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Undivided devotion and relational status * 1 Corinthians 7 
February 19, 2017 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 
 
Introduction - Can you be devoted to God while – married?  Single?  Mixed? 
 
Sometimes when we read Scripture, I admit that it can be hard to know how to apply what 
we’re reading.  We’re separated by thousands of years of time and the cultural settings can 
seem so incredibly foreign – it can be, in some cases, quite difficult to know what something 
means in our lives. 
 
Other times though, we run into passages that could have been written yesterday.  Passages 
that are so obvious in their application – so relevant to our daily lives that it’s just an easy (up 
and over) – and we know what it means for our lives. 
 
This morning’s passage is like that.   
 
The people in Corinth were wrestling with questions that we have probably all wrestled with at 
one time or another and they all have to do with the intersection of our relationship with God 
and our relationship with a significant other.   
 
The Corinthians were wondering – can I be married and yet still fully devoted to God?   
Can I be married to a person who doesn’t believe in God and still be fully devoted to God?   
And this - Can I be single and fully devoted to God?   
 
Various segments of the congregation were wondering about these things and so Paul takes up 
his pen to address their concerns.  His response is pretty tightly interwoven and there’s a 
degree of overlap as the text unfolds, so I want to pull out the big issues and organize them 
under those three questions that I just asked.   
 
Can I be married and yet still fully devoted to God?   
Can I be single and fully devoted to God?   
Can I be married to a person who doesn’t believe in God and still be fully devoted to God?   
 
Paul answers those questions in Chapter 7 and I want to take them on one at a time, see what 
he says and then tie it all together at the end. 
 
So let’s start here.  Can I be married and yet still fully devoted to God? 
 
Join me at verse 1 of chapter 7. 
 
Now for the matters you wrote about: It is good for a man not to marry. 
 
Evidently there were people in Corinth who saw marriage as a distraction from a real 
relationship with God.  Most scholars agree that Paul is quoting to them something THEY wrote 
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in a letter to him – so you can put ‘it is good for a man not to marry’ in quotation marks – he’s 
just repeating their understanding back to them to get into the discussion.   
 
And it’s not just ‘it’s good for a man not to marry’ but literally, ‘it’s good for a man not to touch 
a woman’ and that’s a euphemism right – good for a man not to TOUCH a woman.  That’s a 
standard euphemism for sexual relations in ancient literature.  And of course the majority of 
people in Corinth would be coming from a dualistic background – where spiritual = good and 
physical = bad, so they’re probably defaulting to ‘marriage involves sexual relationships, sexual 
relations are bad, therefore ‘it’s good for a man not to marry and be obligated to ‘touch’ a 
woman.’   
 
I should point out that this question sis probably coming from the ascetic segment of the 
church – right, we’ve dealt a lot with the libertine segment of the church that says ‘let’s get 
physical’ but this seems to be a more conservative group in the church, maybe even hoping that 
Paul would endorse their view.   
 
So Paul has this statement to work with – it is good for a man not to marry.   
 
Is that true Paul?  Is it good for a man not to marry?  Is marriage a distraction from the kind of 
devotion that God deserves?   
 
We’re going to see that personally, Paul agrees with this statement.  It IS good for a man not to 
marry.  But, Paul knows and loves the Bible so he also agrees with Genesis 2 – it’s not good for 
man to be alone.  So, yes, there are some times when it’s good for a man not to marry, but in 
many cases, it IS good for man to marry.  You can be married and still have a vital relationship 
with God.   
 
It’s good for a man not to marry but - Verse 2 - 
 
 2 But since there is so much immorality, each man should have his own wife, and each woman 
her own husband. 
 
Paul affirms Genesis 2 – God ordained marriage and so marriage is a good thing – each man 
should have a wife, each woman her own husband.   
 
Now to address the issue of dualism – physical bad, spiritual good – Paul takes it one step 
further – not only is it good for a man to be married to a woman, it is good for a man to be 
physically intimate with his wife and vice versa:   
 
 3 The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and likewise the wife to her husband.   
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. 
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 5 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. (1Co 7:1-5 NIV). 
 
