“A Touchy Issue” (1 Corinthians 7:1-5)

Several years ago, | officiated a beautiful weddiagemony for two virgins. Due to their love fosus
Christ and their faithfulness and purity, | wantednake sure that everything went perfectly welttoir
special day. During the wedding ceremony | sharewssage on “How to Have a Successful Marriage.
Everything was going rather well when my speechrastuand | inadvertently said, “| want to make sure
that the two of you have a SEX-cessful marriageriulnber of people grimaced and smirked. My wife
was horrified. It will forever be one of my gredbbper moments.

From that moment on, | decided that this would meakgeat book title-How to Have a SEX-cessful
Marriage. In our world, a book with this title could selillions. Of course, if | ever write such a book |
would have to credit the apostle Paul in the ackadaements. If he were still living, | would alsave

to share my royalties with him. But truth be knowwmjould be guilty of plagiarism because | would
simply write all of Paul's ideas in 1 Cor 7:1-5.this passage Paul is going to answer severaligoest
What is God’s answer to my sex drive? How do | hanay struggles with self-control? When sexual
temptations arise, how can | defeat them? Paulenssall of these questions and more in 1 Cor 71h-5.
a nutshell, he will command us gatisfy and protect our spouse.

In these first five verses, Paul throws his weightiatband exhorts us to fulfill our sexual desires
through a loving, sacrificial relationship with aggouse. Paul begins with these woftikw
concerning the things about which you wrote, it igood for a man not to touch a woman{7:1).
Chapter 7 begins a new section of 1 Corinthians.Words, “Now concerning” prepare the reader for
Paul’s response to the Corinthians’ questitmthe first six chapters of this letter, Paul bagn dealing
with sinful struggles in the life of the church@uorinth that he had heard about through Chloe'pleeo
(cf. 1:11). But now, beginning in 7:1, Paul is gpio respond to a whole series of questions thad we
addressed to him in a letter from the leadership@ithurch in Corinth. They were questions about
practical issues like marriage, divorce, singlenfessl offered to idols, spiritual gifts, public vahip,
what happens to our bodies when we die, and finaloncern about an offering to be taken for some
believers in Jerusalem who were in poverty. Pallldeivote the rest of this letter to answering thes
guestions.

In 7:1b, Paul cites a line from the Corinthianstde (“it is good for a man not to touch a womanthich

he intends to qualify and corrécthe phrase, ‘it is good for a man not to touchoanan,® has nothing

to do with a hug, a handshake, or any other maatfes of fellowship or friendship. To “touch a
woman™ is a euphemism for sexual intercouts@onsequently, various English versions just dhap t
euphemism and translate “sexual relations” (NETVEShe phrase “to touch a woman” is translated “to
marry” in the NIV, but this is weak. (The NIV dopsovide a better alternate reading.) Introducirg th
idea of marriage confuses the point that the Cloidnts were promoting. The mindset of the Corinthian
went way beyond issues of marriage or even celib&yme were promoting abstinence in the marriage
relationship. The natural question is, “Why wouie Corinthians not be interested in sex in theexdnt

of marriage?” We cannot know for certain, but thestrikely suggestion is that there is an aesthetic
group in the congregation. They believe that tlyést plane of spirituality is to forgo sex.

While this idea seems a bit odd to those of us livledin a sex-saturated society, it coincides wiith
doctrinal beliefs in Corinth. The Corinthians aditeto a Greek philosophical dualism that priorgitge
sprit over the body. Thus, in 6:12-20, the Coriatis justified sexual immorality because what theyira
the body was not as important as what they ditiérspirit. But dualism can also lead to a strong
asceticism. Those who esteem the soul can arguié théest for one to deny as many physical nesds
possible. Obviously, both of these extremes aréblinal. Paul compels us tatisfy and protect our
spouse.



In 7:2, Paul gives the basic command: Continueatetsexual relations with your spodigeaul writes,
“But because of immoralities, each man is to_havieis own wife, and each woman is to_havger own
husband.” The word “but” expresses Paul’s disagreement wighproposition quoted in 7:1. Paul
vehemently disagrees that married couples showthisbfrom sexual pleasure. Paul is not anti-sexsh
pro-marriage! This is confirmed by his use of tlegbv‘to have,” which is a euphemism for sexual
relations. In other words, rather than abstainiogifsexual relations, Paul's expectation is thablands
and wives continue in normal sexual relatiGhigloreover, the word “have” is a present tense comia
that implies “keep.” Thus, Paul commands, “Let eaxzn live sexually with his wife, and let each wife
live sexually with her husband.” The Lord’s prowisifor sexual immorality is to get married and have
frequent sex. Marriage is the answer to immorailftall kinds.Satisfy and protect your spouse.

