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leadership positions in the Body of Messiah. While today’s Messianic Jewish leaders, 
who have a social/spiritual vocation view of 1 Corinthians 7:17-24, are not trying to 
validate slavery or support a denigration of women—their incorrect interpretation can 
deter or delay much of the work of God, which is manifesting, in stark reality, on the 
ground in many of their own congregations (i.e., Zechariah 8:23). And no one should ever 
want to be found actually impeding salvation history... 

Those who hold to 1 Corinthians 7:17-24 speaking to a calling by God into salvation 
and sanctification, have a definite responsibility to demonstrate “faith working through 
love” (Galatians 5:6) and what it means to be “a new creation” (Galatians 6:15), to those 
with whom we might disagree. While many of our acknowledged Messianic leaders 
might not “get it” at present—many individual Messianic people most certainly will and 
do! 

 
 
25 Now concerning virgins I have no command of the Lord, but I give an opinion as 
one who by the mercy of the Lord is trustworthy. 26 I think then that this is good 
in view of the present distress, that it is good for a man to remain as he is. 
 
7:25-26 Having completed detailing his “rule in all the assemblies” of “Let each one abide 

in the calling in which he was called” (v. 20, PME), Paul resumes addressing more Corinthian-
specific issues in vs. 25-40. As it appears in the NIV, v. 25 directs, “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.” The term of importance here is parthenos, which BDAG mainly defines with, 
“one who has never engaged in sexual intercourse, virgin, chaste person.”140 The RSV 
does have “unmarried,” with the ESV having “betrothed.” It would seem that while there is 
some overlap between what was stated previously in vs. 7-9, that what follows here would be 
more for those contemplating marriage for the first time, while the “unmarried” of v. 8 
(agamos) was more encompassing, as it would have included both those never married, those 
previously married, and those widowed. 

What is Paul’s stated opinion or position on virgins contemplating marriage? He states, 
“I think therefore that this is good by reason of the distress that is upon us, namely, that it is 
good for a man to be as he is” (v. 26, American Standard Version). More properly, given the 
presence of the generic anthrōpos for humankind, the latter clause hoti kalon anthrōpō to houtōs 
einai is better rendered with “that it is good for a person to be as he is,” not excluding females. 
While Paul’s statement here about not getting married is rooted within a specific set of 
circumstances that he specified, that there are modern applications for contemporary 
Believers to contemplate cannot be ignored. 

Paul notes the presence of tēn enestōsan anagkēn, “the present distress,” “the impending 
crisis” (NRSV), or “the present necessity” (LITV). The term anagkē concerns “force, constraint, 

 
140 BDAG, 777. 
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necessity” (LS),141 and is often interpreted along the lines of it representing the end-times.142 It 
is commonly concluded that with end-time pressures soon to come to the people of God, 
commitment to marriage is an unneeded distraction. 

Not all interpreters conclude that “the present distress” is the end-times; there may have 
instead been pressures experienced because of a local calamity to Corinth143 such as a famine. 
The distress Paul details may have been the looming Roman persecution of the Believers on 
the horizon, combined with the impending Jewish revolt.144 Then again, Paul could very well 
have thought that “the present distress” was the ever-present constraints that come with 
serving the Kingdom of God, and how with many tasks needing total attention, unneeded 
distractions such as a spouse and children could be dismissed. This can be detected in the 
tenor of Paul’s later statement, “For this reason many among you are weak and sick, and a 
number sleep” (11:30). In further correspondence he will mention, “there is the daily pressure 
on me of concern for all the [assemblies]” (2 Corinthians 11:28). 

Commentators have taken a variety of approaches to Paul’s opinion about virgins 
contemplating marriage. Morris offers the somewhat ambiguous word, “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. When high seas are 
raging it is no time for changing ships.”145 Blomberg considers Paul’s statement to represent 
an uncertain, eschatological future, remarking, “All Christians should therefore sense an 
urgency to serving the Lord, caused by the uncertainty of the time of the end, after which 
point it will no longer be possible to win any more people to Christ or to disciple them to 
maturity. Paul is well aware that distractions of marriage may temper this urgency.”146 
Witherington leaves a variety of options open, considering there to be an eschatological 
component, but rather than the return of the Messiah somehow being “imminent,” instead 
focuses on how the future Messianic Age has broken into the present: 

