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1 CORINTHIANS 7 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Now concerning the things about which you wrote, it is good for a man not to 
touch a woman. 2 But because of immoralities, each man is to have his own wife, 
and each woman is to have her own husband. 
 
ch. 7 Parts of 1 Corinthians ch. 7 tend to either garner a key amount of attention from 

today’s Messianic people, or tend to be steadfastly ignored and disregarded. This passage of 
the letter of 1 Corinthians contains what has been labeled as “Paul’s rule,” 1 Corinthians 7:17-
24, being preceded by a wider discussion about marriage, and one that Paul notably says, 
concerned “the things about which you wrote” (v. 1), in a previous, non-extant letter. The 
marriage issues concerned the mutual sexual needs of man and wife (vs. 2-6, 9), the 
advantage of someone like Paul being unmarried (vs. 7-8), and what was to be done if a 
husband or wife was a non-Believer (vs. 9-16). The vignette detailing Paul’s rule is then 
followed by a series of instructions regarding potential marriage of virgins (vs. 25-26, 29-38), 
current marriages in Corinth (vs. 27-28), and possible remarriages in Corinth (vs. 38-40). 
With Paul noting “the present distress” (v. 26), there are some situation-specific words in 1 
Corinthians ch. 7 which are going to have to be considered by readers. 

That we encounter Paul’s remark, “so I direct in all the [assemblies]” (v. 17), the 
principles elaborated upon in 1 Corinthians 7:17-24 would have been implemented by him in 
his ministry service across the board, as he dealt with the status of different groups within 
the Body of Messiah. As can be detected, given the diversity of marriage advice in 1 
Corinthians 7:1-16, 25-40, while Paul did not actively encourage marriage here to his intended 
audience, neither did he forbid it, nor did he forbid married couples from being one in the 
Lord, nor did he actively encourage a believing spouse from leaving his or her non-believing 
spouse. There is much that had to be considered, on the basis of what was best for one’s 
relationship and service to the Lord, such as whether a husband or wife could sanctify a 
marriage relationship, and bring a non-believing spouse to saving faith (vs. 14, 16). 

There are perspective issues that today’s modern readers, especially those of us who 
compose a still-maturing and developing Messianic movement, need to be considering. Some 
of this very much concerns the value judgment we make on what 7:20 really communicates 
(“remain in that condition in which he was called” [NASU] or “abide in that calling wherein 
he was called” [American Standard Version]), and whether this is a vocational calling to a 
status in life that is to never really change, or whether this is a calling to salvation and 
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sanctification. More generally, the thoughts of Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner are useful 
to keep in mind: 

“For all its difficulties, 1 Corinthians 7 shows Paul the pastor at his best. No passage in 
his letters contains a more sustained and nuanced ethical reflection on concrete issues of 
everyday life, aside from 1 Corinthians 8-10...Paul’s counsel can help us as relatively detached 
observers to reflect more objectively on our own particularity. Even though our concerns may 
not coincide with theirs, the chapter’s sexual ethics have much to offer to contemporary 
discussions.”1 

What is also important, to keep in mind, is how interpreters are broadly agreed that Paul 
is not laying out absolute mandates to be followed in ch. 7. There is a wide degree of flexibility 
present in Paul’s instruction to the Corinthians, where their own setting and circumstances, 
as well as their own degree of discernment and discretion, was to surely be weighed. 

7:1 Readers of v. 1 can easily deduce how this section of Paul’s letter most definitely 
concerns the Apostle responding to written correspondence from the Corinthians. While the 
discussion that follows immediately involves marriage, divorce, and celibacy—discussions 
that follow in ch. 8 and onward were probably also prompted by a Corinthian letter. V. 1 is 
widely recognized as including a Corinthian slogan or statement, which Paul is having to 
cross-examine. It is separated out in quotation marks “ ” in the NRSV, “Now concerning the 
matters about which you wrote: ‘It is well for a man not to touch a woman,” and the ESV, 
“Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: ‘It is good for a man not to have sexual 
relations with a woman.’” The NIV originally had, “Now for the matters you wrote about: It is 
good for a man not to marry,” with the TNIV having the much improved, “Now for the matters 
you wrote about: ‘It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a woman.’” 

