
Monday Evening Bible Reading Group: October 4: 1 Corinthians 7 

Whatever you may think about other things Paul wrote, or that carry his name, this chapter 

has a great deal of inspired common sense on delicate issues.  Paul is very careful to 

distinguish “I think” from “I know”, and to recognise explicitly that different situations 

require different approaches.  You can picture a 21st Century Christian pastor saying much of 

what Paul said in the 1st Century, to men and women facing much the same issues that the 

Corinthians faced.  Having said that, it is worth noting the context of Paul’s time: 1) Living in 

Corinth was a bit like living in a red light district.  2) As a generalisation, Jews, at least 

officially had high moral standards, while Romans/Greeks didn’t: for the latter, marriage 

wasn’t taken very seriously, and sex was taken as opportunity offered; 3) It was quite 

challenging for a Christian convert and a “pagan” spouse to live together in harmony – the 

latter in tune with local conventions, the former very definitely not; 4) Some Christian 

propagandists were advocating abandoning liaison with a pagan spouse, some were 

advocating celibacy as much the best thing, and abstinence if you were married; 5) There 

was a famine, which argued for short term caution about getting married and having 

children; 6) There was a strong expectation of the end of the world being just round the 

corner: 7) Some “pagan” philosophers shared Paul’s view that what mattered was not 

upgrading your status, but being your best you could be in your current status. 

We have good grounds for guessing that Paul had been married and that his wife left him 

when he became a Christian.  (Pharisees were expected to marry; and members of the 

Sanhedrin had to be married.)  Paul’s missionary life style is an outstanding example of a 

lifestyle that really didn’t lend itself to domestic bliss! 

If Paul had been the despiser of women that some allege, he would never have made the 

astonishing (for the time) statements that both women and men (most women and men) 

have sexual needs, and that female and male partners have both given up absolute rights 

over their own bodies, in favour of shared responsibilities.  His recognition that if sexual 

satisfaction isn’t available within marriage, folk may well look elsewhere; and that if you 

have obligations to a partner (and maybe children) you can’t just shoot off on the mission 

trail regardless, are just common sense – not prejudice or one upmanship.   Take on board 

Ephesians 5 (written later, and with end of the world thinking less prominent, to round off 

Paul’s teaching on marriage. 

Folk tend to look for Bible absolutes: stay single, don’t divorce, don’t re-marry...  This 

chapter is quite a good example of the pastoral responsibility for talking to situations, rather 

than laying down rules.   We aren’t absolutely certain what the situation of a man being 

responsible for a virgin is about.  Guesses are a couple engaged and not yet married; or a 

marriage in which the couple were trying to do without sex – probably on religious grounds. 

It is interesting to speculate on what Paul would have said about monks, nuns and a celibate 

priesthood.   Based on Chapter 7, he would probably have said that: 1) if the Lord has called 



you to celibacy, that’s  fine, but remember you might get a different calling, to serve the 

Lord equally faithfully within marriage; and 2) being an effective pastor does not depend on 

being celibate.  (The married pastor is distracted by domestic responsibilities; but informed 

by being like most other men and women.)  P.S. Some of the women Paul lists in his letters 

were as much pastors as any of the men, though maybe less free for independent globe 

trotting. 

If Chloe or one of the other female leaders of house churches had been writing this letter, 

would she have said anything different? 

What would have happened if Paul had said (as some present critics think he should have) 

“Christians can’t be slaves or be slaves”? 

Paul didn’t want to break up marriages between believer and non-believer, but he was not 

keen on believers marrying non-believers.  Comments? 


