who does not marry her does even better.

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. 40 In my judgment, she is happier if she stays as she is—and I think that I too have the Spirit of God.
Some scholars think Paul was writing this verse about a father giving permission for his daughter to marry. A few think he was referring to a “spiritual” marriage—a couple living together without sexual relations. But most scholars agree that Paul was referring to an engaged couple who couldn’t decide whether or not to get married. Assuming this is the case, Paul remains consistent with the rest of his advice. He said a man shouldn’t feel guilty about marrying his fiancée if he is sexually attracted to her. But if he is able, it would be good for him not to marry her. It all depends on whether he has the spiritual gift from God to stay single.

Right to the end Paul refrains from saying anything to indicate that there is something morally higher about the single life. He thinks that the widow is happier if she refrains from remarriage. But we must read this in the light of the special circumstances mentioned earlier in the chapter.

Paul gives a balanced approach to marriage and singleness, and I think we would do well to strike this balance ourselves. For those of us who are married, we need to stop treating singles like they have a disease. “When are you getting married? You’re not getting any younger!” But remember, “he who refrains from marriage will do even better.” On the other hand, those of us who are single need to hear the very same thing, just from the other side. “If anything is a disease,” we say, “it’s marriage! Needy people pairing up with each other because they just can’t make it on their own.” Really? It’s frustrating, I know. But remember, “he who marries…does well.”

So which is better, single or married? The answer depends on how God has equipped us. And He equips each of us individually. Don’t decide for somebody else.
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