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7:1 Now concerning the things about which you wrote, it is good for a man not to touch a 
woman. 
  

The expression “now concerning . . .” is used often in 1 Corinthians to introduce a new topic (7:25; 8:1; 
12:1; 16:1; 16:12). “The things about which you wrote” shows that “the new topic” is a response to a 
letter that Paul had received from the church. However, chapter 7 also logically flows from concerns 
about immorality in 5:1–13 and 6:12–20. 
 

What does “it is good for a man not to touch a woman” mean?   
 

“To touch a woman” is a euphemism for sexual intercourse (Fee, Thiselton, 500; cf. Gen. 20:6; Prov. 
6:29). The same expression occurs 9 other times in ancient Greek literature and in each case, it 
unambiguously refers to sexual intercourse. This is also the unanimous interpretation by the early 
church.  For this reason, the ESV translates verse 1 as “It is good for a man not to have sexual relations 
with a woman." 
 
The critical issue is whether Paul is telling us that it is best not to have sexual relationships at all (i.e. it is 
best not to get married) or if this is the Corinthians’ opinion which Paul is now addressing. 

 
The traditional interpretation  
 

The traditional interpretation takes the entire paragraph (7:1–5) as Paul’s opinion. This means that Paul 
believes that it is best not to marry, and singleness, accompanied by abstinence, is the best state to be 
in (cf. v. 8, 26). At the same time, he is a realist and knows that few can remain single because their 
sexual passions would drive them into immorality. For them it is better to marry than constantly be 
tempted sexually (6:12–20).  
 
This understanding of the paragraph may be what prompted the NIV translation committee to 
paraphrase verse 1 as “It is good for a man not to marry.” In a similar way, the NLT says, “it is good to 
live a celibate life.”  
 

Problems with the traditional interpretation  
 
There are blatant problems with the traditional view:  
 

1. It is unlikely that Paul would treat marriage as a second-class lifestyle when the OT holds such a 
high view of marriage. God established marriage and He Himself declared, “It is not good for 
man to be alone” (i.e. it is good to be married; Gen. 2:18).  
 

2. Elsewhere, Paul looks at marriage favorably, even using it to illustrate the relationship between 
God and His people (Eph. 5:25–33).  

 
3. “It is good not to touch a woman” means, it is good not to have sex with a woman; this would 

be a strange way for Paul to say, “It’s good to be single.” 
 

4. Paul was opposed to asceticism (the denial of physical desires in order to attain spirituality). 
When Paul wrote to Timothy he said, “But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will 
fall away from the faith, paying attention to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons . . .   men 
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who forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods . . . ” (1 Tim. 4:1–3). Denying the good 
gifts that God has given us to enjoy is not a means to greater spirituality; it is a doctrine of 
demons espoused by those who have fallen away from the faith. Such good gifts include sex 
within marriage.  

 
5. If Paul was saying that it was good not to have sexual relations even in marriage, he would be 

contradicting his recommendations in 7:2–5 where he tells married couples not to deprive each 
other of sex.   
 

6. It would be odd for Paul to degrade marriage, and then call both celibacy and marriage gifts 
from God in verse 7. 
 
The better interpretation  

 
“It was not good for a man to touch a woman” is the Corinthians’ opinion which Paul is now addressing 
and correcting (Fee, 271 Thiselton, 498–500, Garland, 247–255, Collins, 252 ff.). A very loose paraphrase 
of verse 1 might read, “Now concerning the things you wrote about in your letter to me; namely, ‘It not 
good to have sexual relations with a woman’ . . .” The ESV conveys this idea by the use of a colon. “Now 
concerning the matters about which you wrote: ‘It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with a 
woman.’” 
 