“Throughout this letter Paul tries to inculcate in the Corinthians a sense of what it means 
to live in the eschatological age. Paul believes Christians are already living in that age begun 
by Christ’s death and resurrection, and so are living on borrowed time. The past 
eschatological events are the dominant force creating the relativizing ‘as if not’ advice. The 
nearness of the end is only a possibility in Paul’s mind, and it is not the sole driving force 
behind his counsel. The tandem of the certainty of the already of Christ’s death and 
resurrection and the possibility of the nearness of the not-yet is the reason for this advice.”147 

 
141 LS, 53. 
142 Bruce, 74. 
143 Garland, 324. 
144 Prior, pp 133-134. 
145 Morris, 113. 
146 Blomberg, 152. 
147 Witherington, 179. 
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What can be fairly recognized about “the present distress” is how with future realities 
having broken into the present via the work of Israel’s Messiah, that the work of Kingdom of 
God took decisive, first priority, before an individual’s perceived personal necessities. The 
Apostle Paul no doubt wanted a few of the young people in Corinth to not take on marital and 
family responsibilities, so that they could be fully dedicated to the work of the Kingdom as he. 

Moving forward to today, it is not difficult to see that our still-emerging and still-
developing Messianic faith community faces a huge amount of distress, spiritual for sure, but 
even more so as our theology has not been able to keep pace with our growth. In the vacuum 
of Messianic Judaism not always having the materials and analyses available for people 
asking questions, an independent and frequently unreliable and excessively sensationalistic 
Hebrew/Hebraic Roots movement has entered in. Add to this the overarching and 
widespread belief that The Messianic movement is the end-time move of God. There is a practical 
“distress” for certain, but also an impending “end-time distress” involved with Israel, the 
Jewish people, the Middle East, and the Messiah’s return—which will all manifest sooner or 
later. 

Why has more not been done? Why have there not been more theological resources like 
this commentary on 1 Corinthians produced for Messianic people? Could some of it very well 
have had to do with how various leaders and teachers could have led a celibate life—or at least 
an elongated season of celibacy—working on such resources (vs. 32-34a)? For the sake of 
brevity, I could mention many examples of leaders I have encountered who have been 
deterred by their family responsibilities, and very well might be said to have placed their own 
personal “needs,” as they were perceived, ahead of the mission. More has not been done, 
because some people believed that having a spouse and children was more important than 
serving the greater and more pressing needs of the Body of Messiah. 

Within much of evangelical Protestantism, it can be widely taboo for leaders and clergy 
to be single and celibate—widely an overreaction to the mandated celibacy of Roman Catholic 
priests and nuns. At best, one may encounter people who give lip service to statements such 
as vs. 26 and 32. Keener astutely observes, 

“One need not endorse ministerial celibacy as a requirement to note that Catholic 
tradition has made a place for this form of devotion much better than the Protestant tradition, 
which too often views this passage as a problem to be resolved. For many years, I found that 
singleness permitted me to pursue my scholarly work undistracted, but social support for (or 
even acceptance of) my status was minimal.”148 

Fee goes even further, indicating the distrust that various Protestants may have toward 
unmarried persons in ministry service: 

“[M]any Protestant groups will not ordain the single because marriage is the norm, and 
the single are not quite trusted. The answer...lies in our becoming eschatological people who 

 
148 Keener, 69. 



1 CORINTHIANS 7 

- 235 - 

live in the present with a clear vision of our certain future that we are free from such anxiety, 
and therefore also free from placing such strictures on others as well as ourselves.”149 

In the second decade of the Twenty-First Century (2010s), with the divorce rate in the 
“Christian West” among claiming Believers now being over fifty percent, there are legitimate 
reasons for men and women not to marry—given its huge risk. Young people should certainly 
not get married for the sake of getting married, to only later face a mid-life crisis of divorce. Many 
men and women in the Body of Messiah do need to recognize and (re)appreciate the Biblical 
value of celibate singleness, and dedicate their lives in serving God’s Kingdom within their 
sphere(s) of influence. If the Lord genuinely has marriage in store for someone, then He will 
be the One who makes it clear, and not a complementarian Christian culture which can 
wrongly conflate marital status and spiritual maturity. 
 

 
27 Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be released. Are you released from a wife? 
Do not seek a wife. 28 But if you marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin 
marries, she has not sinned. Yet such will have trouble in this life, and I am trying 
to spare you. 
 