What sector or faction among the Corinthians would have adopted the idea, “It is good 
for a man not to have relations with a woman” (HCSB)? It can be posited how some of the 
Corinthians, in light of the legitimate problems of sexual immorality present among then, had 
decided—as a certain overreaction—to avoid all sexual activity in the context of heterosexual 
marriage. Asceticism2 was something present in various Greco-Roman philosophical schools, 
and celibacy was something observed by various persons in service to the gods. There were 
also Jewish movements which were ascetic and abstained from sexual activities.3 Asceticism 
would widely look at sexual intercourse as being something sinful. 

Some may have welcomed total abstinence from sexual activities, per the sentiments 
from Yeshua about how those in the resurrection will not marry (Luke 20:34-36; cf. 1 Timothy 
4:1-3), and could have even used the Apostle Paul’s singleness as a basis for this (v. 8; 9:5). 
David E. Garland notes, “Those who attempt to become celibate for utopian reasons only open 

 
1 Ciampa and Rosner, 271. 
2 “Forms of discipline that include renouncing desires or pleasures for the purpose of doing God’s will” 

(Donald S. McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms [Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996], 19). 
3 Cf. Hays, 114. 



1 CORINTHIANS 7 

- 187 - 

the door of temptation to fornication.”4 Paul himself did speak approvingly of the married 
estate (Ephesians 5:22-23; Colossians 3:18-19; 1 Timothy 3:2, 12; 5:14), with Richard B. Hays 
correctly indicating, “The view is widespread that Paul despised women and thought sex was 
dirty or defiling. In fact...this is a grossly inaccurate caricature of Paul’s teaching.”5 Hays 
specifically draws attention to how Paul’s instruction here is rooted within the Corinthian 
circumstances, making light of what he designates as “the flexibility and openness of Paul’s 
counsel.”6 Garland further concludes, “Paul does not offer a one-size-fits-all guideline. He 
treats each person as a responsible moral agent who must learn how to please the Lord in his 
or her circumstances.”7 

7:2 If there were various Corinthians who believed that sexuality was a barrier between 
themselves and God, what might this do to a husband or wife, who was not so convinced? The 
pull of sexual immorality and prostitution, in a city like Corinth, would mean that for a wide 
number of the Corinthian Believers, being married for proper sexual congress would be a 
necessity. Many would not be able to have the discipline to be abstinate. Paul is keen to direct, 
“Rather, in the face of so much immorality, let each man have his own wife and each woman 
her own husband” (REB). Paul does not agree with the slogan quoted in v. 1. Sexual 
intercourse within a monogamous marriage relationship is to be regarded as blessed (Genesis 
2:25; Ephesians 5:31), with sex within marriage tends to be the only viable answer to 
promiscuity. Paul’s statement is based within the Tanach and ancient Jewish writings, which 
admonish how sexual gratification is to come from a wife and not a prostitute or foreigner: 

 
“As a loving hind and a graceful doe, let her breasts satisfy you at all times; be exhilarated 
always with her love. For why should you, my son, be exhilarated with an adulteress and 
embrace the bosom of a foreigner?” (Proverbs 5:19-20). 
 
“Beware, my son, of all immorality. First of all take a wife from among the descendants 
of your fathers and do not marry a foreign woman, who is not of your father's tribe; for 
we are the sons of the prophets. Remember, my son, that Noah, Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, our fathers of old, all took wives from among their brethren. They were blessed 
in their children, and their posterity will inherit the land” (Tobit 4:12) 
 
“‘Be on guard against the spirit of promiscuity, for it is constantly active and through 
your descendants is about to defile the sanctuary. Therefore take for yourself a wife 
while you are still young, a wife who is free of blame or profanation, who is not from the 
race of alien nations” (Testament of Levi 9:9-10).8 

 

 
4 Garland, 243. 
5 Hays, 111. 
6 Ibid., 112. 
7 Garland, pp 244-245. 
8 Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 791-792. 
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3 The husband must fulfill his duty to his wife, and likewise also the wife to her 
husband. 4 The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband 
does; and likewise also the husband does not have authority over his own body, but 
the wife does. 5 Stop depriving one another, except by agreement for a time, so that 
you may devote yourselves to prayer, and come together again so that Satan will 
not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. 6 But this I say by way of 
concession, not of command. 
 
