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“In Praise of the Single Life”				Study #11


(1 Corinthians 7:17-40)








	This morning, I want to address myself to the topic of singleness.  If it might seem “funny” to you that I, a married man of 20+ years, should be bringing a message entitled, “In Praise of the Single Life” don’t laugh too hard.  We don’t consider it strange that the apostle Paul, a single man, gave advice about the married life.  And besides, I am not the one coming up with the ideas for this message.  They are coming straight from Scripture!  Unless I miss my guess, some of what I have to say this morning will be among the most surprising you have heard me say.





	In this extended passage (17-40), the broad topic of which is the single life, Paul begins by speaking about a character traits that marks a Christian as either mature or immature.  It is the theme of verses 17-24 and is touted throughout the New Testament as essential to practical godliness.  That trait?  In a word, Paul is talking about CONTENTMENT.





	What he says here, he says to all churches, without discrimination.  He is not singling out the Corinthian churches for special treatment.  This is the advice and direction he gives wherever he goes.  Corinth, Thessalonica, Berea, Philippi - and San Antonio.




















Contentment (vv. 17-24)





STATEMENT OF THE PRINCIPLE (v. 17)





	“Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in this manner let him walk.  And thus I direct in all the churches.” (v. 17)





	We could see verse 17 as the central focus of Paul’s argument.  Paraphrased, this might read, “Don’t be in a such a hurry to change the external circumstances of your life simply because you have become a Christian.”





	Conversion to Christianity changes everything internal.  A person’s relationship to God, their eternal destiny, their essential nature.  BUT, the simple fact of becoming a Christian need not necessitate any changes in our external life, except in terms of morality and character development.





	Paul says to each one of us, glorify God by good use of the opportunities that are yours in your circumstances, without seeking to change circumstances.  It may be that some of the Corinthian converts were becoming restless in their jobs or in other aspects of their life circumstances.  Paul says here, “Cool your jets.  You can serve Jesus just where you are.  There is no need to change your situation in order to serve Him.”





	Paul goes on to give illustration of how this principle of contentment might work out in practical, everyday life.





For Example: Circumcision or Uncircumcision (vv. 18-19)





	“Was any man called already circumcised?  Let him not become uncircumcised.  Has anyone been called in uncircumcision?  Let him not be circumcised.  Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing�, but what matters is the keeping of the commandments of God.” (vv. 18-19)


	As you may be aware, in the early church, Jewish zealots (who were Christians called Judaizers) often sought to force Gentile Christians to be circumcised (Acts 15:1).  At the same time, many Jews who sought acceptance in the Greco-Roman world underwent a minor surgical procedure to make themselves appear to be uncircumcised.





	Paul, applying the principle of verse 17 to the matter of circumcision, or religious status, says, “Don’t worry about these distinctions in the flesh.  They don’t matter.  Those who are circumcised need not be ashamed (or proud of it) and those who are uncircumcised need not be ashamed of it or seek it.”





	What really counts?  Keeping God’s commands!  Not the 613 commandments of the Old Testament (although in one way or another, they all have relevance to the Christian, as 2 Tim. 3:16 affirms that all Scripture is God-breathed and profitable), but most specifically, the words of Jesus and the apostles.





	To solidify the message of the passage, we find in verse 20 a repetition of verse 17, hammering home the message of contentment.





FIRST RESTATEMENT OF THE PRINCIPLE (v. 20)





	“Let each man remain in that condition in which he was called.” (v. 20)





	Men and women should serve God in that place in life in which it pleases Him to call them.  And then he gives another example illustrating the application of verse 17’s call to contentment.  “Take slavery and freedom, for instance.....”

















For Example: Free or Slave (vv. 21-23)�





	“Were you called while a slave? Do not worry about it; but if you are able also to become free, rather do that.  For he who was called in the Lord while a slave, is the Lord’s freedman; likewise he who was called while free, is Christ’s slave.  You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.” (vv. 21-23)





	Now, we should all be aware that slavery in ancient Rome did not always resemble the institution we know from the history of the Southern United States in the 1800’s.  Certainly, there were cruel slave-holders in the ancient world, but at times some slaves lived more like the indentured servants of wealthy families in medieval Europe.  Sometimes, slaves were captured victims of the wars of Rome and continued their trades as government officials, teachers, traders, or artists - but they were owned as slaves.





	Unlike slaves in the American South, many slaves of the ancient world were able to buy their own freedom.  And, among those who could, some chose not to, preferring instead the security of their owners to the insecurities of freedom.





