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Turn in your Bibles with me to 1 Corinthians chapter 7.  We’re continuing to look at Paul’s response to the Corinthians’ questions about sex, marriage, and singleness.  And throughout the whole chapter Paul tells us that Christians have freedom to choose whether we will get married or whether we will stay single.  There are benefits to marriage, and there are benefits to singleness.  And as long as you do it for the right reasons, you’re free to do either one.  Last week, we focused on Paul’s teaching about marriage.  This week, we’re going to look more closely at what he says about being single.  Now, for those of you who are married or who plan on getting married, before you completely check out on me, I want you to know that in the process of teaching about singleness, Paul reveals a couple more truths about marriage, and he also shares some thoughts that apply to all followers of Jesus.  So as always, our text has something to say to all of us today.  So let’s start reading in verse 8 of 1 Corinthians 7.  Paul writes, “To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single as I am.  But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry.  For it is better to marry than to burn with passion.
“To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the wife should not separate from her husband (but if she does, she should remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and the husband should not divorce his wife.”
And then skip down to verse 25 with me, “Now concerning the betrothed, I have no command from the Lord, but I give my judgment as one who by the Lord's mercy is trustworthy.  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.  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.  This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very short.  From now on, let those who have wives live as though they had none,  and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no goods, and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it.  For the present form of this world is passing away.
“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 the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit.  But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how to please her husband.  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.
“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.
“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.”

Paul gives us a lot to chew on here, and in order to really dig into it, it’s helpful to remind ourselves of why he wrote this chapter.  You may remember that when we started chapter 7 two weeks ago I mentioned two polar opposite schools of thought that Paul was confronting.  On one side was the Corinthian culture.  They kept 1000 prostitutes on call for ritualistic sex in Aphrodite’s temple at all times, and their culture was filled with sexual immorality and promiscuity.  On the complete other side of the spectrum was a group within the Corinthian church who claimed that it was more spiritual not to have sex, and therefore, Christians should not get married and should never have sex.  Well, what I didn’t tell you two weeks ago is that there’s actually a third group that comes into play, as well.  Jewish religious tradition taught that marriage is expected and singleness is disobedience to God’s command in Genesis 1 to be fruitful and multiply.  In fact, in order to be ordained as a Jewish rabbi, you had to be married.  So it’s very possible that there was also a group of Jewish Christians in the Corinthian church who were insisting that people needed to get married.  

So you’ve got the Corinthian culture saying, “Have sex any time you want, any way you want, with anyone you want.  Married, single, it doesn’t matter.”  Then you have a group of Corinthian Christians saying, “Don’t get married and don’t have sex at all, no matter what.  It’s more spiritual not to have sex.”  Then, you have a group of Jewish Christians saying, “Get married.  You’re supposed to get married.  You have to get married.  It’s a sin to remain single.”

And Paul stands in the middle of these three groups, and he says, “No.  No.  No.  You’re all wrong.”  The sexual immorality of the Corinthian culture is wrong, because God designed sex to be enjoyed only within the context of marriage, between one man and one woman for life.  But the call for singleness and celibacy in the Corinthian church is also wrong, because God is the one who designed marriage and designed sex, and God declared that it’s good.  It’s perfectly pleasing to God for a man and a woman to get married, and it’s perfectly pleasing to God for a married couple to enjoy sex with one another.  But when the Jewish Christians insist that everyone should get married, that’s wrong, too.  God has granted us great freedom in Jesus, and one expression of that freedom is that we’re free to marry or to remain single, as long as we do it for the right reasons.
And what I find really interesting is that almost 2000 years later, we’re still dealing with the same 3 mistakes.  Our culture is almost a mirror image of the Corinthian culture.  Our culture says, “It’s your body; do what you want with it.  All that matters is that you’re happy.  Married, single, it doesn’t matter.  Sex is a natural thing, and you should enjoy it with whoever want.”  You see, our culture, first of all, fails to realize that your body doesn’t belong to you.  Your body belongs to Jesus, the One who made you and bought you, and He has a right to tell you what to do with your body.  And what He says is that sex was designed to be enjoyed in marriage… Which means that sex outside marriage is a perversion and a distortion of God’s good gift.  

