First Corinthians 7: Paul’s Neglected Treatise on Gender
Ronald W. Pierce

Introduction
One searches in vain for a focused study of 1 Corinthians 7:1–40
by an evangelical addressing Paul’s extensive call for mutuality
in marriage and singleness as it relates to the contemporary gender debate.1 Instead, individual sections of this passage are referenced on occasion by both sides, usually in isolation from their
larger context, and generally as peripheral to the debate.2
Evangelicals have wrongly neglected this text on many counts.
First, Paul’s words here are three times longer than any gender
passage in his other letters—in fact, slightly longer than all of his
other comments on the subject taken together.3 Second, he addresses no less than twelve related, yet distinct, issues regarding
marriage and singleness—again, more than in any other text.4
Third, his rhetoric is explicitly, consistently, and intentionally
gender inclusive—while at the same time reflecting a carefully
balanced sense of mutuality.5 Fourth, written about the time of
Galatians (a.d. 49–55), 1 Corinthians 7 applies to marriage Paul’s
declaration that race, class, and gender are irrelevant for both
status in Christ (Gal. 3:28) and relationships in the church community (Gal. 3:3; 5:1, 7, 16, 25).
Thus, 1 Corinthians 7 should be considered a point of reference
for later gender texts (1 Cor. 11, 14, Eph. 5, Col. 3, 1 Pet. 3, 1 Tim. 3,
Titus 2) as a more comprehensive statement against which these
should be interpreted. It is a collection of “seed ideas”6 leading to
Paul’s larger theology of gender. Though this chapter should not
be used to nullify or diminish the clear teachings of other texts, it
must be afforded its own voice in the evangelical dialogue.

Paul’s twelve principles of mutuality
In response to an earlier letter from the Corinthian church, Paul
writes to confront a distorted view of spirituality, marriage, and
the end of the age.7 He advises his readers to remain as they were
when called to Christ, because being single or married is irrelevant for personal spirituality and devotion to ministry.8 But, Paul
also appends to this advice twelve marriage-related principles for
practical living,9 by which it becomes clear that the occasion of
his remarks is not fully the same as his purpose.
More specifically, it is Paul’s way of framing these twelve principles that catches the eye of the careful reader. Here, he does not
address men as “heads” of the Roman household (as he does in
1 Cor. 11:3 and Eph. 5:23). Nor does he only refer to believers in
the generic masculine (e.g., 1 Cor. 7:24, 29,
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and many other instances)—though both were common conventions of his day. Instead, his rhetoric is at the same time genderspecific and gender-inclusive. Such an emphasis on mutuality is
striking given the general assumptions toward patriarchy in both
the Greco-Roman and Jewish traditions at that time.
1. Fidelity in marriage
. . . each man should have sexual relations with his own wife
and each woman with her own husband. (7:2b)10
Although sexual immorality is the stated occasion for Paul’s first
principle, he says more than is necessary to address this concern.
With explicit and precisely mirrored language, he addresses the
husband and wife individually. Though he later addresses male
overseers alone regarding this matter (1 Tim. 3:2), his commitment
to mutual fidelity in marriage remains the comprehensive principle.
By calling each man to be faithful to his own wife and each
woman to her own husband, Paul condemns in principle a wide
range of “unsanctioned sexual intercourse,”11 such as fornication, adultery, homosexuality—and, by extension, polygamy.12
Though men have more commonly perpetuated such behaviors
throughout human history, Paul remains committed here to addressing men and women in a mutual way.
2. Spousal rights
The husband should fulfill his marital duty to his wife, and
likewise the wife to her husband. (7:3)
Paul’s concern with sexual immorality continues as he calls believers to offer to their spouses what is rightfully theirs: regular
and voluntary sexual intimacy. They are to give generously, not
depriving each other. The longer statement addresses the husband first,13 then comes a shorter statement to the wife—but the
inclusive, compound conjunction “and likewise also” makes it
clear that the same obligation evenhandedly applies to both.
More importantly, the main verb is literally “to give up or
yield.” Regarding the most intimate rights in marriage, the emphasis is not on exercising or asserting those rights. In this case,
the husband—the one with greater power and status—is called
upon first to yield by giving what rightfully belongs to his wife.
Then, to be complete, the wife is told the same obligation applies
to her. Such mutuality regarding “marriage rights” is remarkable
in a predominantly patriarchal world. And, by extension, it seems
reasonable to apply this principle to other aspects of marriage.
3. Yielding authority
The wife does not have authority over her own body but yields
it to her husband. In the same way, the husband does not have
authority over his own body but yields it to his wife. (7:4)
Much debate has occurred in the last few decades regarding the
notion of male authority over women in the society, church,