	Paul’s words in these verses lead us to the conclusion that in his mind neither freedom nor slavery brings inherently better opportunities to serve Jesus.  The relationship to Christ is what matters.





	And what a beautiful way to put it in verse 22!  If you are someone’s slave on earth - remember that you are free in Jesus.  And if you are a free person on earth - if you even own slaves! - you are a slave of Christ.





	Not that there is anything wrong with pursuing freedom if you have the chance.  Verse 21b makes that clear.  If you get the chance to escape slavery, seize it if you want to.  If you don’t want to, that is fine, too.  But realize that it is perfectly OK to gain your freedom if you want.  The important thing, though, is to serve Jesus and to be content in whatever state you happen to be.





	Now, having given this second illustration of the principle (first circumcision/uncircumcision and now slavery/freedom), Paul restates AGAIN the principle of verse 17.





SECOND RESTATEMENT OF THE PRINCIPLE (v. 24)





	“Brethren, let each man remain with God in that condition in which he was called.” (v. 24)





	All conditions - whether of family life or social standing or service or vocation are capable of being made the expression of a Christian witness and character.  Whether you are a housewife, a computer programmer at USAA, in the military, a High School student, a High School teacher, a full-time pastor, a home-schooling mom, a salesman, whatever! - there is no necessary reason to change vocations just because you have become a Christian or just because you have become a committed Christian.�





	You can be content where you are.  God can use you where you are.  You can change your situation if you wish, sure.  But don’t feel compelled to because of the erroneous idea that you can’t be effective for Jesus right where you are - because you can!





	In the passage that follows (vv. 25-40), Paul applies the principle of contentment to the theme he has been addressing throughout chapter 7, namely marriage.  And, having mentioned singleness in passing earlier in the chapter, he now tackles the issue head on.





	But first, notice that in the first several verses of this first paragraph (v. 26, to be exact) he restates the principle of verse 17 AGAIN!





To Marry Or Not - That Is The Question! (vv. 25-40)�





THIRD RESTATEMENT OF THE PRINCIPLE (vv. 25-27)





	“.....it is good for a man to remain as he is.....”





	Is Paul beginning to sound like a broken record? (How’s that for a dated question!?)  And are we beginning to get the impression that Paul thinks this concept is pretty important?  Anything stated once in Scripture is true.  Something repeated in Scripture is bound to be pretty critical.  Something stated, then restated, then restated, then restated again must be supremely important.  And so we come to understand that CONTENTMENT is supremely important.





	With contentment as a goal and at the forefront of our minds, Paul now gives his unmarried readership reasons to seriously consider the single life.  First, he asserts his own credibility.





Christian “Single Issues” (vv. 26-35)





	Marriage is morally acceptable - BUT consider singleness in light of the “present distress” (v. 26)





	“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.” (v. 25)





	Just as earlier (vv. 8 and 12), where Paul had made a point of identifying what Jesus had to say and what he, as an apostle has to say, so here he makes that distinction again.  Jesus never addressed the option of remaining single (except for the time when He spoke of those “who [made] themselves eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom of God.” Matthew 19:12) and yet the Corinthians had evidently asked a question about the advisability of remaining single vs. getting married.





	In these verses which follow, he answers their question.  He speaks to their question as a trustworthy apostle.  And anyone here today who has a question about singleness vs. the married life can listen to what Paul has to say with confidence, too.





	“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.  Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be released. Are you released from a wife? Do not seek a wife.” (vv. 26-27)





	Just as he had given advice to those who were circumcised and to those who were enslaved, so here he advises people to not seek a change in station in life with respect to marital status.





	Why?  Well, one of the big questions in understanding these two verses concerns discovering the meaning of the words “the present distress.”  He thinks that the “present distress” should give a person cause to seriously consider NOT getting married.  What was the “present distress”?





	As far as we can tell, Corinth in the mid-50’s of the first century was as prosperous as any city in the Roman world.  And, there is no indication that Corinthian Christians were persecuted much, at least not any more than most first-century Christians.





	It is not likely that Paul has any particular distress in mind, but he may be looking forward to a time of unusual suffering, as verses 29-31 would suggest.  In fact, the words of verse 26 can be translated “impending distress.”





	So, here is Paul’s thought.  In times of extreme stress and distress, and in times when it appears likely that times of stress and distress are just around the corner, Paul’s advice is to stay as you are!