It’s a lot like potting soil.  When you put potting soil in a pot and plant something in it, it’s a very good thing.  It’s healthy, and it accomplishes a good purpose.  But just because potting soil is good for planting things, that doesn’t mean it’s always good, all the time, in every context.  I mean, imagine if I saw Christy use some potting soil to plant some flowers, so I thought, “Hey, she must like potting soil.”  So I go and buy 20 bags, and I open them up inside the house and I just start pouring… one on the kitchen table, one on the couch, one on the bed, one in the shower, one on top of the TV, just everywhere you look, I pour potting soil.  And then when Christy comes in and wants to know what in the world I’m doing, what if I say, “Well, I know potting soil is a good thing, so I just thought we should have as much of it as we can, wherever we can.”  How’s that going to go over?  I mean, seriously, how ridiculous is that?  If you get potting soil outside of its appropriate context – the pot – it’s not potting soil any more; it’s just dirt.  It’s good, but it’s only good in the right context.  

Well, that’s exactly what our culture has done with sex.  We’ve said, “Sex is good, so we’re just going to put it everywhere.  In marriage, outside marriage, before you’re married, with other people while you’re married, on the internet, in movies, between men and women, men and men, women and women.”  And that line of thinking is absurd.  Yes, sex is good, but it’s only good in the right context: marriage.  
And some of you have bought in to our culture’s view about sex.  And I want to challenge you this morning to submit, not to the whims of our culture, but to the authority of God in the Bible, when it comes to your approach to sex.  Enjoy sex as a gift from God, but enjoy it the way God intends for you to enjoy it: as a precious expression of love between one man and one woman who are married.  

So our culture mirrors the mistake of the Corinthian culture.  But then what’s ironic is that we also have a group within the religious world that mirrors the mistake of the Corinthian Christians.  They said, “Sex is unspiritual.  Christians should never get married and should never have sex.”
And let me give you an example of one way that this mindset shows up in our religious world today.  Many of us don’t go so far as to say, “Don’t have sex,” but we do treat sex like it’s this dirty little secret that needs to be hushed up.  We’ve adopted this mindset that sex is unspiritual enough that we should never talk about it.  We can have sex, but let’s act like we don’t, and goodness gracious, don’t talk about it.  So we have parents who fail to talk to their kids about sex.  And we have student pastors who fail to talk to their students about sex.  And we have pastors who fail to tell their churches what the Bible says about sex… and church members who get upset when they do.  And when we do that, we are failing to address something that the Bible clearly addresses.  If we’re going to preach and teach the whole counsel of God, then we’re obligated to preach and teach what the Bible says about sex.  You see, Paul didn’t think that sex was too unspiritual for him to write about it.  It wasn’t this dirty little secret that was too impure to be mentioned in the Bible, so why would we act like it’s too impure for us to talk about it with our children and talk about it with our students and preach about it in our churches?  It’s because the Corinthian mistake keeps sneaking in, and we fail to realize that sex is a good and spiritual gift from God, and it honors God when we talk about sex the right way based on His Word.  

And the really sad thing is that if we refuse to talk and teach and preach about sex out of some misguided self-righteousness and supposed holiness, then our embarrassed silence will create a void, and the lies of our culture are more than ready to rush in and fill that void.  For example, it’s not a question of whether or not your kids will hear about sex.  They will hear about it.  It’s just a question of what they will hear and from whom.  Will they hear the distorted version from their classmate who has an older brother?  Or will they hear the biblical truth from their parents who love them?  Will they flip through the channels and get the MTV version or search on their smart phones and get a version that none of us should ever get?  Or will their parents give them the truth of God’s design for sex?  They’re going to hear about sex, and it’s best if what they hear is grounded in the truth.
You see, lies love to hide in darkness and secrecy.  Perversion loves the darkness, because it can hide and fester there.  Truth loves the light.  The light of truth exposes errors so that they can be corrected.  And maybe one of the reasons sex is so perverted in our culture today is because for so long those of us who have the truth have refused to shine the light of God’s Word on sex, because we mistakenly believe it’s wrong.    
So parents, please talk to your children about sex.  And do it sooner rather than later.  I was in fifth grade when I first heard locker room comments, and that was over 20 years ago.  If anything has changed since then, it’s only gotten worse.  So open the door for honest communication with your children, and help them see how relevant God’s Word is to their lives.
And then for all of us, let’s take seriously what we saw two weeks ago at the beginning of chapter 7: We need to reclaim sex for the glory of God.  We need to reclaim it from our culture as something precious, not as something to be abused and perverted.  And we also need to reclaim it from unbiblical religion as something good, not as something dirty.  Sex is a gift from God that doesn’t have to be hushed up and ignored.  So let us be biblical in our approach to sex.  Let us be as open and honest as the Bible is.  