7:3 Paul’s words about sexuality within marriage, in vs. 3-4, were profoundly different 

than how sexuality was commonly approached by his Jewish contemporaries. He asserts, “Let 
the husband give his wife her due, and so likewise the wife to her husband” (Lattimore), tēn 
opheilēn being approached as either “the debt” (Brown and Comfort)9 or “obligation” (TLV). 
Paul speaks very favorably of heterosexual intercourse, for far more reasons than just 
procreation, as statements from major figures like Philo or Josephus precisely show that 
many Jews looked at sexual intercourse as mainly for producing children. There are 
statements witnessed which speak against sexual intercourse for pleasure: 

 
“But those who marry women who have been previously tested by other men and 
ascertained to be barren, do merely covet the carnal enjoyment like so many boars or 
goats, and deserve to be inscribed among the lists of impious men as enemies to God; for 
God, as being friendly to all the animals that exist, and especially to man, takes all 
imaginable care to secure preservation and duration to every kind of creature. But those 
who seek to waste all their power at the very moment of putting it forth are confessedly 
enemies of nature...[F]or those men are devoted to pleasure who are not influenced by 
the wish of propagating children, and of perpetuating their race, when they have 
connection with women, but who are only like boars or he-goats seeking the enjoyment 
that arises from such a connection. Again, who can be greater haters of their species 
than those who are the implacable and ferocious enemies of their own children? Unless, 
indeed, any one is so foolish as to imagine that these men can be humane to strangers 
who act in a barbarous manner to those who are united to them by ties of blood” (Philo 
Special Laws 3.36, 113).10 
 
“Moreover, there is another order of Essenes, who agree with the rest as to their way of 
living, and customs, and laws, but differ from them in the point of marriage, as thinking 
that by not marrying they cut off the principal part of human life, which is the prospect 
of succession; nay rather, that if all men should be of the same opinion, the whole race 
of mankind would fail. However, they try their spouses for three years' probation; and 
if they find that they have their natural purgations thrice, as trials that they are likely to 
be fruitful, they then actually marry them. But they do not use to accompany with their 

 
9 Brown and Comfort, 592. 
10 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, pp 597, 605. 
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wives when they are with child, as a demonstration that they do not marry out of regard 
to pleasure, but for the sake of posterity. Now the women go into the baths with some of 
their garments on, as the men do with something girded about them. And these are the 
customs of this order of Essenes” (Josephus Wars of the Jews 2.160-161).11 
 
Quite opposite to the widespread view among many Jews that human sexuality was 

mainly for procreation, the Apostle Paul does recognize the value of heterosexual 
intercourse. Paul was significantly unique in emphasizing the role that both husband and 
wife play in heterosexual relations: “The husband should fulfill his wife's sexual needs, and 
the wife should fulfill her husband's needs” (NLT). If a figure like Paul was a rigid 
patriarchalist, then he would have only mentioned the sexual needs of the husband—which 
he did not do! David Prior properly observes, “Paul here nails any selfishness or inconsiderate 
excess in the physical aspects of marriage. This whole approach to equality and mutuality in 
the marriage-relationship was completely revolutionary in Paul’s day, remained so for many 
centuries afterwards, and continues to be so in virtually every modern culture.”12 Sex was 
for the woman as much as it was for the man. And, Paul’s statement here was especially 
vital for various Corinthians to keep in mind, as Ciampa and Rosner state how it “would have 
been a pointed reminder to husbands who thought they were free to continue sexual 
relationships with household slaves, prostitutes, or consorts that they were not in fact free to 
do so.”13 

7:4 What Paul communicates in v. 4 is especially revolutionary, and continues to be in 
many religious settings, as it emphasizes the mutual relationship of husband and wife as one: 
“For the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise the 
husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does” (ESV). Here, the verb 
of importance is exousiazō, “to have the right of control, have the right/power for someth. 
or over someone” (BDAG).14 It is not just the wife who has to submit to the needs of her husband, 
but the husband also has to submit to the needs of his wife. The husband and wife are to belong 
to each other. Ben Witherington III draws the significant conclusion, “[Paul’s] egalitarian 
treatment of the rights of each partner is remarkable and would have amounted to a serious 
qualification of the status quo. Few Romans could have conceived of arguing that the 
husband’s body belonged to the wife.”15 

