
What About Singleness and Marriage? 
1 Cor. 7:25-40 

 1 

CONTEXT 
     This morning we continue in Paul’s first letter to the church in the city of Corinth. In the last 

few weeks we’ve seen Paul answer various questions from the Corinthian church. What about 

sex and marriage? What about divorce? What about calling? Today Paul answers the question 

What about singleness and marriage? But before we consider Paul’s response, let’s pray. 

 
PRAY 
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INTRODUCTION      

     I recently read an author pose this question: “When did we last see a successful movie 

which portrayed a contented bachelor?” I can’t think of any. Can you? He continues: “The 

basic premise of Hollywood comedies like The 40-Year-Old Virgin and 40 Days and 40 Nights 

demonstrate this. 40-Year-Old chronicles a man’s increasingly desperate attempts to have sex 

for the first time. In 40 Days a younger man struggles to last just forty days and nights 

without sex.” He concludes, “In the world around us, singleness – singleness with no sex – is a 

bad thing, to be avoided at almost any cost. And that’s true inside the church too.” 

     But in today’s passage Paul says, “Sometimes it’s better to be single…” He certainly doesn’t 

prohibit marriage. He says, “He who marries does well and he who refrains from marriage 

does even better.” But it’s clear he wants the Christian singles in Corinth to consider remaining 

single. Think it through. And he gives them five things to consider… 

1. Consider the circumstances (vv. 25-28a) 

2. Consider the challenges (vv. 28b, 32-35) 

3. Consider the time (vv. 29-31) 

4. Consider your temptations (36-38) 

5. Consider the person (vv. 39-40) 

     If you’re tempted to check out of this sermon because you’re not single, consider a few 

things. First, Paul is writing to the church. If you profess to follow Jesus that means this is 

addressed to you. It must be important. Second, most of us who are married will find ourselves 

single again at some point. Third, those who are single need community, friendship, and family. 

As non-singles, we each have a vested interest in singleness for the health and well-being of the 

entire church. So, let’s explore what God wants us to consider together. 
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1. CONSIDER THE CIRCUMSTANCES. 
 

Paul begins, “Now concerning the betrothed.” The word translated “betrothed” is 

literally “virgins,” that is, anyone who is unmarried or single. Paul responds to the 

question: What about singleness and marriage? 

     Paul prefaces his response by saying, “I have no command from the Lord, but I give 

my judgment as one who by the Lord's mercy is trustworthy.” What he means is that 

Jesus hasn’t addressed this question directly. However, Paul gives what we might call 

authoritative pastoral advice. Pastoral advice from one who is trustworthy because of 

Jesus’s mercy and the indwelling Holy Spirit (v. 40). 

     With that, Paul begins his response in verses 26-27. 
 
I think that in view of the present distress it is good for a person to remain as he is. 
Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not 
seek a wife. 

 

To the question, “should I marry?” Paul says, first, consider the circumstances. In view of 

the present distress – the circumstances – it is good for a person to remain as he is. If 

married, stay married. If single, stay single. 

     But Paul’s authoritative advice isn’t authoritarian because he quickly adds, “But if 

you do marry, you have not sinned, and if a betrothed woman marries, she has not 

sinned.” There is freedom to marry – it is no sin. Later he says, “He who marries does 

well (v. 38).” Marriage is a good thing. Created by God with many wonderful benefits 

and also many challenges. So, Paul wants Christian singles to consider the circumstances. 
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     Most commentators think the “present distress” probably refers to a significant and 

present crisis.  

It could have been a significant wave of persecution. There was intense Roman 

persecution under Nero that came about ten years after Paul wrote this letter. Here’s 

how one writer describes the persecution,  

“Nero had Christians sewn up in animal skins and thrown before wild dogs to be torn 
apart and eaten.  Other believers were dressed in clothes soaked in wax, tied to trees, 
and set on fire- to become human candles for his garden.” 

  

Maybe the persecution had already started… 

Or, it could have been the famine recorded during the reign of Emperor Claudius.  