Paul continues his exhortation and clarificatiorelzplaining each spouse’s sexual responsibilities i
marriage. In 7:3, he write$The husband must fulfill his duty to his wife, andlikewise also the wife

to her husband.”™ What does this verse mean? It means what everyhopes it means! For many of us
this is one of the greatest verses in the Bibles. dt duty that we delight in. It is the one johttive want

to spend overtime at. But before we get too camigdy, | want us to notice a number of thingsst,

Paul begins by addressing husbands. He says it is the husband'’s duty to fulfill hifeviNow many of

you husbands are saying, “Now this is one Bibles&dil be glad to take literally.” Hold your horsle

Paul begins with husbands because we are the loategre ultimately responsible for the sexual
relationship. We are the spiritual leaders! Hushaede Paul indicates that you must “fulfill” yowife.
This doesn’t just mean sex. It means finding ouatngie needs, when she needs it, and how sheiheeds
Of course, | realize that you don’t have a clue howo this. That's where communication comes iouY
are responsible for facilitating communication wythur wife. Ladies, this means that you have to tel
your husband how he can “minister” to you. If yaurtbt communicate and respond to him well, he will
become disillusioned and frustrated.

Second, Paul beginswith husbands because they often neglect to fulfill this command. In the course of
my pastoral counseling, | have known slightly maren who have struggled to fulfill their duty thaiaes
versa. A big misnomer is that women are the onatsatlvays have a headache. This is not always true.
Some men are too tired when it is time for sex. Wiewen are addicted to porn, which takes away a
husband’s sexual drive for his wife. Often, itustja matter of laziness. Some men know that sex ca
take a while and they are just lazy, so they aflifill their duty to their wife. Yet, women expgence
intimacy through sex. Furthermore, when you depyivar wife of sex, she is left feeling like you dion
find her attractivé? Husbandsatisfy and protect your wife.

Third, Paul honors and elevates women. So many people like to suggest that Paul is a s&tsst pig.
However, | wonder if these individuals have calgfrgad the Bible. Like Jesus, Paul always takekigh
view of women. In this context, Paul is moving aviltlom the usual Roman norm in which the husband
dominated the wife. In Christian marriages, thera mutuality of relationship. He clearly elevates
women and also declares them to be sexual creahatbave desires and neétiBlusbands, this means
you must meet the sexual needs of your wife. Trékides her emotional, mental, and spiritual neesds
well. When you put your wife’s needs first, by Gedfrace, your sexual needs will be met as well.

Now, wives, this verse also applies to you. Youam@manded by God to fulfill your husband’'s sexual
needs. Paul also makes a point here of using tine fudfill,” meaning “to make full, to bring to
completion, to develop the full potential.” The wdulfill is a present active command. This medrat t
you should ensure that your husband is fully setishnd vice versa. Ladies, whatever your husband
wants that is not immoral or illegal, give it taxhiMake sure that your marriage bed is so hotytbat
husband will not ever go looking elsewhere! Theradthing dirty about this; it is entirely biblicAVhy
should the world have the greatest sex? The gtesgrshould be among married couples who are
devoted to Christ. Wifesatisfy and protect your spouse.



Now, please understand, this verse teaches thas sedelight, but it is also a duty. A “duty” isveoral or
legal responsibility or obligation that arises frome’s position. It is the duty of each marriedsperto
meet the sexual needs of his or her partner. Thans sex should never be used as a bribe or réevard
good behavior, or as something to be withheld thsemt or punishment. It is a “duty!” The spouseowh
withholds sex sins against God and his or her partn

For instance, let's say the husband makes sexealures to his wife. The Bible teaches that itds h
responsibility as his wife to have sex. Why? Beedunghis case, the husband has a sexual drivkingee
fulfillment and it's her duty to make sure his neede met. Therefore, whenever your spouse irstises
in your direction, make sure you keep in mind @t are under God-given direction to meet your
spouse’s sexual needs. This is what you signedmfybu made this commitment before God and
mankind. Therefore, before a couple gets marrlegtiestion needs to be asked, “Are you willingeo
sexually available to your spouse till death do gaut?” If the answer is, “Well, I'm not so sureoaib
that,” | would suggest that the couple postponé tharriage or not get married at all.

Let’s catch our breath and pose a question: Whitheotwo matrital partners must be the one to daeifid
the sexual drives or desires are completely sati8fThe one initiating sex. In other words, they evdy

a husband can know if he has “fulfilled his dutg’ahusband is to ask his wife, “Are your sexuaidse
fully satisfied? Do you feel loved?” This meansthie bedroom of a married couple anything goes—tshor
of illegal or immoral activity.