Paul is terribly practical here, isn’t he?  He recognizes that God created us sexual desire and 
He’s given us marriage as the appropriate outlet for that desire, so he calls husbands and wives 
– equally – to intentionally share in physical intimacy.  Notice Paul’s not talking about a right 
here – or a bargaining chip or a reward for good behaviour – and certainly not a husband’s 
prerogative – v.3 a husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife – that’s the language of 
obligation and it would have been crazy radical in Corinth where they were used to women 
being little more than sexual playthings for me.  You know, the general cultural trend was your 
wife is for having heirs and you look outside of the marriage for pleasure.  But Paul says – no 
no.  It’s a responsibility for a husband and a wife to see that sexual desire is fulfilled within the 
context that God ordained for it – marriage between a man and a woman.   
 
Now I have to admit that if this was all Paul said about marriage, it would seem almost crude.  
“Marriage is simply for physical intimacy” - but we know from Ephesians 5 that Paul has a very 
high view of marriage, and he says: 
 
5:25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 
 26 to make her holy… 
 
And I actually think that that’s at the heart of what Paul is saying here.  That by being physically 
intimate in marriage, husbands and wives are helping each other to be holy.   
 
Here’s why I say that – how does verse 2 start?  Since there is so much immorality: marriage.   
 
Paul knows Corinth.  He knows that Corinth has a notorious reputation for hypersexuality.  He 
knows that in the Greek language ‘to Corinthianize’ means to have a lot of sex and ‘Corinthian 
woman’ is slang for a woman with loose morals.  He knows the giant temple to Aphrodite that 
dominates Corinth’s skyline and he knows how that temple would have looked a lot to us like a 
red light district.  Paul knows that there are all sorts of wrong places that the Corinthians could 
go to satisfy their sexual desires, and he says ‘there is only one that God ordained – and that’s 
in marriage.  And when you fulfill your marital duties, you are actually helping your partner to 
obey God and to grow in holiness by exercising sexuality within God’s good plan for sex.’   
 
And you know that our culture is not that different from Corinth.  There are endless 
temptations to look for sexual satisfaction outside of marriage but there is only one place that’s 
right and one place that’s truly fulfilling – in marriage.   
 
So, absolutely, you can be married AND fully devoted to God.  In fact, your devotion to God 
now includes your spouse and you help your partner to grow in holiness.   
 
Let’s go on to the next question – can you be single and fully devoted to God?   
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Given that the Corinthians held that it was good for a man not to marry, it may seem like a 
strange question to ask – can you be single and fully devoted to God.  But for a Jewish person 
though, it was a real concern.  What was the commission that God gave to Adam and Eve?  Be 
fruitful and multiply.  Right?  So if you’re single, and therefore not being fruitful and multiplying.  
If you’re not being fruitful and multiplying, then you’re not obeying that command.  So, is it 
possible to be devoted to God and not married? 
 
 And I think that it’s a very relevant question today – just Thursday an article popped up in my 
Twitter feed – 5 things singles wish married couples knew – that really unpacks the experience 
of being single and Christian – a tricky thing.  Churches rightly honour marriages but we have to 
do it without making people who aren’t married feel like second class citizens, because they’re 
not.  You can absolutely be single and fully devoted to God.   
 
Paul says that in at least three places in chapter 7 –  
 
First, verse 7 - 
 
7 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.   
 
Then verse 27 – 
 
27 Are you married? Do not seek a divorce. Are you unmarried? Do not look for a wife. 
 28 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. (1Co 7:27-28 
NIV). 
 
Everybody wants to use 1 Corinthians 13 at weddings, but nobody wants to use this one – 
‘those who marry will face many troubles in this life…’ 
 
Skip down to 32 – and this gets at the heart of it - 
 
32 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. 
 33 But a married man is concerned about the affairs of this world--how he can please his wife-- 
 34 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. (1Co 7:32-34 NIV). 
 
Put all that together though and you get this – being single provides a unique freedom to focus 
on the things of God.  
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Now I recognize that that can be easier said than done, and I know that there are issues of 
belonging and companionship tied up in this, especially if you have been married before.  But I 
want us all to hear what Paul is saying, whether you are seventy or seventeen. 
 