So our culture mirrors the mistake of the Corinthian culture.  And some of us in religious circles mirror the mistake of the Corinthian Christians.  And then others of us in religious circles mirror the mistake of the Jewish Christians.  They were the ones saying, “You have to get married.  It’s a sin to remain single.”

In our churches today, this manifests itself in the mindset that singleness is a curse to be endured.  Just bide your time until you can get married.  A lot of single people focus all their energy on escaping from their prison sentence of singleness.  And then the rest of us are always playing matchmaker and trying to fix them up, and we all just assume that everybody’s supposed to get married as soon as possible… that marriage is what everybody needs. 
But that’s not what Paul teaches in this chapter.  Marriage is not right for everyone in every situation… Just as singleness is not right for everyone in every situation.  So, in the rest of our time together today, let’s look at what the Bible says.  We’re going to look at three truths about singleness, and in the process, we’ll also see two more truths about marriage.  

The first truth about singleness is found in verses 32-35.  Read those with me.  “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 the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body and spirit.  But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how to please her husband.  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.”
Paul says that the primary benefit of singleness is that it allows you to commit yourself fully to the cause of Jesus.  When you’re single, all the time, energy, and money that would have gone toward your spouse and children and family is freed up to be given to the cause of Jesus.  Singleness frees you to serve Jesus in a way that a married person never can.

Now, notice how radically different this view of singleness is from our world’s view.  The world celebrates singleness for selfish reasons.  “Don’t be tied down to one person.  You gotta think about yourself.  Bounce around from relationship to relationship.  Enjoy yourself.  But don’t get sucked in to a commitment.  You want to be single so you can focus on yourself.”
Paul has no concept of that type of singleness.  Paul doesn’t celebrate singleness for selfish reasons; he celebrates singleness for selfless reasons.  It’s not, “Be single so you can focus on yourself.”  It’s, “Be single so you can focus on Jesus.”  Paul doesn’t say, “I prefer singleness, because I don’t want to be a slave to my spouse.  You know, the old ball and chain.”  That’s not the motivation for singleness.  Paul says, “I prefer singleness, because I want to be a slave to Christ.”  It’s not a singleness that’s motivated by a fear of commitment; it’s a singleness that’s motivated by a desire for complete commitment.  Biblical singleness is motivated by a desire for complete commitment to Jesus.  

So for our singles here today, you have a very good reason to stay single, and you also have a very bad reason to stay single.  For those of you who are staying single so that you will be most free to serve the cause of Jesus, God bless you in that.  We are grateful for your commitment to Jesus.  And God is calling some of you to be single for that reason.  So Church, I challenge you to pray for those among us who are single for that reason.  Pray that God will use them greatly to advance the cause of Jesus.  And Church, let’s also be careful that we aren’t so flippant in our attempts to play matchmaker that we ignore the possibility that God may have other plans for some of our singles.  God may have granted them the gift of singleness, so let’s not presume that everyone just needs to get married.
Now, on the other hand, if some of you are staying single because you just don’t want to make a commitment, because you don’t want to grow up, or because you’re selfish and don’t want to share your life, those aren’t good reasons.  And I pray that God’s Word will challenge you to grow out of that, and that God’s grace will teach you selflessness.  

So the biblical view of singleness is: single for Jesus, not for self.  