How often should sex occur? If the average couptedex 2-3 times a week, should Christians who are
filled with the Holy Spirit and called to live sumptural lives have sex more or less frequentliygive
you my personal bias. The more frequent your $exstronger your marriage bond.

Why should married partners always fulfill theirtgto their spouse? This is a legitimate questitat t
Paul answers in 7:4The wife does not have authorityover her own body, but the husbandioes;

and likewise also the husband does not have authtyriover his own body, but the wifedoes.” God
sovereignly takes something away at the point afia@e and gives it as a heavenly wedding present t
your spouse. The Lord doesn’t ask you if He cap tgkand the Lord doesn’t ask you if you want it.
Sovereignly, the Lord takes the authority you hlazd over your own body as a single individual and
removes it from you for as long as you live. Thertéauthority” in this passage literally means tvh
rights over or exclusive claim to. In uncomplicatetdns, God gave my body to my wife and | have
nothing to say about it.

Note that Paul was careful to give both husbandvafedequal rights in these verses. He did notmédga
the man as having sexual rights or needs that tiream does not have or vice versa. So if your wife
wants to feel your muscles, let her feel themolfiyhusband wants to grab your bottom, let him grab
This principle applies in the sexual realm; howevatso think there is great application in othezas of
life. Several examples come to mind: tattoos, pigs; facial hair, length of hair, attire, birthntml,
body appearance, etc. are all decisions that yesivdnd or wife can veto. We ought to ask, “Howlcan
look better to you? What do you want from me? Hewv tserve you?”

Paul frequently uses the term “bodgbifna) in its broadest, fullest, richest sense. It'srgtléng we are
physically, emotionally, and spiritually. We're dgsed by God to be an instrument of communication
verbally, nonverbally, emotionally, physically, asexually. The physical expression of sex as
communication is enjoyed in the larger contexterfoal communication. The greatest sexual fulfillmen
comes gradually over the long haul in a marriageg eouple learns to talk about anything, any time;
when there’s heart-to-heart communication, nottalking at each other, but listening actively and
sensitively, caring deeply about the communicatidow are you doing in these areas today?



If | were to ask your spouse, what would he orshe Would your spouse be fulfilled and pleased by
how you are treating her body or his body?

Our passage closes in 7:5 with these potent wodep depriving one another, except by agreement

for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to gyer, and come together again so that Satan will

not tempt you because of your lack of self-contrdl’* The word translated “stop depriving” literally
means “do not rob one another,” or “do not do fremidne another.” The word means to cheat somebody
out of what is properly theirs. If you withhold yolbody when your partner seeks sex, it is biblical

fraud!®> We have failed teatisfy and protect our spouse.

Paul writes that we may deprive each other of sebetonly four conditiondrirst, sex can be withheld
when you both agree. You can’t decide by yourself to deprive your sppagsex. Both of you must
agree not to have sex in order to fit into thiseption. Here’s how this may work in real life: Lesay
that last night your spouse rolled over in bed mmadle a sexual advance. Because you had a long and
exhausting day, you said, “I'm really tired tonigiifould it be alright with you if we waited until
tomorrow night? If not, sweetheart, you know tloatight is okay too. What would you like?”

Biblically speaking, who has the final say in tHicision? The initiating partner always has thalfgay.
If your spouse wants sex, even after hearing yeguest, he or she still has authority over yourybod
However, just because your body belongs to youuspdoesn’'t mean you don’t have the freedom to
negotiate! When the initiating partner hears aimgllbut tired attitude of acceptance rather thgectimn,
understanding should be forthcoming.

Second, sex can be deprived when you both agreeto delay it for a time. Whenever a couple mutually
agrees to deprive one another of sexual intimdeytwo must agree when they will have sex. To agree
only to “not tonight” would not be following thelidical pattern. Scripture uses a very specific ®ree
word (kairos) for time here, which meansspecific period of time.

Third, sex can be set aside to devote yourselves to prayer. This certainly presents a clear and rather
unusual freedom for depriving yourself of sexuédtiens in modern society. The only biblical purpos
for depriving yourselves of sex is to devote yolusgto sharing a spiritual focus in your marriage.

Finally, sex can be deprived until the two of you agree to come together again. The Bible quickly brings
us back to the reality that sexual intimacy iseaHe norm and never the exception. Always remember
we are called teatisfy and protect our spouse.