7:27-28 Paul recognizes that there are married people in Corinth who will be 

encountering his letter, and even though Paul demonstrates a strong preference for celibate 
singleness, he does not at all disparage the institution of marriage. He details, “Are you bound 
to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife” (v. 27, ESV). 
Here, he explicitly tells the married men not to be loosened from marriage, presumably by 
divorce. Likewise, he advises the men who have been married, not to seek another wife. At 
the same time, the reality will be that many will seek marriage—perhaps contrary to his 
personal advice—and so Paul does state, “But if you should marry, you have not sinned” (v. 
28a, NASB). The same is also true of the female virgin, which the ESV represents as, “and if a 
betrothed woman marries, she has not sinned (v. 28b). 

V. 28c expresses Paul’s vantage point as to why he thinks, for sure, that those wishing 
marriage should surely reconsider: “Nevertheless such will have trouble in the flesh, but I 
would spare you” (NKJV). Thlipsin de tē sarki while perhaps more literally “trouble in the 
flesh” (LITV) or “tribulation in the flesh” (YLT), is more commonly viewed as “trouble in this 
life” (NASU) or “worldly troubles” (RSV). One can detect a possible connection between Paul’s 
vantage point about marriage inviting “hardships consequent on human nature” (New 
Jerusalem Bible). One can detect a connection with Yeshua’s statement in His parable of the 
sower, “the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other 
things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful” (Mark 4:19). A figure like Paul 
realized how marriage was not always going to be profitable for those who sought it. 
 

 
149 Fee, pp 348-349. 
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29 But this I say, brethren, the time has been shortened, so that from now on those 
who have wives should be as though they had none; 30 and those who weep, as 
though they did not weep; and those who rejoice, as though they did not rejoice; 
and those who buy, as though they did not possess; 31 and those who use the world, 
as though they did not make full use of it; for the form of this world is passing 
away. 
 
7:29 Perhaps with Paul reflecting somewhat on his own condition as a single man, he 

expresses to the Corinthians, “What I mean, brothers and sisters, is that the time is short. 
From now on those who have wives should live as if they do not” (2011 NIV). Paul intends to 
direct the married to live a different sort of life, one that is not constrained by more mundane 
affairs, but one that has “the appointed time” (RSV/NRSV/ESV) or kairos in view. That 1 
Corinthians does anticipate, at some time in the unknown future, the return of the Messiah, 
is a fair deduction (1:7-8; 3:13-15; 4:4-5; 5:5). But, one does not have to posit a pre-tribulation 
rapture doctrine of presumed imminency to believe that there are people who need to be 
celibate, and married people who need to act differently, so that important tasks can be 
completed because of the shortness of time present in salvation history. 

Paul’s own prerequisites for the return of the Messiah are that the apostasy and 
revealing of the antimessiah/antichrist must take place (2 Thessalonians 2:3). At the same 
time, when Believers recognize that the work they accomplish for the Kingdom of God indeed 
does have an end-time tenor to it, then it might help groups like the Corinthians refocus their 
attention from their factionalism and human limitations, onto things of a more lasting, 
eternal nature. The construction of a temple, likened unto the people of God, is something 
that could take multiple generations (cf. 3:9-10). Rather than be dragged down by having a 
spouse and children, there were things to be accomplished for the Kingdom of God that Paul 
saw being disregarded. 

7:30-31 There is some likely hyperbole present in Paul’s indication, “let mourners live as 
if they were not mourning, let the joyful live as if they had no joy, let buyers live as if they had 
no hold on their goods, let those who mix in the world live as if they were not engrossed in it, 
for the present phase of things is passing away” (Moffat New Testament). Paul’s observation, 
“for the mode of this world is passing away” (LITV), is what he is really trying to emphasize. 
People who spend a great deal of their time crying over past hurts, being joyful over self-
indulgent matters, or buying things that they probably do not need—need to become more 
utilitarian with their time and resources. As 1 John 2:17 puts it, “The world is passing away, 
and also its lusts; but the one who does the will of God lives forever.” 
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32 But I want you to be free from concern. One who is unmarried is concerned 
about the things of the Lord, how he may please the Lord; 33 but one who is married 
is concerned about the things of the world, how he may please his wife, 34 and his 
interests are divided. The woman who is unmarried, and the virgin, is concerned 
about the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body and spirit; but one 
who is married is concerned about the things of the world, how she may please her 
husband. 35 This I say for your own benefit; not to put a restraint upon you, but to 
promote what is appropriate and to secure undistracted devotion to the Lord. 
 