Even among Believers today, the concept of mutual submission, of husband and wife 
within marriage (Ephesians 5:21ff), is something that can be met with skepticism at best, but 
also a great deal of rancor and even hostility.16 Husband and wife are to be co-equal partners, 

 
11 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 607. 
12 Prior, 116. 
13 Ciampa and Rosner, 268. 
14 BDAG, 353. 
15 Witherington, 175. 
16 Consult especially the observations provided in the author’s commentary Ephesians for the Practical 

Messianic. 
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looking out for one another, and gauging one another for certain in an important dynamic 
like sexual intimacy. Paul’s direction of husband and wife both having authority over the 
other, has not been emphasized to the degree that it should throughout most of religious 
history. I have never heard Messianic teachers emphasize it that much. Instead, one is more 
likely to hear the sexual needs of the man overwhelmingly trump the needs of the woman. As 
Gordon D. Fee comments, 

“[I]n responding as he does, with emphasis on the full mutuality of sexuality within 
marriage, Paul puts sexual relations within Christian marriage on much higher ground than 
one finds in most cultures, including the church, where sex is often viewed as the husband’s 
right and the wife’s obligation. For Paul the marriage bed is both unitive (cf. 6:16) and an 
affirmation that the two belong to one another in total mutuality.”17 

J. Paul Sampley goes further, in rightfully addressing how the authority that husband 
and wife possess over one another, extends beyond sexuality, and involves honoring one 
another in their marital and family decisions: 

“The assertions about the woman’s having authority over the man’s body and the man’s 
having authority over the woman’s body should give a modern Christian couple an 
opportunity to discuss and evaluate their practice not only of who is allowed or expected to 
initiate sexual intercourse but also of how authority is shared in other family decisions and 
practices. Paul’s view of this shared authority honors both the needs and rights of each sexual 
partner. And by extrapolation, wives and husbands could work at honoring one another’s 
needs and rights in all aspects of their shared lives.”18 

Too frequently in religious history, “A wife belongs to her husband instead of to herself, 
and a husband belongs to his wife instead of to himself” (Contemporary English Version), has 
not been a concept too widely emphasized. A failure to emphasize the mutual submission of 
husband and wife to each other—especially given the pressures of the modern world, and the 
easiness and frequentness of divorce—has most probably caused far too many unstable and 
unhappy marriages. 

7:5 While Paul has described the importance of sexual activity within a monogamous 
marriage relationship (vs. 3-4), he does recognize that there is some value in a husband or 
wife abstaining from sexual activity for various, albeit limited, seasons of time. He issues the 
qualified word, “Do not withhold sexual intercourse from one another, unless you agree to do 
so for a time in order to devote yourselves to prayer. Then come together again. You must not 
let Satan tempt you through incontinence” (Moffat New Testament). A period of abstinence, 
and its duration, must be agreed upon by both husband and wife. This is represented by the 
clause ek sumphōnou, the term sumphōnos meaning, “agreeing in sound, in unison” (LS),19 and 
also being the origin of our English term “symphony.” 

 
17 Fee, 280. 
18 Sampley, in NIB, 10:873. 
19 LS, 765. 
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Paul recognized the futility of a lack of sexual intercourse within a monogamous 
marriage relationship, a kind of “celibacy within marriage.” In a city like Ancient Corinth for 
sure, one spouse practicing abstinence with another having unfulfilled sexual needs, could 
very easily have led to a spouse seeking sexual fulfillment elsewhere. A period of abstinence, 
for prayer and spiritual pursuits, is only useful for a limited season—a season agreed upon 
by both husband and wife. This would be a season necessarily extending beyond the Torah 
prescriptions about abstaining from sexual intercourse during a woman’s menstruation cycle 
(Leviticus 18:19). 