Evidently, the Corinthians were practicing a form of asceticism that included sexual abstinence in 
marriage, and Paul disagrees with them. He responds by telling them to have their own wives, and that 
they should find their sexual fulfillment in them (7:2). Then in verse 5 he commands them to “stop 
depriving one another” of sex. Although abstinence for short periods of time is fine (7:5), it should never 
be the rule because of lack of self-control (7:5). In Paul’s opinion, a state of singleness is the best state to 
be in (7:7a), but reality dictates that other factors need to be taken into consideration as well, 
particularly the gifting that we have received from God (7:7b).  

 
7:2 But because of immoralities, each man is to have his own wife, and each woman is to have 
her own husband. 
7:3 The husband must fulfill his duty to his wife, and likewise also the wife to her husband. 
7:4 The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does; and likewise 
also the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 
 

In the traditional interpretation of verse 2, it is held that Paul, in a condescending way, is telling the 
Corinthians to get married because there is so much immorality in Corinth. In other words, if they can’t 
control their sexual appetites, marriage is the second-best option to celibacy. However, the following 
argues against this view:  
 

1. First, there is no other example of the idiom, “to have his/her own wife/husband,” as meaning 
“get married.” Elsewhere, it means to have sexually, to be married, or to be in a continuing 
sexual relationship (5:1; 7:29; Mk. 6:18; Jn. 4:18—Fee, 278).  
 

2. Secondly, verse 2 says, “each man is to have his own wife, and each woman is to have her own 
husband.” If Paul were telling the Corinthians to get married, then “each man/woman” would 
be referring to everyone in the Christian community. This would contradict the rest of the 
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chapter where Paul encourages singleness, as well.  “Each” must mean “each man/woman who 
is married,” not “everyone should get married.” 
 

3. Thirdly, when Paul wants to say, “get married,” he does so clearly (7:9). 
 

4. Lastly, it makes much more sense to see verses 2–4 as containing three balanced pairs of 
thought, all addressing one subject—sexual fulfillment in marriage (Fee, 277).  
 

➢ each man is to have his own wife 
➢ each woman is to have her own husband 

 
➢ the husband must fulfill his duty to his wife 
➢ the wife must fulfill her duty to her husband. 

 
➢ the wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does 
➢ the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 

 
In other words, in these verses Paul is commanding married couples to have sexual relations with each 
other in order to avoid seeking sexual fulfillment elsewhere. 
 
There are two main advantages to this view: 
 

1. “But” in verse 2 is given its due force meaning “on the contrary” (Thiselton, 501); contrary to 
the Corinthians’ belief that “it is good not to touch a woman” (7:1), Paul is giving a proper 
view of sex in marriage. 
  

2. The idiom “to have one’s own husband/wife” carries the usual meaning of “to have 
sexually.” This is clarified in verses 3 and 4. 

  
Couples are to have each other sexually (7:2), because they are indebted to each other sexually (7:3). 
The wording in verse 3 literally means sex is “the payment which is due” (th.n ovfeilh.n avpodido,tw, tev 
opheilev apodidoto) and the present tense verb in Greek indicates that it is a continual obligation.   
 
Paul’s emphasis, however, is not on “you owe me,” but on “I owe you” (Fee, 280). The reason sex is 
viewed as something “due” is because in marriage one is under the authority of the other (7:4). The verb 
“have authority” (evxousia,zw) is translated as “mastered” or “made a slave” in 6:12, and “implies having 
authority over something in such a way as to do with it as one sees fit” (Fee, 280). 
 
For these reasons the Corinthians should abandon their philosophy that it is good for a man not to have 
sexual relations with a woman; instead, they should seek sexual fulfillment in marriage.  
 

7:5 Stop depriving one another, except by agreement for a time, so that you may devote 
yourselves to prayer, and come together again so that Satan will not tempt you because of 
your lack of self-control. 

 
Those who see verse 2 as Paul telling singles to get married so they can avoid immorality (the traditional 
view), have difficulty with verse 5. Why would Paul need to command couples not to deprive each other 
of sex if he just told them to get married to find sexual fulfillment? On the other hand, this verse fits 
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quite well with the view that Paul is addressing married couples who have been depriving each other of 
sexual fulfillment. 
 