Singleness is not incompleteness.  Singleness is absolutely part of God’s plan.   
 
Paul actually prefers it – verse 7 – I wish all men were as I am – he goes so far as to call it a gift!  
And the reason for that is verse 32, 34 – single people can pursue the Lord’s affairs without 
distraction.   
 
You know, I admit that it can be hard to maintain undivided devotion when you’re thinking 
about your wife, your kids, your household, but Paul recognizes that there is a freedom in 
singleness that can allow some men and women to thrive as singles as servants of God, 
whether for a period of life, or longer.   
 
I tweeted the author of the article I mentioned earlier and asked for her perspective on this – 
she responded –  
 
“I think singles in the church need to hear not only that they lack nothing in Christ but also that 
God sees their singleness as distinctly useful and good for His church.  Because I am single, I 
have a unique opportunity to love and serve the church as a lifestyle rather than as an event…  
Many single friends … are among the hardest working, most generous people I know…” 
 
And that’s true in our church and has been throughout church history – God works through 
single people in some pretty significant ways.   
 
So yes, absolutely, you can be single and fully devoted to God.  You have a unique freedom to 
honour God; invest in it.   
 
Before we more on to the final question, let me just make a brief aside.  Julie and I spent some 
time talking about this passage and where Paul’s perspective on marriage and singleness comes 
from and I confess that I’ve always come to these words thinking – Paul – you’re a single guy – 
what do you know about all of this?  But I ran into something this week that really shifted my 
perspective.  Before Paul was Paul, he was Saul of Tarsus – he was a Hebrew of Hebrews, top 
1%, gold star Jewish man.  According to Philippians, he got all the checkmarks – if it was Jewish, 
he did it.  So it would be really surprising if he hadn’t married.  Right?  Be fruitful and multiply.  
According to Jewish Law, if he was a rabbi, he HAD to be married.  So there’s a good chance 
that had to married at one point.   
 
The question then is what happened to her?  And it’s possible that Paul was widowed and the 
grammar of the language that Paul uses here (the ‘widow’ language) suggests that it’s possible.  
Another possibility though is that Saul had his conversion experience on the Damascus road, 
and he came home and said ‘Look what happened’ and she said ‘you’re nuts!’  It may be that 
she left him because he converted so radically to follow Jesus.   
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Now that’s all speculation but it does give us some insight into how Paul is talking.  I don’t think 
he’s speaking about marriage and singleness as a disinterested believer, but as someone who is 
fully engaged in the realities and dynamics of relationships in the real world.  He just wants to 
faithfully apply the Gospel to our relational circumstances.   
 
So. Yes, you can be married and fully devoted to God. 
Yes, you can be single and fully devoted to God;  
What about this?  Can you be married to someone who doesn’t believe in God and still be fully 
devoted to God?   
 
This would have been a very common situation in Corinth; you’d have people married before 
they had ever heard of Jesus, then when one spouse heard the Gospel and responded, the 
whole household dynamic would change.  All of a sudden, you’d have one spouse trying to 
follow Jesus and the other still living according to the ways of this world.  Could you be fully 
devoted to God in that situation? 
 
Paul speaks to that very situation in verse 12 – and let me just say, he paraphrases Jesus in vs. 
10 – saying ‘the Lord – that is Jesus – says, not I’; then, since Jesus never talked about mixed 
marriages, Paul speaks, so ‘I, not the Lord Jesus.’  That doesn’t make this any less authoritative, 
just acknowledges that it’s coming from Paul, not directly from Jesus.  Verse 12 
 
12 To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she 
is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. 
 13 And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she 
must not divorce him. 
 14 For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife 
has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, 
but as it is, they are holy. 
 15 But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such 
circumstances; God has called us to live in peace. 
16 How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or, how do you know, 
husband, whether you will save your wife? (1Co 7:16 NIV). 
 
Yes, you can be married to a non-believer and still be fully devoted to God.   
In fact, Paul goes so far as to say that the unbelieving spouse is sanctified by the one who 
believes.   
 
That’s a big statement so let’s unpack it.   
 
