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“The Sanctity of Sexuality”

1 Corinthians 7:1-16

In our culture, sex is “everything,” and sex is “nothing.” Sex is everything—it is everywhere and elevated. And yet, it is considered common, no big thing. There is nothing truly precious or sacred there. But according to the Scriptures, there is a sanctity to our sexuality.

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


The purpose of this chapter is governed by the introductory: “It is good for a man not to touch (literally; by that he means, sexually) a woman” (7:1)—another phrase drawn from their letter to him. Sexual expression—even within marriage—was being denigrated or utterly denied (probably mostly by certain “spiritual” women, if we see this passage as juxtaposed with what precedes, in light of Paul’s reference to “sexual immorality,” and given the male proclivity). This thinking (expressed in that slogan) led to an approach of abstinence within marriage, or to seek divorce—but either way, to be rid of sex (and that has always held a certain appeal within the church throughout its history). But evidently, this was a one-sided decision (not mutually agreed-upon), which led to terrible temptation, frustration, and immorality. This is what Paul is responding to. How does Paul counter? He counters with “the sanctity of our sexuality.”
First: there is a sanctity to sex (7:1-5). That is, there is something very special about the act itself (as the term “sanctity” denotes, it is “set apart”; contrary to our culture’s—largely successful—attempts to “commonize” it). And the sanctity is this: it is to be specially reserved for, and regularly expressed in, marriage. Thus, for the Christian, there are two options: to be sexually abstinent in singleness or to be sexually active in marriage (sometimes we get those two turned around). Paul says three things about the sanctity of sex in marriage (which I label with three “g’s”):
Marital sex is a guard (7:2). Paul begins with a heavy dose of reality: there is a real danger and temptation to sexual immorality, both outside and inside marriage. And he “guards” both ends of this discussion (cf. 7:5b) with this “clear and present danger.” And God’s gracious provision for this basic reality is “the marriage relationship”: in which a man “has” a wife and a woman “has” a husband (there is much to this, that he’ll begin to flesh out). But we must initially understand that we have a responsibility toward one another. The temptation to sexual sin doesn’t just somehow magically disappear once you get married. This is a (common, but) premarital fantasy. Part of “loving your neighbor (here, your spouse) as yourself” is the issue of sexual protection through sexual relations.
Marital sex is good (7:2b-3). There are two aspects to this. (1) Our sexuality is part of our created design and creation mandate. We are sexual creatures: He made us “male and female, to be fruitful and multiply” (Gen 1:27-28). Now, sex is dangerous, yes; but it’s not bad. It is not something to escape (as dirty or unspiritual); rather it is something to be embraced and expressed (again, in its proper context). You see, there is an inherent “goodness” to sex in marriage. Paul’s advice stands in direct contrast to their mantra (that it is “good not to,” 7:1b); his remedy is this very “regular” relationship of “sexual” marriage. And it didn’t come as a result of the Fall; it was a part of creation design. Moreover, our marital relationship, that climaxes in the sexual union, was also designed to mirror (in a tangible way) the relationship of God with His people, of Christ and His church: the beauty of “naked” intimacy and faithfulness in covenant. There is something special there; there is a sanctity. Let us work to preserve and promote it. (2) Regular sexual relations are to be a normal part of married life. If sexual expression is not a normal part of your marriage, then there is something “not good” with your marriage. This takes effort and selflessness; but there is great reward. So, learn the needs and what pleases your spouse, and then seek to meet that. Sporadic sex, or sex solely for procreation, are not Christian options. The way Paul words it is that a regular sex life is a normal marital “obligation” (ojfeilh;n, in the good sense of the word, as in other marital duties we should be happy to fulfill); it is something we “owe” to our mate. But it is not something to be taken; it is something to be given.
Marital sex is giving (7:3-5). This is where Paul spends most of his attention in these verses, for good reason then, and for good reason now. Now, each married couple can work out the details, but the principle is important. Sex is not something to be held or withheld, taken or used for manipulation. It is something to be freely given, something to be deeply shared. Again, “love your neighbor as yourself” includes seeking to meet the intimacy needs of your spouse. It is not the “right” (usually the male) of one at the expense of the other; nor is it the “power” (usually the female) of one at the expense of the other. No, there is a “mutuality of body authority” that stands in direct contrast to a “rights” mentality (which we so often fall into, that is the way of the world, the way of unhappiness). In fact, like nothing else, our unity and mutuality is expressed in that intimate moment. Even the very limited “concession” is governed by this principle (7:5): mutually agreed upon, and for a set time, and for prayer; and then he points us back to reality again, and to our responsibility. The language here is very strong: “do not defraud (ajposterei`te) one another” (same as 6:7-8). The ironic force is this: when you withhold sex from your spouse (for any significant length of time), you are actually taking something from him or her.