Now, before we move on to the other two truths about singleness, it’s helpful to notice that Paul’s teaching about singleness actually reveals two very important truths about marriage.  First, think about what Paul just said in verses 32-35.  He says, “You’re going to have all sorts of concerns if you’re married.”  You can’t just be concerned about yourself anymore; you also have to think about your spouse.  For example, if you’re married, you aren’t as free to move or to work long hours, because you have to think about your family and not just yourself.  And so Paul says, “Here’s the practical advantage of singleness: It frees you to serve Jesus.  And here’s the reality of marriage: It adds another level of concern to your life.”  And I think it’s crucial for us to notice the one thing Paul does not present as an option.  The one thing Paul does not say is, “Or you can get married and then do your marriage halfway.  You know, get married and then live like you’re single.”  Paul does not say that.  He fully assumes that if you’re married, you will be committed to it.  It’s either stay single and don’t have that commitment, or get married and honor that commitment.  There’s no option where you get married and then don’t honor the commitment.  In other words, marriage is a priority.  It is completely foreign to Paul that you would get married and then the way you spend your time would stay the same as if you were single.  Or that you would get married and then work the same as if you were single.  Or that you would get married and your social life would stay the same as if you were single.  Or that you would get married and your financial habits would stay the same as if you were single.  Marriage is such a priority that Paul just assumes it will change your whole life.  And that’s not a bad thing.  It just reinforces how significant marriage is.  If you’re going to do it, do it wholeheartedly.  Marriage is a priority.
The second thing Paul says about marriage is closely related.  Look at verses 10-11. “To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the wife should not separate from her husband (but if she does, she should remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband), and the husband should not divorce his wife.”
Not only is marriage a priority, marriage is also permanent.  And once again, this is very different from what our world thinks about marriage.  In our world, marriage is for as long as you’re both happy, or as long as it’s easy and convenient, or until the kids graduate high school.  And all too often, the world’s view of marriage creeps into the church.  And maybe some of you even today are flirting with the idea of divorce.  I want you to be reminded of how God views marriage.  In Matthew 19, Jesus says that when you get married, God Himself joins you and your spouse together, and no one should separate what God has joined together.  God’s intention is that you would be together for life.  The biblical view of marriage is that marriage is permanent.  
Now, that doesn’t mean that marriage is always easy.  In fact, Paul says just the opposite.  He says, “If you get married, you’re going to have many concerns.”  It’s going to be difficult sometimes.  But it’s worth it, because it honors God when you honor your marriage.  So if your marriage is struggling right now, please don’t give up.  Talk to someone.  Ask for help.  We have some great, godly, biblical counselors who would love to meet with you and pray with you and help you strengthen the biblical foundation of your marriage, because God intends for marriage to be permanent.
So what Paul is really saying is, “As you work through the question of whether to get married or stay single, make sure you understand how big a commitment marriage is.  If you get married, marriage is a priority and marriage is permanent.  As a result, there are practical advantages to being single.  When you’re single, you’re free from the commitment that marriage requires of you.”
So let’s shift our attention back to these last two truths about singleness today.  For those of you who are single, as you think through what Paul says about singleness in this chapter, the big questions are going to be, “Is God calling me to be single?  And how do I know?”  Glad you asked.  First, remember what Paul says in verse 7.  He says God gives some people the gift of marriage and some the gift of singleness.  So, if God is calling you to singleness, He will give you the gift of singleness.  But how do you know if you have that gift?  Well, obviously, you have to discern some of that through your personal relationship with Jesus as the Holy Spirit leads you.  But Paul also gives you some very practical guidance in this area.  Look at verses 8-9, “To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single as I am.  But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry.  For it is better to marry than to burn with passion.”
Paul says, “If you’re able to stay single without burning with passion, then stay single.  If your sexual desire is so strong that you can’t stay single without sinning, then get married.”  So if God gives you the gift of singleness, one aspect of that gift is that He will give you such control over your sexual desire that you can stay single without constantly burning with sexual temptation.  So your struggle, or lack thereof, with sexual temptation can help you know whether or not God has given you the gift of singleness.  
We see the same thing in verse 37.  In verse 36 Paul says that if a couple desires to get married, they should do so.  They’re not sinning by getting married.  And then in verse 37 he says, “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.”
If he is under no compulsion and has control over his own will, then he need not get married.  In other words, if wants to stay single, and he is able to stay single without being eaten up by sexual desire, he can stay single.  