Whatever it was, it appears the Corinthian church was facing a severe season of 

suffering. 

     In light of the present distress Paul advises singles to remain as they are. This is still 

good pastoral advice… Before you get married consider your circumstances.  

• Are you in school? 

• Are you about to go off to war?  

• Are you pursuing a career field that is not conducive to family life?  

• Do you feel called to dangerous missionary work? 

• Is God using you significantly as a single person? 
 

Maybe now is not the time to get married. I think of Jesus himself. As one writer points 

out, “We wrongly downplay his humanity if we don’t think that he was tempted to 

settle down with a wife, sex, and kids. (If you are single and deeply desire marriage 

know that Jesus was a red-blooded man who was tempted in this area too. He knows 

what that feels like.) Why didn’t he? He remained single for us – those things were not 

compatible with God’s salvation plan for him to live, die, and rise again in our place.”  

Jesus never married because of the calling on his life. 

 

Paul says, “sometimes it’s better to be single.” First, consider the circumstances. 
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2. CONSIDER THE CHALLENGES. 

     Second, consider the challenges. Singleness and marriage are both good but each has 

unique challenges and responsibilities. Paul wants singles to consider the challenges of 

marriage before they marry. In verse 28b,  

“But if you do marry, you have not sinned, and if a betrothed woman marries, she has 

not sinned. Yet those who marry will have worldly troubles, and I would spare you 

that.”  

How does Paul describe the challenges? In verse 28 he describes them as “worldly 

troubles.” The word translated “troubles” literally means “pressed together, or under 

pressure.” In marriage two persons are “pressed together” if you will. Each person 

brings their sin, insecurities, and suffering with them and the two are “pressed 

together.” One pastor observes: “Marriage is hard. It’s a good gift but not necessarily a 

pain-free gift. Some married couples find it very difficult to get along. Some have 

children who walk away from the faith. There are certain troubles the single person is 

spared.” 

     I suspect one temptation for singles is thinking marriage will solve many of your 

problems. Marriage is a good gift but it also introduces new challenges. And married 

people are not immune to loneliness, depression, or anxiety. Paul urges singles to 

consider the challenges before getting married. Marriage will involve “trouble.” 

How else does Paul describe the challenges? Look at verse 32 and following,  

“I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things 

of the Lord, how to please the Lord. But the married man is anxious about worldly 

things, how to please his wife, and his interests are divided…” And also to the 

unmarried and married woman. And why does Paul say all this? “I say this for your own 

benefit, not to lay any restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure 

your undivided devotion to the Lord.” 
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     Paul also describes the challenges of marriage in terms of concern and care for one 

another. You have someone else to worry about. He’s not saying that is a bad thing but 

he is saying it can be challenging. A married person not only has to think about their 

own needs, fears, gifts, doubts, questions, and besetting sins but also those of their 

spouse. 

     The single person, on the other hand, can devote themselves solely to Jesus. “The 

unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to please the Lord… And 

the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be 

holy in body and spirit.” 

     In verse 35, Paul concludes by reminding them that he’s giving this pastoral advice 

because he wants what’s best for them. He’s not trying to lay a guilt-trip on them or say 

they can’t get married. More than anything, he wants them to know Jesus because 

ultimately only he satisfies. He simply points out that married folks have more to worry 

about. 

     The year was 1996. My wife and I had four sons – all under six years old. I was 

working in Seattle at the Boeing company. It was a really good job. We were able to buy 

a house. But one day I announced: I want to quit my job, sell our house, and go to 

seminary. Stacy had a very different idea of what our life together looked like. It’s hard 

for me to communicate how badly I wanted this and how badly she did not want this. 

There were arguments. And for my part guilt trips and manipulations. Marriage wasn’t 

fun for either of us in this season. To make matters worse, my friend Kyle, who was 

single, called to tell me he was quitting his job and moving to Dallas to attend seminary. 