Now, there are two important realities to keep indnFirst, if you deprive each other you open yoursdlf

to attack. Paul blatantly states that in sexual matters, gt come together after an agreed upon time of
sexual abstinence, or you will open yourself updtanic attack. After a period of time without sgou

are to come together again. If you don'’t, Satahagiine against you with temptations to commit séxua
immorality. The longer sex is postponed in the mhgartnership, the greater the risk of temptation

Please take this very seriously. Satan is not hques. He is real and he is powerful. He holdsionil
firmly in his bondage. And he is seeking morelad time. In one of his sermons, Pastor John Pglera
story of the experience of one of his members. Daidine flight, the person sitting next to this
individual turned down a meal, and when asked whgdid that he was fasting and praying to Satan.
When asked what he was praying for, he said, thakdlown of ministers’ marriages. If you were a Bata
worshiper, and you wanted to know what the goalgpoof master were so that you would know how to
pray, where would you go to learn? You would gthi Bible, because the Bible gives a true picttire o
what Satan is about in the world. And you wouldrethat, among other things, he is about the
destruction of marriages. He is totally committecdtultery, and all the personal problems that teatd



When you battle with sexual temptation, you batiainst Satan. Not because he creates the dagire, b
because he so powerfully and deceptively usesdbiesd®

As married couples, we must guard our marriages f8atan. He is seeking to devour the marriage bed.
Therefore, don't let him into your bed. Imaginestbbmmon scenario: A couple in bed with their back
turned to each other and plenty of space in betw8aass who can slither right into the marriage?b&d
simple way to avoid this is being close before gdt off to sleep. Roll over and cuddle your pantn
every night. Put your head on his or her cheshoukler. Play “footsies.” If these intimate momeleisd

to making love...wonderful. But regardless, you'vargd some intimate moments and are taking one
additional step to protect the marriage bed.

Second, you lack self-control when you deprive each other of sex. What happens to married individuals
when they don’t have sex for a period of days?rStampts you, taking advantage of your lack of-self
control. Depriving your spouse of sexual relatiogsults in more than immediate, short-lived frustra
Continued postponement of sexual relations withimaariage places very real and unnecessary pressure
on a spouse.

Sexual response and impulse touches us more tlyaically, it also touches us emotionally and
spiritually because God made us that way. We haesdid two opposite evils: on the one hand, the
Victorian prudishness that wants to deny sex,itabbmething dirty, and lock it away; and on thkest
hand, the more modern hedonism that tells us sax &bsolute good and that we ought to pursue our
sexual impulses no matter what.

If we Christians ignore sex, we will surrenderithose very cultural perversions and give the @agion
that sex itself is babecause it's so abused. But you can’t fix what is wronggdisnply negating or

ignoring it. Nobody lives in the world of “no.” Wal have to know how to say “Yes” in the right way.

It's not enough to be people who hate evil; we nalsb be people who love good, and we must teach ou
children to love good. A pastor mentioned recetitht he heard a non-Christian describe Christians a
“people who say ‘N0’ to everything and go to adbmeetings.” Ouch. We're much better at sayingtwha
not to do than what to do. Sexuality is deeply peed in our culture. But we have to do more than
negate the negative. We also have to articulateefally the joy of God'’s way, to show the beauty of
holiness. The word of the Lord for us today isdtisfy and protect our spouse.
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Scripture Reference

1 Corinthians 7:1-7
Matthew 19:11-12
Proverbs 5:15-19

Song of Solomon 4:9-5:1
Ephesians 5:21-33

1 Thessalonians 4:3-8
Hebrews 13:4

Study Questions

1.

Paul states that one reason to get married isdiol ®exual immorality (7:2). Yet, many well meaning
contemporary Christians push their children an@oyfoung adults to postpone marriage until they are
especially mature, capable, and responsible. Qai¢hbiblically justified? Is this really God’stent, or are we
going beyond the Scriptures and leading our childineo temptation? Read Matthew 18:6-7.

Paul calls sex a “duty” to be “fulfilled” (7:3). Widoes he use this type of language? How does$@althing
apply to married couples with different sex driv&¢Rat advice would Paul give to married couples sengex
life has faded because of the pressures and busghéie? How can such couples become more fretfuen

Richard Foster observes, “Sex in the real worlal msixture of tenderness and halitosis, love arnidudat
ecstasy and disappointment.” How can we as Chmisti@alistically enjoy God’s gift of sexual intimawithout
getting caught up in the expectations and fanfatheoworld we live in? How can we effectively and
accurately teach our children and teens aboutrsexnay that honors God?

How can married couples apply the biblical prineifiat “my body belongs to my spouse” (7:4-5)? Hall
greater personal sacrifice and leniency protectiswcouples from Satan? Why does Satan seek ite@ié
Christian marriages? How can | so fulfill my spotisat Satan is left frustrated and flees to foausioother
marriage?