	If you are married, don’t use the prospect of hard times to tempt you to be separated from your husband or wife.  If you are single, realize that hard times can be harder still if you get married


	There is another reason he commends the single life and we read about it in verse 28.





	Marriage is morally acceptable - BUT consider singleness in light of this life’s troubles (v. 28)





	“But if you should marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin should marry, she has not sinned.  Yet such will have trouble in this life, and I am trying to spare you.” (v. 28)�





	It was Alexander Pope who made the comment about people who “damn with faint praise.”  And it seems that this is what Paul is doing to marriage in this verse.  “If you should marry, you have not sinned.”  Well, thank you very much!





	Talk about a different mindset from our own age!   Today, marriage is considered so normative, so expected, that we might just as easily hear, “If you should stay single, you have not sinned.”  But what does that suggest but that WE are the ones who are out of step with the ages and with the spirit of the apostle Paul!





	His comment regarding the benefits of the single life here is that people who marry will have “trouble.”  Now, I ask you, how can I say anything here and not get in trouble?  Yet what Paul has to say is undeniably true.  Marriage DOES involve a man or a woman with certain trouble that singleness does not. (And, yes, singleness involves certain troubles that married people don’t have.  But Paul doesn’t dwell on those here.)





	Showing real diplomacy, Paul does not define the nature of the trouble.  But you and I could, if we put our minds to it.





	There are stresses that come with living in close proximity with a member of the opposite sex.  There are tensions that arise because two wills struggle for expression in a marriage.  Marriage, of necessity, brings about financial, social, relational and sexual pressures.  On a dark day, marriage can almost be defined in terms of responsibility, obligation and duty.


	Sure, there are benefits to being married - and Paul wouldn’t for a moment deny those.  But he is being brutally honest.  And, as their spiritual mentor, he is trying to spare them trouble.  In Paul’s eyes, the troubles brought about by marriage present a reason not to marry.  Obviously, for many, those troubles are not show-stoppers.  But nobody should enter marriage without the knowledge that it does bring trouble!





	There is a third reason Paul gives in praise of the single life.  This one, and the next, has specific Christian application.  This reason, in particular, is one that could very well sound strange to American ears.....





	Marriage is morally acceptable  - BUT consider singleness in light of this life’s brevity (vv. 29-31)





	“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; 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; 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.” (vv. 29-31)





	When Paul speaks of the time being “shortened” it may mean that he thought that Jesus’ Second Coming was just around the corner.  We could look at 1900+ years of intervening history and say, “Boy, Paul, were you ever wrong!”





	More likely, though, he was actually saying that since the life, death and resurrection of Jesus has taken place, all subsequent history is an epilogue, a “mopping up” campaign.  So, even if it lasts a very long time, the time frame in which we find ourselves is, at every moment, near the end.





	And, since we are in the “mopping up” phase of history, Christians should realize that there is an urgency to serving the Lord that will make regular engagement with the world and its services inappropriate!





	People who rejoice over finding a parking space at H-E-B wouldn’t be as excited about that if they remembered that the drivers of the cars they beat to that spot were likely headed for a Christless eternity.





	Those who weep over roof damage suffered during last week’s hailstorm won’t be so upset when they remember that their names are written in the book of life because of their trust in Jesus.





	A Christian should not get so caught up in the things of this world - commerce, mourning, rejoicing - that he gets off track from following Christ whole-heartedly.  That is just the language of good ol’ radical discipleship!





	The cares of this world must take a back seat to the priorities of the Kingdom.  Many Third-World Christians, of course, could teach you and me profound lessons about obedience to Paul’s commands in these areas, because they are less tempted by materialism than we are, having less than we have in the first place.





	We need to keep verse 31 ever before us, reminding ourselves, against every message society sends our way (!), that this life is an infinitesimally small drop in the bucket compared to eternity and we should be making it our priority to make investments in eternal things.





	Now, how does this sense of turned upside down priorities apply to marriage?  Paul says that “those who have wives should be as though they had none.”  What does he mean by THAT?





	He doesn’t mean that married men and women should leave each other so that they can devote themselves to Jesus (look at verses 26-27, as well as verses 8-16).





	But, in specifically addressing the unmarried people in Corinth (v. 25), if the urgency of Christian ministry is such that those who are married should live as if they weren’t (which they can’t because they are married!), then doesn’t it make sense for those who are unmarried to give serious consideration to the single life?