There is a Biblical basis for people to abstain from sexual intercourse prior to distinct 
encounters with God, such as the command from Moses, “Be ready for the third day; do not 
go near a woman” (Exodus 19:15). It is witnessed in Jewish literature from the Second Temple 
period, how abstinence from sexual intercourse, as well as various forms of fasting, were 
connected to periods of dynamically encountering God, dedicated to prayer, and focused 
study of the Scriptures: 

 
“But, in the first place, before assuming that office, it was necessary for him to purify 
not only his soul but also his body, so that it should be connected with and defiled by no 
passion, but should be pure from everything which is of a mortal nature, from all meat 
and drink, and from all connection with women. And this last thing, indeed, he had 
despised for a long time, and almost from the first moment that he began to prophesy 
and to feel a divine inspiration, thinking that it was proper that he should at all times be 
ready to give his whole attention to the commands of God. And how he neglected all meat 
and drink for forty days together, evidently because he had more excellent food than 
that in those contemplations with which he was inspired from above from heaven, by 
which also he was improved in the first instance in his mind, and, secondly, in his body, 
through his soul, increasing in strength and health both of body and soul, so that those 
who saw him afterwards could not believe that he was the same person” (Philo Life of 
Moses 2.68-69).20 
 
“There is a time for having intercourse with one’s wife, and a time to abstain for the 
purpose of prayer” (Testament of Naphtali 8:8).21 
 
“He who takes a vow not to have sexual relations with his wife—the House of Shammai 
say, ‘[He may allow this situation to continue] for two weeks.’ And the House of Hillel 
say, ‘For one week.’ Disciples go forth for Torah study without [the wife’s] consent for 
thirty days” (m.Ketuvot 5:6).22 
 
The Apostle Paul recognized that periods of abstinence, between husband and wife, 

could only work for short periods of time, as biological urges would get the better of one of 
 

20 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 497. 
21 Kee, “Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1, 814. 
22 Neusner, Mishnah, 388. 
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them. Once again, though, what cannot go overlooked is how Paul directs that both husband 
and wife had to agree together on a period of sexual abstinence. What would make this 
remarkable, is the frequent age difference that was present, with a much older husband 
having to often come to a consensus with a much younger wife. As Ciampa and Rosner 
describe, 

“The egalitarian orientation of Paul’s instructions here is all the more remarkable in 
light of the discrepancy in ages between husbands and wives in the Roman world, with wives 
being significantly younger and less mature (and experienced) than their husbands. For a 
husband’s will to be dependent upon his younger wife’s agreement would be quite 
counterintuitive.”23 

7:6 Paul has recognized the usefulness of a man and woman abstaining from sexual 
intercourse, for a designated season, so that they may press into God. But, Paul does not 
portray this as being a permanent condition, stating, “I tell you this not as an order, but simply 
as a permission” (Good News Bible). This is as far as he will go, in affirming some level of truth 
to the Corinthian slogan quoted in v. 1. 

Hays mentions how “The time-honored reading of this text sees Paul as grudgingly 
permitting marriage itself as a distasteful concession to the lusts of the flesh. In fact, however, 
it is some of the Corinthians who are seeking to renounce marriage and sexual intercourse, 
and it is Paul who insists in a robustly realistic way that sexual relations within marriage are 
normal and necessary.”24 The text itself guides readers in the direction of human sexuality 
being something healthy and useful for marital intimacy and companionship. Hays goes on 
to later, to rightfully criticize, “the Roman Catholic Church’s later espousal of the nonbiblical 
idea that the purpose of marital intercourse is for procreation. Nothing could be further from 
Paul’s view.”25 Indeed, Paul has a high value of sexual intercourse for a husband and 
wife. 
 

 
7 Yet I wish that all men were even as I myself am. However, each man has his own 
gift from God, one in this manner, and another in that. 8 But I say to the unmarried 
and to widows that it is good for them if they remain even as I. 9 But if they do not 
have self-control, let them marry; for it is better to marry than to burn with 
passion. 
 
7:7 Because of various extremes that have manifested themselves in Roman Catholic 

history, which has required its clergy to make vows of celibacy, many evangelical 
Protestants—and a huge number of today’s Messianic people—have not widely appreciated 
Paul’s statement, “I wish that all people [pantas anthrōpous] were just like me. But each 

 
23 Ciampa and Rosner, 282. 
24 Hays, 117. 
25 Ibid., 131. 
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