And what we really have here is a beautiful reminder of the sovereignty of God.  God is so sovereign that He is even sovereign over your sex drive.  When God wired you up with a stronger sex drive or a lesser sex drive, it was no accident.  He knew exactly what He would call you to do and exactly what gifts He would give you.  He knew whether He would give you the gift of marriage or the gift of singleness.  So we should celebrate the sovereign grace of God in this, as we are reminded that God’s call and God’s gifts go together.  God always equips us to do what He calls us to do.  
 So the second truth about singleness is if God is calling you to a life of singleness, one of the ways you will know this is that He will give you the gift of singleness and protect you from burning sexual desire.
Now, Paul also reveals a second possibility for singleness in this chapter.  Look at verses 25-27, “Now concerning the betrothed, I have no command from the Lord, but I give my judgment as one who by the Lord's mercy is trustworthy.  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.”  

In these verses, Paul continues his advice about singleness by saying, “If you’re unmarried, don’t look for a wife.”  In other words, stay single.  But notice the reason Paul gives in verse 26, “In view of the present distress it is good for a person to remain as he is.”  Now, we don’t know for sure what the present crisis was.  Some scholars think it may have been a famine in Corinth.  Others think Paul may have seen the first signs of persecution in the Roman Empire and knew that the worst was yet to come.  But whatever the crisis was, Paul’s advice to the Corinthians about staying single was conditioned upon their situation.  And we know this advice was conditional, because in other parts of the Bible, Paul advises people to get married.  For example, in 1 Timothy 5:14, Paul tells Timothy that his general rule is to tell young widows to marry.  So there were times when Paul thought marriage was the best advice, but given the situation at Corinth, for the time being, singleness was the best advice.  

So what we see is that even if God doesn’t call you to a life of singleness, He may call you to a season of singleness.  And that season of singleness will be influenced by the circumstances of your life.  Practically, this means it may be wiser to stay single until you finish school.  It may be wiser to stay single until you have a job.  It may be wiser to stay single so that you can serve in an international missions program.  But in each of those cases, it’s possible that God is only calling you to a season of singleness.  
So there are two biblical possibilities for singleness. One is that God has called you to a life of singleness so that you can be completely focused on the cause of Christ.  If so, God will give you the gift of singleness and protect you from burning sexual desire.  The other possibility is that God has called you to a season of singleness that is based on your current life situation.  And I have heard people summarize this in a sort of cheesy but memorable way: You’re either single for a reason (to serve Jesus) or you’re single for a season.

And as we get ready to close, make sure you notice that in all of this Paul never presents singleness as a lesser form of life, just as he never presents marriage as a lesser form of life.  Paul has a very high view of both: Marriage is a picture of Jesus’ union with His church, and singleness gives you great freedom to serve Jesus and His church.  
So the big idea behind all of Paul’s teaching about sex, marriage, and singleness in this chapter is this: You are not defined by your marital status.  You are defined by your relationship with Jesus.  And this really takes us to the very heart of Christianity: As followers of Jesus, we should view every aspect of our lives in relation to Jesus.  If you’re married, your marriage is ultimately about Jesus, and your marriage should honor Jesus.  And if you’re single, your singleness is ultimately about Jesus, and your singleness should honor Jesus.  Your hope is found in Jesus, not in your marriage, not in your singleness.  Your identity is found in Jesus, not in your marriage, not in your singleness.  Your comfort and security are found in Jesus, not in your marriage.  Your freedom and joy are found in Jesus, not in your singleness.  
So let’s be careful that we don’t set up marriage or singleness as a false god and expect it to do for us what only Jesus can.  Marriage is not the cure for your loneliness.  Singleness does not excuse your selfishness.  Marriage will not make you whole and complete.  Singleness will not enable you to find yourself.  

All of those things are found in Jesus.  Jesus will cure your loneliness with His love.  Jesus will heal your selfishness with His grace.  Jesus will make you whole and complete in relationship with Him.  And you will find yourself only when you die to yourself and find yourself in Jesus.
So you are not defined by your marital status.  You are defined by your relationship with Jesus.  We should honor Jesus with our marriages, and we should honor Jesus with our singleness.  And as we do, God will use our marriages and our singleness for His purposes, and He will show His great grace to us in Jesus for His glory.