“Deprive” is a strong word for Paul to use, and indicates taking from another what is rightfully theirs 
(Thiselton, 506). Married couples should not deprive each other of sex because Satan may tempt them 
by using their own lack of self-control to seek sexual gratification with other people. 
 
Although regular sexual interaction is to be the norm for married couples, there are times when 
abstinence is permitted. These times, however, are clearly defined. First, there must be a mutual 
agreement when abstaining from sex.  Such times must be related to spiritual matters such as a 
prolonged period of prayer.  Lastly, the time is to be limited in duration lest temptation become 
overwhelming. 
 
  7:6 But this I say by way of concession, not of command. 
 
The scope of “this” in verse 6 is an issue of debate. What exactly is Paul conceding to? Is 7:2–5 his 
concession? Verse 2 only? Verse 5? Is he speaking only of the latter part of verse 5? Or is he referring to 
what follows? 
 
It seems best that although Paul disagrees with the Corinthians’ philosophy of abstinence in marriage, 
he is conceding to the idea that there are times when abstinence is permissible (verse 5). Those who 
desire to abstain from sex for spiritual pursuits are allowed to if the above stipulations are met. This is a 
concession to the Corinthian view, but not a command. 
 

 7:7 Yet I wish that all men were even as I myself am. However, each man has his own gift 
from God, one in this manner, and another in that. 

 
Paul’s wish is not simply that all were single as he was, but that all had the gift of singleness from God 
that freed them from the need of seeking sexual fulfillment. This type of celibacy is different than 
merely suppressing sexual desire; it is a freedom that would allow them to put their energies into the 
things of God without the temptation to sin sexually. 
 
Even though Paul saw the advantages of being single, he also recognized that singleness with 
contentment is a gift from God. The Corinthians were urging celibacy upon everyone, even among those 
who were married. But one person has a gift to be married (with the attending responsibilities), another 
a gift to be single, but both are gifts from God so one should not superimpose the same standard on 
everyone. “That is, one expresses his obedience to God within marriage, another by remaining 
unmarried” (Barrett, 158). 
 
In Matthew 19:11–12 Jesus said, “For there are eunuchs who were born that way from their mother's 
womb; and there are eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men; and there are also eunuchs who made 
themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able to accept this, let him accept 
it.” In the previous context, Jesus had spoken of the binding nature of marriage, namely, that divorce 
was not allowed “for any cause at all” (Matt. 19:3), but only in the case of adultery (Matt. 19:9). This 
made marriage unattractive to the disciples who then concluded that it is best not to get married (Matt. 
19:10). Jesus’ reply is that not everyone can live with that conclusion, only those who are eunuchs for 
the kingdom of heaven. A literal eunuch was a man who was castrated and served as a guard of a king’s 
harem or other women in the king’s court. Castration alleviated the possibility of him getting one of the 
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king’s wives pregnant. This is the person whom Jesus described as a eunuch who was made a eunuch by 
men. But Jesus also identified two other groups of people whom He categorized as eunuchs.  “Those 
who are born eunuchs” and “those who are eunuchs for the kingdom of God.” “Those who are born 
eunuchs” are men incapable of reproduction from birth. “Those who are eunuchs for the kingdom of 
God” can physically reproduce, but choose not to get married and have children in order to devote their 
time to the things of God. Only the last group can accept the disciples’ conclusion, “it is good not to 
marry at all.” In essence, Paul has been saying the same thing. 
 

7:8 But I say to the unmarried and to widows that it is good for them if they remain even as I. 
 