On the level of the marriage itself, I think that this grows naturally out of the concerns of the 
Corinthian church.  Put yourself in a pew in Corinth and work this through.  You’re married and 
then only later came to faith in Jesus.  Now, your goal is undivided devotion to the God; can you 
in good conscience stay hitched up to someone who has entirely NO devotion to God?  ‘Now 
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that I’ve trusted Jesus, He has purified with me; does staying with my unbelieving partner make 
me impure?’ 
 
Verse 14 specifically answers that question – being married to an unbeliever doesn’t make you 
unclean; you make the unbeliever holy.  Your presence in the marriage sanctifies the marriage. 
 
Now, to all the youth, I say: that’s not a reason to intentionally marry a non-believer – Paul 
specifically discourages that in 2nd Corinthians 6- but it is an encouragement for all of us that 
even if you spouse is not as committed as you are, God is at work in them.   
 
14 Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have 
in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? – 
 
See because on the individual level, an unbelieving spouse is sanctified by their marriage to a 
believer.   
 
Now on the individual level, the unbeliever is also sanctified by their marriage to a believer.  
The marriage is sanctified and so too is the spouse.   
 
Now that can’t mean that they are brought into a saving relationship with Jesus – verse 16 says 
that’s still something that we hope and pray for.  But it does mean that by being married to a 
believer, an unbeliever is uniquely exposed to the gospel of grace.  They have a front row seat 
to watch God transform a life for good, to watch God carry you and empower you to whether 
the storms of life with grace and so it’s no surprise that Paul anticipates in verse 16 – they very 
well may come to faith because of you. 
 
David Jackman’s little devotional puts it really so I’ll quote him at length here –  
 
The unbelieving partner and the children produced by the marriage come within the sphere of 
God’s grace.  Because of the believer’s influence for holiness within the home, the gospel is 
there lived out and explained.  Far from seeking to get out of the marriage, the Christian 
partner has a new calling to pray, love and serve the unbeliever, in the expectation and hope 
that God will graciously move in upon the whole family and eventually unite them together in 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  The Christian does not withdraw, give up or move out.  Quite the 
opposite!  Confident of God’s infinite mercy and grace, he or she becomes the channel of 
Christ-like reality in the family (Jackman, 117).     
 
If you are married to someone who doesn’t believe, I want to encourage you – as you devote 
yourself to God, He is working through you to reach your spouse.   
 
So, yes, if you are married, you can be fully devoted to God – your devotion includes your 
spouse. 
Yes, if you are single, you can be fully devoted to God – your devotion is a unique freedom to 
focus on God. 
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And yes, if you are married to an unbeliever, you can be fully devoted to God – your devotion 
impacts your spouse.   
 
Now in each of those different circumstances, do you see the common theme?  It’s devotion to 
God, isn’t it?  And that comes from verse 35 – verse 35 is really the key that unlocks the whole 
chapter: 
 
35 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. (1Co 7:32-35 NIV). 
 
See, Paul’s concern is not primarily if you’re married, or who you’re married to, and if you’re 
married at all – Paul’s primary concern is that we live lives of undivided devotion to the Lord 
and that we see our relational circumstances as a part of that devotion.  Do you see – all of 
chapter 7 has this one big theme – whatever your relational status – to borrow from Facebook 
– single, in a relationship, engaged, married, it’s complicated – treat it not as a separate thing, 
but within your undivided devotion to the Lord.   
 
Paul doesn’t really unpack that undivided devotion idea here, but he does quite concisely in 2nd 
Corinthians – he writes back to this same group and he says (2 Cor 5:14-15) 
 
14 For Christ's love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore 
all died. 
 15 And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who 
died for them and was raised again (2Co 5:14-15 NIV). 
 
Christ loved us enough to die for us; if that truth has gripped our hearts, then we are called to 
put His priorities before our own and to live for Him.  We are called to make our relationship 
with Him priority number one and then bring His values into our relational circumstances.   
 
If we’re married, our undivided devotion to God includes our spouse. 
If we’re single, our undivided devotion is a unique freedom to serve God. 
If we’re married to an unbeliever, our undivided devotion impacts our spouse.   
 
Rather than being defined by those relationships, be defined by your relationship with God, and 
then bring His values into your relational circumstances.   
 
Make your relational status a part of your undivided devotion to God.    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