I wanted to be excited for him – I pretended to be excited for him – but all I felt was 

envy. Over time, I wore Stacy down and she agreed to put the house up for sale (by 

owner). If it sold, that would be a sign God wanted us to go.  
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At the same time, I had a group of good brothers around me telling me that if God 

wanted me to quit, sell, and move he would give my wife a similar conviction. For me to 

push her into this would be disastrous. I needed to consider her needs, sense of calling, 

and timing. Not what I wanted to hear. Well, our house never sold! Who can’t sell a 

house in Seattle?! I finally realized that if God was calling us to go he would give us the 

same desire. So, we stayed. It was really hard for a time. Looking back, I’m so thankful 

we didn’t go. I think it would have been disastrous. The point is, marriage changes 

things. I wasn’t free to just do what I want – no matter how well-intentioned it seemed. 

I needed to consider the needs, desires, and well-being of my wife and children. Kyle, 

because he was single, could quit, pack, and go whenever he wanted. I could not. 

 

Should you marry? Paul says, “First, consider the circumstances. Next, consider the 

challenges. Third, consider the time.” 
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3. CONSIDER THE TIME. 
 
Look at verse 29, “This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very 
short.” 
 
     Before you marry consider the time. What does Paul mean “the appointed time has 

grown very short”? Since Jesus came 2000 years ago, we have been living in the last 

days. That’s what the New Testament says. Are we in the last days? Yes. We have been 

for 2000 years. So, he could return at any time. He could return today. The appointed 

time is short. 

     What significance does this have for marriage and singleness? Since there is no 

marriage in heaven (Matt. 22:30) this means marriage is not ultimate. We will be 

married only for a very, very, very short period of time. What’s 50 years of marriage 

compared to 60 trillion years of life? It’s a blip on the radar screen.  

     So, in light of eternity, Paul says… 

“From now on, let those who have wives live as though they had none.” (v. 29) 
 
Paul is not instructing husbands to neglect their wives, nor wives their husbands. He’s 
saying live as though marriage is not ultimate. Death will dissolve your marriage but it 
won’t dissolve your relationship with Jesus. 
 
“And those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as 
though they were not rejoicing.” (v. 30) 
 
Paul is not encouraging a stoic lifestyle where we are unaffected by the sorrows and joys 
of life. Rather, live as though your earthly joys and sorrows are not the last word.  
 
“Those who buy as though they had no goods.” (v. 30)  
 
Paul is not forbidding the buying of possessions. Rather, live as though your possessions 
don’t define you. 
 
“And those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it.” (v.31)  
 
Paul says, be engaged in the world but don’t be of the world. 
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     Why Paul? “Because the present form of this world is passing away (v. 31).” None of 

these things are ultimate…  Jesus is!  Life is very short.  Therefore, don’t disregard these 

things but view them with an eternal perspective. One author writes, “Love your 

spouse, mourn, rejoice, do business, engage the world—but don’t do any of those 

things as if they were everything.” 

 
Consider the time, life is very short…  Therefore, in light of eternity, don’t make too 

much of marriage or anything in this world. 

 
Think it through. Sometimes it’s better to be single. Consider the circumstances, 
consider the challenges, and consider the time. Fourth, consider the temptations. 
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4. CONSIDER THE TEMPTATIONS. 
 

If anyone thinks that he is not behaving properly toward his betrothed, if his passions 
are strong, and it has to be, let him do as he wishes: let them marry—it is no sin. But 
whoever is firmly established in his heart, being under no necessity but having his 
desire under control, and has determined this in his heart, to keep her as his 
betrothed, he will do well. So then he who marries his betrothed does well, and he 
who refrains from marriage will do even better. (vv. 36-38) 
 
     Earlier, Paul says something similar: “But because of the temptation to sexual 

immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband (v. 

2).” And “But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to 

marry than to burn with passion.” So, here Paul says if you struggle to maintain purity 

with your significant other, you should get married.  