Paul mentions “the unmarried” and “widows.” Widows are obviously women whose husbands have 
died. The “unmarried” may be singles who have never married, or may very well be referring to 
widowed men (i.e. widowers). First, (1) although Greek has a word for widowers, it was seldom used 
and is not found in any Greek literature in the period when the NT was written (i.e. the koine period). In 
fact, most ancient cultures didn’t have a word for widowed men at all since men didn’t face the same 
hardships as women who lost their husbands. Secondly, (2) Paul deals equally with husbands and wives 
12 times in this passage and “widower/widow” would also be a natural pair. Thirdly, (3) verse 9 gives 
“the unmarried” permission to remarry if they cannot control their passions. If “unmarried” referred to 
anyone who was single, including divorcees, this would contradict other passages that restrict 
remarriage (e.g. verse 39 and Romans 7:1–3). In other words, it seems likely that “the unmarried” refers 
specifically to widowers, not to a general category of unmarried people.  
 
Although I prefer this view, others have argued forcefully for the other view as well. Whatever Paul 
means by “unmarried,” his advice is the same for everyone—if you aren’t married, stay that way; if you 
were married, don’t get married again. However, this does not apply if your spouse has died and you 
lack self-control.  
 

7:9 But if they do not have self-control, let them marry; for it is better to marry than to burn 
with passion. 

 
The words “with passion” do not appear in the original text. It simply says, “it is better to marry than to 
burn.” 
 
The use of “burn” is clearly metaphorical, but it is difficult to tell if it means burn in the judgment or 
burn with passion, for both ideas fit well in the context and both uses can also be substantiated from 
other ancient sources. In 2 Corinthians 11:29 it is clearly a metaphor for inner lust and the same is 
probably true here. Paul’s point is that although it is best for widows and widowers to stay single, if they 
burn with passion, it is better to marry. 
 

Note 1: This passage has been misconstrued by many for decades. The traditional interpretation 
sees celibacy as a superior spiritual condition and marriage only as the means to suppress sinful sexual 
desires. Paul sees both marriage and singleness as gifts from God, though he does not hide the fact that 
he prefers his own state due to the gift he has (cf. a similar idea in 14:5, 18–19). By way of analogy, we 
may say that it is a good thing when someone desires to be a missionary, but by saying that, we are in 
no way demeaning the value of others in the church. Furthermore, if I were a missionary, I may even 
say, “I wish they would become missionaries like me,” but I would also know that that would depend on 
their calling and giftedness from God.  
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The real message Paul is preaching is the proper view of sex within marriage, not the superiority of 
celibacy. Sex was created by God and is something good to be enjoyed in the context of marriage. Sex is 
not a means of manipulation in marriage or something that should be abused. It is both a duty and a 
privilege to be shared by both spouses.  Furthermore, although there are advantages in celibacy, there is 
greater completeness in marriage (11:11 ff.), and Paul sees marriage as the norm. Singleness, however, 
is a better position to be in as far as usefulness in the kingdom of heaven is concerned (Carson, 
Matthew, 419). 
 
 Note 2: Some see celibacy as a spiritual gift in the same category as the gift of tongues, teaching, 
prophecy, mercy, etc., because the word used for gift in 7:7 is charisma (ca,risma), which in 12:4 is 
translated as “spiritual gift.” However, this is unlikely for two reasons: First, Paul uses the word charisma 
(ca,risma) with a broad range of meaning, even in referring to the gift of salvation (Ro. 5:15–16; 6:23). 
Secondly, in the verse under discussion, Paul says, “each man has his own gift from God, one in this 
manner, and another in that.” In the context, the gift “in this manner” refers to the gift of celibacy. The 
gift “in that [manner]” must then refer to the gift of being married and enjoying the sexual intimacy in it 
(Thiselton, 513). There is no other possible state to exist in—either one is given the gift of celibacy or the 
gift of marriage. This hardly constitutes a spiritual gift in the sense of being a manifestation of the Spirit 
for the common good of the church or the building up of the body as are the other gifts. But it must also 
be remembered that the parallel is not strictly celibacy versus marriage. Rather, it is celibacy without 
frustration versus someone who has accepted the responsibilities of married life while living out the 
gospel (Thiselton. 513–514).   
   
    
 