	If married men and women are apt to become absorbed in domestic cares to the detriment of the spiritual life and of Christian ministry, then in light of this life’s brevity in comparison to eternity, shouldn’t all Christians practice “detachment” from the world to one degree or another, in one way or another?  Shouldn’t those who are single apply this idea to the possibility of marriage?  Of course!


	Finally, in verses 32-34, Paul gives a fourth reason for giving serious thought to the single life.





	Marriage is morally acceptable  - BUT consider singleness in light of the need for undistracted devotion to the Lord (vv. 32-35)





		Married realities (vv. 32-34)





	“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; but one who is married is concerned about the things of the world, how he may please his wife, and his interests are divided.  And 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.” (vv. 32-34)





	Paul is right.  Married people have anxious thoughts about their partners.  We husbands worry about our wives when they are out late at night.  Wives are concerned for their husbands when they go on business trips.  Much of a husband’s life and a wife’s life revolves around the issue that Paul states - pleasing their mate.





	But, the unmarried do not have a husband or a wife to please and this can free them up to be concerned about the things of the Lord.  Of course, whether you are married or unmarried, you might say, “Yeah, but there are benefits to being married and a Christian can be committed to Christ as a married person, too.”





	I agree - and so would Paul.  But neither state - married or single - is Nirvana.  Both have downsides and both have upsides.  And what has been missing in so much of our dialogue in Christian circles in recent years has been any attention paid to the upside of the single life.





	Pleasing one’s spouse can be an all-consuming affair, but in the following verses listen to Paul as he speaks about the transcendent value of pleasing God.





	“Therefore also we have as our ambition, whether at home or absent, TO BE PLEASING TO HIM.” (2 Cor. 5:9)





	“trying to learn what is PLEASING TO THE LORD” (Eph. 5:10)





	“so that you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, TO PLEASE HIM IN ALL RESPECTS, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:10)





	“Children, be obedient to your parents in all things, for this is WELL-PLEASING TO THE LORD.” (Col. 3:20)





	“but just as we have been approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel, so we speak, NOT AS PLEASING MEN BUT GOD, who examines our hearts.” (1 Thess. 2:4)





	“Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus, that, as you received from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and PLEASE GOD (just as you actually do walk), that you may excel still more.” (1 Thess. 4:1)





	By what we read in 1 Corinthians 7, Paul is not saying that a married person is, by definition, “worldly” in the negative sense.  He is simply saying that a married person (man or woman) must have regard for the welfare of his family.  There are obligations which he or she must discharge as a husband or as a wife.





	The married person HAS TO be concerned to please a human being and a sovereign Lord - and that is a funny dance.





	What is Paul really saying?  Hear him out in verse 35.





		The best of all possible worlds (v. 35)





	“And this I say for your own benefit; not to put a restraint upon you, but to promote what is seemly, and to secure undistracted devotion to the Lord.” (v. 35)�


	Paul isn’t trying to throw a noose around anybody!  But, clearly, attending to the concerns of spouse and children takes time and energy away from ministering to the needs of others in both the church and the world.  Those of us who are married and have sons and daughters gladly accept those responsibilities.  We embrace the concerns that come our way as a result of having a wife or a husband or kids as God’s will for us.





	But can those things get in the way of undistracted devotion to the Lord?  Absolutely.  And Paul’s message to the unmarried is that they should enter marriage or not with eyes wide open to the realities of both states and pursue whichever state allows them to give undistracted attention to the Lord.





	Verses 32-35 offer crucial guidance for people in any time and culture trying to decide whether or not to marry  Instead of adopting the countless other criteria society suggests, Christians should ask themselves in which state, single or married, they can best serve the Lord.





	Now, I would like to say a few words about the last couple of paragraphs of this chapter and then come back with some concluding comments about singleness, the church, and serving Jesus.





	First, look with me at verses 36-38.





To Marry Or Not - If Engaged (vv. 36-38)





	“But if any man thinks that he is acting unbecomingly toward his virgin daughter, if she should be of full age, and if it must be so, let him do what he wishes, he does not sin; let her marry.  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.  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.” (vv. 36-38)





	I have mentioned to you before that there are probably more translation problems in dealing with 1 Corinthians than with most of the other books of the New Testament.  The three verses I have just read represent one of the thornier problems of 1 Corinthians.





	If this is the correct translation, then Paul’s words have to do with a father who is treating his daughter dishonorably - specifically, in that he is not providing for her marriage.  The translation of the New American Standard Bible (and the interpretation that arises from it) treats of an age in which the father’s wishes were paramount and the young girl’s were secondary, if considered at all.  Paul says that the father is free to do what his conscience dictates that he do.  BUT, he should feel free to allow his daughter to marry, as this would not be a bad thing, either.