7:32-35 The Apostle Paul does not at all consider the unmarried state to be one where a 

person is somehow “incomplete” or “unfulfilled.” On the contrary to many of the thoughts of 
contemporary, complementarian Christians, the married life is one of anxieties, and the only 
useful anxiety or concern for a figure like Paul, is that which can be directed toward the 
Lord and the service of His Kingdom: “I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried 
man is anxious about the affairs of the Lord, how to please the Lord” (v. 32, RSV). With Paul 
as a man likely representing what marriage would be like for him, he observes, “But a married 
man has more worries. He must worry about the things of this world, because he wants to 
please his wife” (v. 33, Contemporary English Version). The institution of marriage is hardly 
to be perceived as a necessary evil for procreation. However, in order for a marriage to work, 
a husband must necessarily put time and effort into it, so that a wife can feel loved, cherished, 
and valued as a fellow human being. Given the overwhelming needs of God’s Kingdom, Paul saw 
this usage of time to be classified as “the things of the world.” Paul was unwilling to have divided 
interests. 

Likewise, too, Paul can state, “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” (v. 34, 
NIV). The mutual responsibility of both husband (v. 33) and wife (v. 34) should not be 
overlooked here; Paul does not present marriage as a one-way street, as both spousal partners 
have to look out for each other and attend to their needs (vs. 3-4). Yet, Paul does recognize 
how there are both men and women who do not need to expel time getting married, when 
they can indeed serve the Lord, in view of an overwhelming need for servants who can take 
the time and effort for marriage, and instead redirect it toward greater levels of Kingdom 
work. 

While popular Christian thought does not tend to highly emphasize celibate singleness, 
commentators on 1 Corinthians, making observations on the text, have had to recognize its 
value as a legitimate option for men and women in the Body of Messiah. As Prior states, 
“Christians who are single can give more time to the spiritual disciplines which give a person 
distinctive depth and impact in ministry. Once a person accepts responsibility for a marriage-
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partner, and even more for children, there is not as much time available for such things.”150 
It is also fair to recognize the diversity of situations, where marriage and family can indeed 
enhance ministry opportunities. Blomberg correctly acknowledges this: 

“Both spouses and children can influence Christians to become reluctant to obey Jesus 
in such areas as sacrificial financial giving and keeping oneself free from worldly pursuits, 
but they can also greatly enhance one’s personal life, strengthening one’s ability to minister 
to families and offering innumerable opportunities for discipleship right within one’s own 
family.”151 

Hays, noting what Paul has said here, issues the statement, “At best, marriage will 
produce divided interests, because the married Christian (rightly) must consider how to 
please the spouse rather than concentrating singlemindedly on pleasing God.”152 He actually 
draws attention to a quotation issued from the Cynic philosopher Epictetus about avoiding 
marriage: 

“But as things are ordered at present, as though for a battle, is it not necessary that a 
Cynic should be free from distraction, wholly dedicated to the service of god, at liberty to walk 
about among mankind, not tied down to private duties, nor entangled in relationships which, 
if he remains faithful to them, will destroy him in his nature as a messenger and spy and 
herald of the gods?” (Discourses 3.22.69).153 

Traditional marriage vows or liturgy employed, certainly in Protestantism, tends to 
include the notable statement, “It is therefore not to be entered into unadvisedly, but 
reverently, discreetly, and in the fear of God. Into this holy estate these two persons come 
now to be joined.”154 Today’s Messianic community, perhaps due to its smallness, and 
because of some people errantly thinking that they “must” be married—when they might 
end up settling for a spouse who is very unqualified and incompatible—need to not casually 
dismiss Pauline passages which do discourage marriage in various instances. As Paul directed 
to the Corinthians, at least, “And this I say for your own profit, not that I may put a leash on 
you, but for what is proper, and that you may serve the Lord without distraction” (v. 35, 
NKJV). Men and women considering marriage, really do have to ask themselves the honest 
and objective question, of whether marriage is going to be something profitable to them and 
their faith—or whether it will be a liability. 
 
