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But I say to the unmarried and to widows that it is good for them if they remain even as I. But
if they do not have self–control, let them marry; for it is better to marry than to burn. (1
Corinthians 7:8–9)
These verses answer the question, “Should those who were married and divorced before becoming
Christians remarry?” No doubt that was a key question in the Corinthian church. Formerly married
people came to salvation in Christ and asked if they now had the right to marry someone else. Paul’s
response here is uniquely fitted to those who want to know their options.
Paul is speaking to people who were divorced before coming to Christ. They wanted to know if they
had the right to marry. His word to them is that it is good for them who are now free of marriage to
remain even as I. By that statement Paul affirms that he was formerly married. Because marriage
seems to have been required for membership in the Sanhedrin, to which Paul may once have
belonged, because he had been so devoutly committed to Pharisaic tradition (Gal. 1:14), and
because he refers to one who could have been his wife’s mother (Rom. 16:13), we may assume that
he was once married. His statement here to the previously married confirms that—even as I. Likely
he was a widower. He does not identify with the virgins but with the unmarried and widows, that is,
with the formerly married.
The point is that those who are single when converted to Christ should know that it is good for them
to stay that way. There is no need to rush into marriage. Many well–meaning Christians are not
content to let people remain single. The urge to play cupid and matchmaker can be strong, but
mature believers must resist it. Marriage is not necessary or superior to singleness, and it limits some
potential for service to Christ (vv. 32–34).
Later in the chapter Paul advised believers to remain as they were. Staying single was not wrong,
and becoming married or staying married were not wrong. But “in view of the present distress” the
Corinthian believers were experiencing, it seemed much better to stay as they were (7:25–28).
If, however, a single believer did not have self–control, that person should seek to marry. If a
Christian is single but does not have the gift of singleness and is being strongly tempted sexually, he
or she should pursue marriage. Let them marry in the Greek is in the aorist imperative, indicating a
strong command. “Get married,” Paul says, for it is better to marry than to burn. The term means

“to be inflamed,” and is best understood as referring to strong passion (cf. Rom. 1:27). A person
cannot live a happy life, much less serve the Lord, if he is continually burning with sexual
desire—even if the desire never results in actual immorality. And in a society such as Corinth’s, or
ours, in which immorality is so prevalent and accepted, it is especially difficult not to succumb to
temptation.
I believe that once a Christian couple decides to get married they should do it fairly soon. In a day of
lowered standards, free expression, and constant suggestiveness, it is extremely difficult to stay
sexually pure. The practical problems of an early marriage are not nearly as serious as the danger of
immorality.
Deciding about marriage obviously is more difficult for the person who has strong sexual desires but
who has no immediate prospect for a husband or wife. It is never God’s will for Christians to marry
unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14), but neither is it right just to marry the first believer who will say yes. Though
we may want very much to be married, we should be careful. Strong feelings of any sort tend to dull
judgment and make one vulnerable and careless.
There are several things that Christians in this dilemma ought to do. First, they should not simply
seek to be married, but should seek a person they can love, trust, and respect, letting marriage come
as a response to that commitment of love. People who simply want to get married for the sake of
getting married run a great risk of marrying the wrong person. Second, it is fine to be on the lookout
for the “right person,” but the best way to find the right person is to be the right person. If believers are
right with God and it is His will for them to be married He will send the right person—and never too
late.
Third, until the fight person is found, our energy should be redirected in ways that will be the most
helpful in keeping our minds off the temptation. Two of the best ways are spiritual service and
physical activity. We should avoid listening to, looking at, or being around anything that strengthens
the temptation. We should program our minds to focus only on that which is good and helpful. We
should take special care to follow Paul’s instruction in Philippians: “Whatever is true, whatever is
honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is of good repute, if there
is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, let your mind dwell on these things” (4:8).
Fourth, we should realize that, until God gives us the right person, He will provide strength to resist
temptation. “God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with
the temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it” (1 Cor. 10:13),
Finally, we should give thanks to the Lord for our situation and be content in it. Salvation brings the
dawning of a new day, in which marriage “in the Lord” (v. 39) is an option.
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