	But there is another possible translation,� one that may be reflected in your Bible, if you are carrying the New International Version.  In that version, Paul’s words read, 





	“If anyone thinks he is acting improperly toward the virgin he is engaged to, and if she is getting along in years and he feels he ought to marry, he should do as he wants.  He is not sinning.  They should get married.  But the man who has settled the matter in his own mind, who is under no compulsion but has control over his own will, and who has made up his mind not to marry the virgin - this man also does the right thing.  So then, he who marries the virgin does right, but he who does not marry her does even better.” (v. 36-38)�





	Wow!  What a difference!!  If that is the correct translation, then Paul is addressing the situation of a man and his fiancee.  The pair have first agreed to get married and then have agreed to remain single, but engaged.  Paul tells them that they have not sinned if they decide to go ahead and get married.





	Which translation and which interpretation should we take?  Well, how’s this for honesty:  I don’t know!  You thought that preachers always had opinions.  Well, on this one, frankly, I am torn.





	The Greek language doesn’t resolve the issue and there are reasons to come down on BOTH sides of this fence.  What is true from both ways of looking at it, though, is that neither marriage nor singleness are ever called into question as being morally objectionable AND the option of NOT marrying is held to be a better decision than the decision to get married!  How’s that for a switch?!





	No matter how the matter is taken, there is no sin issue at stake here.  It is up to each one to determine which state (married or single) results in the best service to Christ.


But Paul clearly gives his opinion that the single state is to be preferred!





	Then, at the end of the chapter, in verses 39-40, Paul speaks to the situation of the widow.





To Marry Or Not - If Widowed (vv. 39-40)





	“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.  But in my opinion she is happier if she remains as she is; and I think that I also have the Spirit of God.” (vv. 39-40)





	From his comments, evidently the Corinthians had asked a question or two about widows.  So, Paul gives advice (again, Spirit-inspired advice) with regard to whether widows (and presumably widowers) should remarry.





	He gives perfect freedom to remarry (but only another Christian) BUT, he affirms here what he has consistently said throughout this chapter.





	There is no condemnation of marriage.  There is no thought that married life excludes a person from the highest blessings of the Christian life.  Singleness is not morally superior to marriage.  But he plays the “happiness” card here and says that the widow will be happier if she remains unmarried.





	To which some widows and widowers through the ages have said, “Amen” and others have said, “Thanks for the advice.  But, I think I’ll get remarried.”  And there is no problem with this at all (after all, he said in 1 Tim. 5:14, “Therefore, I want younger widows to get married, bear children, keep house, and give the enemy no occasion for reproach”).  But we should certainly hear this morning that both singleness and marriage are perfectly valid states for a Christian.





	I’d like to conclude now with a few thoughts about the issue of singleness, the church as the family of God, and serving Jesus Christ.








Conclusion: 





	Singleness





	This past week, I was loaned a book by one of the singles in our church entitled Singles at the Crossroads (by Albert Y. Hsu).  I did not have a chance to read the entire book, but I did read enough to discover that it is thoughtful, well-written, and biblical.





	One of the most helpful sections I read dealt with the idea of singleness as a “gift.”  I have sometimes been guilty, as a married person, of thinking that there was a spiritual giftedness called “singleness/celibacy” which allowed a single person to walk through life both untempted sexually and without desires for a husband or wife.


	This book helped explode that myth.�  Singleness is a gift and so is marriage.  And just as many, many married people have at one time or another longed for the simpler days of singleness, so many single people long for the marriage relationship.





	But, as long as they are single, THAT is the gift God has given them, just as for the person who is married, on the day they said, “I do” and “I will” God gave them the gift of marriage.





	Singleness and marriage are not necessarily permanent states.  Many of us here this morning who are married will one day be single.  That is a fact.  Sadly, some will be widowed.  Tragically, some may be divorced.  But, as long as you are married, you are to embrace your marriage privileges and responsibilities.





	In the same way, the single person may not be single permanently.  Some never marry, sure.  Many eventually do marry.  But, as long as a person is single, they should embrace their singleness.








	The Church





	Now, as to the church and the single adult.  Over the years, Northwest has had a reputation of being a “family oriented church.”  There is something wholesome about this, I believe.  But, as in everything, there is a danger, even in an emphasis on the nuclear family.  