 

 

 
150 Prior, 136; cf. Blomberg, 156 for some examples of those who have been single and effective in ministry, 

as well as for some others who probably should have never married. 
151 Blomberg, 155. 
152 Hays, 129. 
153 Epictetus, The Discourses, 196. 
154 The Book of Worship for Church and Home: With Order for the Administration of the Sacraments and Other Rites 

and Ceremonies According to the Use of The Methodist Church (The Methodist Publishing House, 1952), 409. 
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36 But if any man thinks that he is acting unbecomingly toward his virgin 
daughter, if she is past her youth, and if it must be so, let him do what he wishes, 
he does not sin; let her marry. 37 But he who stands firm in his heart, being under 
no constraint, but has authority over his own will, and has decided this in his own 
heart, to keep his own virgin daughter, he will do well. 38 So then both he who gives 
his own virgin daughter in marriage does well, and he who does not give her in 
marriage will do better. 
 
7:36-38 In vs. 36-38, Paul probably addresses some situation in Corinth where someone 

is contemplating whether or not it is expedient to get married. But as can be seen in English 
versions, there is no agreement as to whether a virgin daughter being given in marriage to a 
man is in view, or whether a man is considering what he should do with the woman he is 
engaged to. These differences in v. 36 are reflected in the NASU and RSV for sure: 

 
“But if any man thinks that he is acting unbecomingly toward his virgin daughter, if she 
is past her youth, and if it must be so, let him do what he wishes, he does not sin; let her 
marry” (v. 36, NASU). 
 
“If any one 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” (v. 36, 
RSV). 
 
These differences of approach are witnessed in how Ei de tis aschēmonein epi tēn parthenon 

autou nomizei, ean hē huperakmos is rendered in interlinear editions as well. Brown and 
Comfort has, “But~if anyone to behave improperly toward the virgin of him thinks, if she is 
past her prime.”155 Mounce and Mounce has instead, “If {and} someone believes he is not 
treating {the} his virgin in an appropriate manner, believes if his passions are strong.”156 The 
Friberg Lexicon notes the differences of approach with the adjective huperakmos, variably 
rendered as either “past her youth” (NASU) or “passions are strong” (RSV): 

“[I]n 1C 7.36 [huperakmos] is variously interpreted, depending on one's understanding of 
[gamizō; ‘to marry’] and whether [huper] adds a temporal or intensifying role; (1) as referring 
to an unmarried woman, with the temporal sense beyond the prime of life, past marriageable 
age; (2) as referring to an unmarried man, with the intensifying sense with (too) strong sexual 
desires.”157 

With Paul’s preceding discussions about marriage directed toward those who are 
contemplating marriage, remarriage, or a life of celibacy in view—it would seen out of place 
for him to suddenly address instead whether a father should permit his daughter to be 
married. It is not easy to see an ancient father needing restraint over whether to permit his 

 
155 Brown and Comfort, 595. 
156 Mounce and Mounce, 660. 
157 BibleWorks 9.0: Friberg Lexicon. 
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daughter to be married, as much as it is a man engaged to a woman to be married, needing a 
degree of restraint over his sexuality. As the RSV has for vs. 37-38: 

“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 that he who marries his betrothed does well; and he who refrains from 
marriage will do better” (RSV). 

Paul does not criticize the institution of marriage, but recognizes the value of a man able 
to control himself. Those who get married do no wrong, but those who can do without it will 
fare much better. 
 

 
39 A wife is bound as long as her husband lives; but if her husband is dead, she is 
free to be married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord. 40 But in my opinion she 
is happier if she remains as she is; and I think that I also have the Spirit of God. 
 
7:39-40 Paul issues advice over what a female widow should do, writing, “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” (v. 39, TNIV). The general principle is that 
marriage is a lifelong commitment, even when it is between a Believer and a non-Believer. 
The preference is that if a marriage needs to be dissolved, for a non-Believer married to a 
Believer to be the one who terminates it (v. 15). 

Paul is more concerned about the issue of a widowed female remarrying, whose 
husband, who may have been a non-Believer, dies. Remarriage after death is permissible, but 
only with the widowed female marrying a male Believer, with remarriage only to Believers 
perhaps a reworking of Tanach instruction detailing only marriage within the community of 
Israel (Deuteronomy 7:3; Judges 3:6; Ezra 9:2). Given some of the issues that had arisen in 
Ephesus surrounding abuse of congregational support, and a tendency to get involved in 
deceptive teachings, Paul would prescribe remarriage for the younger widows (1 Timothy 
5:14) as a solution. But the circumstances in Corinth were different. 

Just like Paul’s own celibate singleness, and the value it had for dedicated service to the 
Lord, Paul expresses the same for the widow contemplating remarriage: “But she is happier 
if she abide as she is, after my judgment: and I think that I also have the Spirit of God” (v. 40, 
American Standard Version). 
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