Second: there is a sanctity to celibacy (7:6-9). Here we come to that famous—or infamous—discussion of “the gift” (7:7; notably, both sexual marriage and celibate singleness are considered “gifts”).
There are many corruptions of “the gift.” The three prominent or prevalent views on celibacy and singleness are the following. (1) “It’s not a gift; it’s a curse.” This is the general view of our culture (which is seeping into the church as well): where abstinence is scoffed at; and virginity is not prized, it’s a bad word. (2) “It’s not just a gift; it’s a requirement.” This has been a common Christian view of past centuries, and the current view of the Catholic church with regard to vocational ministry: indeed, celibate singleness is somewhat “idolized.” If you want to follow the truly spiritual path (monk or priesthood)—whether you have the gift or not: this is mandatory. But elevating a good gift to a necessity cuts against both our created design and the nature of true spirituality, and leads to much unnecessary sin (as we have recently seen in the pedophilia scandal; and in opposition to Paul’s own words in 7:9b). (3) “It may be a gift; but it’s second best.” We might not like to admit it, but in much of evangelicalism, while chastity is embraced, singleness is often denigrated. There is the unspoken expectation that all should marry. And those who are single are often excluded from prominent ministry. But this is completely contrary to the benefit of “the gift” that Paul himself will go on to argue. Again, all of these are missing the mark; and we must recover the biblical view.

So, what about “the gift of singleness”? I’d like to help answer that question with two questions. (1) How do you know if you have “the gift”? In the men’s dorm in seminary, we used to joke that we’d never met anybody who had it. But the litmus is this: managed passions (7:9). If you’ve got managed passions, then you’ve got the gift, and take advantage of it; if not, then work to get married, there is no sin or stigma there. (2) What is the benefit of “the gift”? It is not, as we tend, the accumulation of stuff, self-gratification, personal freedom. Rather, it is opportunity: opportunity to pour yourself into ministry with undivided devotion, to get even more involved in the kingdom (cf. 7:32-35). There is a sanctity to celibate singleness, and it is focused here. But the overriding principle is this, if you are single (whether with the gift or without): “Seek ye first the kingdom of God, and His righteousness; and all these things (that you need) shall be added unto you” (Matt 6:33; Joseph is our example here again). It is imperative that each of us come to—and keep coming to—this point. How much would the world and the church change if its singles took this tack and gave their all for the kingdom of God? How many missionaries would we send out (as but one example)?
Third: there is a sanctity to marriage (7:10-16).
If I can rephrase Paul’s principle (7:10-11): divorce is “a four-letter word.” One of the glaring blemishes on the Christian church is the high rate of divorce: from all estimates, we are basically no different than the world. Oy! Even as our Lord Himself addressed—which is Paul’s point in saying “not I, but the Lord”; his “I, not the Lord” is simply a reference to the fact that Christ did not speak to that particular issue while He was on earth (not a question of origin or authority—God vs. Paul). And He addressed it to the religious leaders (Matt 19:3, 6). You see, they had the point of emphasis and argument all wrong. It is not: What’s a legitimate excuse for divorce? But rather: Marriage is sacred; you don’t separate “one flesh.” Divorce shouldn’t even be an option in our thinking. Every Christian married couple needs to cast that word aside; every Christian couple contemplating marriage must likewise agree on this: divorce is “a four-letter word.” It should never be: How can I get out of this marriage? But rather: How can I make this marriage work? And, believe me, every one takes work; there is no such thing as “naturally compatible” (you can never simply “coast”).
But what about “unequally yoked” (7:12-16)? It is absolutely true that we are to marry “only in the Lord” (7:39), but what if one spouse becomes a Christian and the other doesn’t? Isn’t that relationship now polluted? And what about the children? There are two key principles. (1) We are to live for peace in our marriage (7:12-13, 15). Therefore, we are not to initiate a divorce from an unbelieving spouse (or undermine a good-faith “consent”). But neither are we to contest it, if the unbeliever wants out. Peace is to govern our life, our home, our marriage. It is the Christian’s “calling” (which we can, by the Spirit: for the fruit of the Spirit is “love, joy, peace”). (2) We are to live for salvation in our marriage. There’s always the “who knows” if you might save your mate by your Christ-like way in that marriage relationship (7:16)—whether that be sexually-oriented (as here), or in your “respectful and pure conduct” (as in 1 Pet 3:1-2), or even how you talk to and about (usually) him. Are you thinking about how you might show Christ, how you might win him to the Lord (and in marriage, it’s hard to hide and fake most things)? And then there’s the “upset of grace”: holiness is contagious (7:14). In the Old Testament (especially Leviticus), you were forbidden to “touch” what was unclean, lest you become unclean yourself. But not so here. As also in the Old Testament, everything that touched the altar or the priests or the offerings . . . became holy (Exod 29:37; 30:29; Lev 6:18, 27). This principle now applies to Christians in the age of “grace upon grace,” indwelt by the Holy Spirit of God, carrying about the gospel of Jesus Christ: the contagion of holiness and divine embrace. Wow! Thus, it is not the believer and (mixed) children who are polluted; it is the unbeliever and (mixed) children who are, in some distinct sense, “holy/sanctified” (which probably means to be set apart toward salvation and the blessings of the covenant).