	How many of us have heard from many, many single folks who have visited us that they have enjoyed much about us - but that we are so “married,” as a church, that they felt uncomfortable and out of place.  Brothers and sisters, we need to continue to affirm the beauty of marriage, certainly.  But we need to do so in such a way that we don’t denigrate the life of singleness and the single person.  We need to affirm that when we gather together we are not just a compilation of individual families.  Rather, WE are family, the family of God.








	Serving Jesus





	This passage we have just studied and the topic it presents requires each of us to ask ourselves this question:  Am I serving the Lord Jesus with undistracted attention?





	Married people need to ask themselves that question just as much as singles do.  Granted there are some built in distractions for the married man or woman.  But, given those necessary barriers, are you, am I, serving Jesus Christ to our full capacity?





	And to the single the same question needs to be posed.  In what state will you be most effective in your service to Jesus?





	Not many Western Christians give adequate consideration to the possibility of remaining unmarried - for a lifetime or for a season - for the sake of wholehearted devotion to the Lord’s work.  More need to do so.  There are numerous examples of men and women who have chosen to remain single, either for life or for a season of their life, so that they could be more effective in serving the Lord.





	One of my personal heroes was the martyred missionary, Jim Elliott.  Before he was killed by the Auca Indians in Ecuador in 1956, he married Elizabeth.  But, after deciding that they would marry, they agreed to put marriage plans on hold - for years! - until they could honestly say that they would be more effective for Christ married than single.





	May each one of us - single or married - bring this mindset to the decisions that face us each day.  Jesus is Lord and our first and highest priority must be to serve Him as fully as we possibly can.


� To show how strongly Paul himself believed this, he felt free to circumcise Timothy, a half-Jew, to keep from offending his contemporaries in his outreach to the Jewish community.  But, when Judaizers insisted on imposing their agenda as a prerequisite for salvation, Paul stood firmly against them (Acts 15:1; Gal. 2:11-14) and did not  circumcise Titus.


� Why did Paul not come out forthrightly against slavery?  Because he, like Jesus, was concerned primarily with fashioning a countercultural community of disciples who did not directly challenge the state but modeled better lifestyles for a watching world.  Paul (and Jesus, also) did sow the seeds for a revolutionary alternative in Christ which in time could not help but threaten social institutions of oppression.  Throughout history, antislavery movements have often received their greatest impetus from Christians, even though the Bible takes only a low-key position against slavery, as such.


� Of course, there are some jobs that a Christian must not do - jobs that are blatantly illegal or immoral.  Then, there are those jobs which some would argue for and others against - serving in the military, manufacturing nuclear weapons, tending bar, operating a gambling casino, etc.....


� With the exception of verses 39-40 (widows), this section speaks entirely to the theme of those who have never married.


� The recognition that opposite courses may each of them be right for different individuals is more fully drawn out in Romans 14:1-12, also see Rom 12:6; 1 Peter 4:10


� Given his personal preference for the single life, it would  have been easy for him to cave in to the pro-celibacy faction and insist that all people become as he was.  Given his “pro-marriage” upbringing in Judaism and the lures of easy sex in Corinth, it might have been equally tempting for him to issue a wholesale condemnation of the proponents of celibacy as legalistic, opposed to the goodness of God’s creation and placing an impossible burden on fellow-Christians’ shoulders.  But he takes neither of these tacks.  Instead, he charts a centrist course, recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of both sides.  


� Leon Morris cites some recent writers who think that Paul is referring to “spiritual marriage,” whereby people went through a form of marriage, but lived together as brother and sister.  From highly spiritual motives they abstained from sexual relations.  They sought a union of spirit, but not of bodies.  Paul gives permission to such to marry if they find the strain too great.  The decisive objection to this is verse 5, though.  Paul regards the withholding of sexual relations by married people as an act of fraud.  Though it may be done by agreement, this must be only for a time and the couple must come together again.  In addition, “spiritual marriage” while a known practice, is not known to have occurred before the end of the second century, long after 1 Corinthians was written.


� This is reflected in the translation of these verses in The Message.


� So does the Bible translation called The Message in its translation of 1 Cor. 7:7 for exploding the idea of the spiritual gift of celibacy.  This is the way Eugene Peterson translates that verse: “Sometimes I wish everyone were single like me - a simpler life in many ways!  But celibacy is not for everyone any more than marriage is.  God gives the gift of the single life to some, the gift of the married life to others.”
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