In what ways are both celibacy and marriage gifisfGod (7:6-7)Am | presently content in the role that
God has called me to occupy? Why or why not? Whltdise Him that if | am single or unhappily madribat
He is more than sufficient?



Notes

! The remainder of the body of 1Corinthians death wiestions the Corinthians had put to Paul ettei. Paul
introduced each of these with the phrpee de (“now concerning,” 7:1, 25; 8:1; 12:1; 16:1, 12).

2 See David E. Garland,Corinthians: Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testarf@rind Rapids: Baker,
2003), 251. Verbrugge aptly comments, “Thus, stheephrase ‘it is good for a man not to have seselations
[within marriage]’ is so contrary to Paul’s viewjs probably best to see it as representing sdngethe
Corinthians have written in their letter to Pautlame asking him about.” Verlyn D. Verbrugge, “1ridthians” in
the Revised Expositors Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, awaiting publicatior.13

% See also NRSV, NJB, KJV, and NKJV.

* Furthermore, the use of the Greek wanthropos (man generically, people) rather thamer (man as
distinguished from woman) indicates that the statenpertains to human beings generally.

® “It is good for a man not to touch a woman,” aleemism for sexual relations. This idiom occurstteres in
Greek literature, and all of the references exoeptappear to refer to sexual relations (cf., d@sephusint. 1.8.1
[1.163]; Gen 20:6 [LXX]; Prov 6:29 [LXX]). For disssion see G.D. FeEirst Corinthians (NICNT), 275. Many
recent interpreters believe that here again (&slia-13) Paul cites a slogan the Corinthians applgrased to
justify their actions. If this is so, Paul agreathwhe slogan in part, but corrects it in the daling verses to show
how the Corinthians misused the idea to justifytialksce within marriage (cf. 8:1, 4; 10:23). Sesdb. D. Fee, ‘1
Corinthians 7:1” in the NIV,JETS 23 (1980): 307-314.” See NET Study Bible Notes.

® This is why the NLT’s rendering is misleading asllw‘Now regarding the questions you asked in yietter.
Yes, it is good to live a celibate life.”

" Garland1 Corinthians, 263-266, cites twelve different possibilitiestasvhy some in Corinth were arguing for
sexual asceticism. Among the possibilities arezpaudiation of the licentiousness of the culturdyades between the
Cynics and Stoics that sexual relations distraotezlfrom pursuing wisdom and philosophy, and pneismathe
view that ideally marriage was the union of twargpiand not two bodies).

8 | am especially grateful for the insights of Briw@kinson in 1 Cor 7:2-5. See Bruce Wilkinsdet Apart:
Discovering Personal Victory Through Holiness (Sisters, OR: Multnomah, 1998 [2003]), 146-159.

° This is most likely a reference to Prov 5:15, “T&ink water from your own cistern and fresh waftem your
own well...Let your fountain be blessed, And rejoic¢he wife of your youth.” See Brian S. Rosreawl,
Scripture, & Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994), 158-159.

19 Garland,1 Corinthians, 256; Verbruggel Corinthians, 137. See the LXX of Exod 2:1-2; Deut 28:30; 18al8;
see also Matt 14:4; Mark 6:18; 12:33; John 4:8.

" The idea that husbands and wives owe each oth@rgad rights in 7:3 can be traced to Exod 21:10efe it is
said of the husband, “he shall not diminish hedfadothing, or her conjugal rights.” RosnBgul, Scripture, &
Ethics, 159.

12 Oxytocin levels spike to three to five times higtiean usual just before orgasm. The hormone irimtense in
females than in males, so women develop a straegese of bonding through sex.

13 David W.J. Gill, “1 Corinthians” in Clinton E. Anid, Zondervan Illustrated Biblical Background Commentary:
Vol 3 Romans to Philemon (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 135.

14 Abstinence in preparation for religious activitissttested in Exod 19:15; Lev 15:18; 1 Sam 21(4f62 Sam
11:8-13; Eccl 3:5; Joel 2:16; Zech 12:12-14). RosBaul, Scripture, & Ethics, 160.

15 paul uses the same Greek verb for “depriapbgtereom) as he did for “cheating” in 1 Cor 6:7-8. Thisstsong
language indeed and demonstrates that Paul isusesiben he views intimate relations as an obligaio3).
Verbrugge,1 Corinthians, 137.

16 John Piper, “Satan Uses Sexual Desire” (1 Cof7}:1-
http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Serm&yScripture/19/467 Satan Uses_Sexual Desire/