     Notice a couple of things. First, marriage is one of God’s solutions to sexual 

temptation. Second, God’s Word expects chastity outside marriage. Sexual activity is 

reserved for a man and woman who are married. We’ve seen that throughout chapter 

7. Outside marriage, the expectation is chastity. Within marriage, the expectation is 

fidelity. If we profess to follow Jesus, that is what God is calling us to. 

     But Paul also says in verse 37 that if you are single and walking in purity it is not 

wrong to remain single…  in fact, in verse 38, he says it is actually better to remain 

single. “So then he who marries his betrothed does well, and he who refrains from 

marriage will do even better.” 

      That is counter-cultural! Our culture thinks it’s harmful to go without sex. To go 

without sex makes you somehow less than human. Yet Jesus was never married. He was 

never in a romantic relationship. He never had sex. Yet he was the most fully human 

who has lived. Therefore, sex, romantic relationship, and marriage are not necessary for 

a full and flourishing human life. In the kingdom of God, singles are not second-class 

citizens. 

 
Singles, consider the temptations. Finally, consider the person. 

  



What About Singleness and Marriage? 
1 Cor. 7:25-40 

 11 

5. CONSIDER THE PERSON. 
 

Look at verses 39-40, 
 
A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives. But if her husband dies, she is free 
to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord. Yet in my judgment she is happier 
if she remains as she is. And I think that I too have the Spirit of God. (1 Cor. 7:39-40) 
 
     In these verses, Paul addresses widows. Here is the question, “is a widow free to 

remarry if her husband dies?”  The answer is yes.  She is free to remarry but “only in the 

Lord.” In other words, remarriage is possible, but it is imperative that Christians only 

marry Christians. But even here… Paul says in verse 40, “Yet in my judgment (probably 

in light of the above reasons) she is happier if she remains as she is.”  That is, if she 

remains single…. 

     Being married is good. Being single is good. (Although Paul’s pastoral advice is that 

sometimes it’s better to be single.) In general, we can say that neither estate is better 

than the other.   

     But if you are going to get married you must consider the person… He or she must be 

a Christian. Reminding yourself that “marriage isn’t ultimate, Jesus is” can protect you 

from compromising this standard. It’s crucial because in one sense marriage is 

permanent. It’s permanent for a lifetime. Paul says that a wife is bound to her husband 

as long as she lives…. Healthy marriages have Jesus at the center. This means you need 

to consider the person you choose to marry very carefully. Because once you tie the 

knot, you can’t untie it. Husband and wife are bound to each other as long as they live. 

One single pastor gave this assessment: “Having seen the difficulties of both singleness 

and marriage, if I had to choose I think I’d rather be unhappily single than unhappily 

married.” 
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CONCLUSION 
Paul says, “sometimes it’s better to be single.” 

• First, consider the circumstances.  

• Second, consider the challenges.  

• Third, consider the time. 

• Fourth, consider the temptations. 

• Fifth, consider the person.  

Paul’s point seems pretty clear…  although marriage is wonderful, sometimes it is better 

to be single.  

     If we’re honest, all of us tend to be “if only” people. “If only” I was ________ then I’d 

be happy. For some, you think “if only” I was married then I’d be happy. For others, “if 

only” I wasn’t married – or married to someone else – then I’d be happy. Paul’s point is 

that neither marriage nor singleness will ultimately satisfy. Why? Because neither 

marriage or singleness is meant to satisfy.  Both are gifts from God, but they are not the 

ultimate gift. The ultimate gift that God gives us is relationship with him. Marriage is 

meant to point beyond itself to this great gift. The marriage between Jesus Christ and 

his beloved church. “’Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast 

to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.’ This mystery is profound, and I am 

saying that it refers to Christ and the church (Ephesians 5:31-32).” Whether you are 

married or single you can have a relationship with the triune God through Jesus Christ.   

A relationship of joy, peace, companionship, forgiveness, and transformation. The joy 

that we experience in marriage is meant to be a small foretaste of the joy that we will 

experience in relating to God for all eternity. Who has access to this joy? Every person 

whether married or single who repents of their sin and trusts in Jesus Christ. 

 

Let’s pray… 
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