and home14—even including a proposed model of permanent
“authority/subordination” within the Trinity that human “male
authority” supposedly is meant to reflect.15 In this context, it is
imperative to realize that 1 Corinthians 7:4 is the only biblical text
that clearly and explicitly addresses the question of authority in
marriage—and here it is clearly mutual.16 Paul first balances personal rights with a model of giving what is due the recipient: sexual intimacy (v. 3). Then, he broadens this call to include the principle of yielding the presumed “authority” of “marriage partner”
rather than exercising it (v. 4). Like his call for fidelity in verse 2,
the dual commands here are set in explicitly mirrored language.
By doing so, Paul goes out of his way to be gender inclusive.
The uniqueness, content, and tone of this verse make it more
important in the gender debate than most have been inclined to
acknowledge. Paul’s point is that neither spouse should claim authority over his or her own body. Instead, each should yield that
authority to the other. This is the way of servanthood modeled by
Jesus, who enjoys equal power and authority within the Triune
Godhead, yet chooses the path of sacrificial service (Matt. 23:8–
12, Phil. 2:5–8). In the same way, Paul calls for mutual yielding of
authority among human beings—especially Christian marriage
partners. One might say that he stands the traditional notion of
male headship on its head (as he is inclined to do elsewhere; cf.
1 Cor. 11 and Eph. 5). Just as Jesus chooses to yield his rights, so
both men and women should do the same.
Such a radical call to yield authority in marital intimacy
should serve as a paradigm for yielding authority in other areas
of marriage. In fact, the very notion of a husband exercising authority over his wife runs counter to the force of this statement.
But, many still reject this idea based on two texts where the metaphorical use of “head” (kephalē) appears regarding husbands.
First, Paul uses the same noun for authority (exousia) in 1 Corinthians 11:10, where he declares, “a woman ought to have authority over her own head” while praying or prophesying. However,
it is not clear there whether he is referring to the abstract idea of
authority (the woman choosing how she might cover her head) or
a tangible symbol of authority (some kind of head covering). Nor
is it clear whether the woman’s authority should be over her literal
head (topmost part of her body) or over her figurative head (her
husband, who is called her “head” in 11:2). In addition, the term
translated “head” can denote “authority over,” but also can carry
the ideas of “topmost, preeminence, point of origin, or source of
provision.”17 In contrast to this maze of interpretive difficulties,
the command to yield authority over one’s body in 1 Corinthians
7:4 is relatively simple and straightforward. Such clarity should
help us to avoid the mistake of reading the unbiblical notion of
the husband’s authority over his wife into other texts.
Second, though he does not explicitly mention “authority” in
Ephesians 5, Paul tells the wife to “submit herself ” to her husband
(who was culturally the “head” of the Roman household) as part
of his principle of “submitting to one another” in the church (Eph.
5:21–22, 24). Though “headship” in the head/body metaphor can
connote “authority over” or “source of provision” in the larger
context of Ephesians (1:20–23, 4:15–16),18 Paul only reinforces the

idea of “source of provision” for husbands to wives. Moreover,
he calls husbands to sacrifice lovingly for their wives as Christ
did for the church (5:25–30)—again, standing “headship” on its
“head.”19 Though head of his wife, the husband is commanded to
love her, not to exercise authority over her.
In the end, 1 Corinthians 7:4 remains the only clear and explicit statement in Scripture about authority within marriage—and
here both husband and wife are called to yield it to the other in
the deeply personal context of marital intimacy. Again, as Paul’s
earliest statement about marriage relations, this text should serve
as a reference point for later texts—not to nullify those that are
equally clear, but to help clarify those that are not.
4. Consent for abstinence
Do not deprive each other except perhaps by mutual consent
and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer;
but then come together again. . . . (7:5)
On occasion, personal devotion to extended times of fasting,
study, and prayer can interfere with marital intimacy. When this
happens, Paul insists that mutual consent be reached first with
one’s spouse. Though his “one another” language20 here is more
concise than before, he once again emphasizes mutual yielding
rather than the notion that either spouse should presume a leadership role. This undermines the dysfunctional behavior in many
patriarchal marriages where the husband exercises authority
over his wife who counters with more subtle forms of control like
withholding sexual intimacy.
Taken together, 1 Corinthians 7:3–5 presents mutual partnership as a model for marriage relationships—one that includes,
among other things, mutual consent in processing marital decisions. At the same time, it militates against the longstanding and
culturally endorsed notion that Paul’s call for the wife to submit
to her husband in Ephesians 5:22–24 somehow may be translated into the privilege or responsibility for a husband to exercise
authority as head over his wife.21 Whereas Paul clearly calls for
voluntary and mutual submission in marriage—including that of
the wife—he nowhere instructs a husband to exercise authority
over his wife, however benevolent.22
5. Loss of a spouse through death
Now to the widowers23 and the widows I say: It is good for
them to stay unmarried, as I do.24 But if they cannot control
themselves, they should marry. . . . (7:8–9)
The terms for “widowed” men and women differ slightly, yet are
virtually synonymous in this context—implying that the same
principle of “remain as you were when called” applies to both.
At the same time, the variance reveals a contrast in the persistent cultural reality for men and women who have lost spouses
to death. The change for women has generally been much more
dramatic throughout history, while that for men has been relatively minimal. However, though Paul certainly recognizes these
differences, his advice is the same to both regardless of gender.
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6. Initiating divorce with a believer
A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does,
she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife. (7:10b–11)

her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be
unclean, but as it is, they are holy.28 (7:14)

It falls outside the scope of this article to speculate on all that
Paul means by the “sanctification” of spouses and children.29 At
the very least, an unbelieving spouse remaining with a believer
Here, the wife is addressed first, more extensively, and with slightly
sets himself or herself aside (along with their children) for holy
different language. She should not “seppurposes. That is to say, they remain
arate from” her husband, whereas he is
ne last time, Paul addresses women
under the sanctifying influence of the
not to “send away or divorce” his wife.
shoulder to shoulder alongside men,
believing spouse—regardless of gender.
Yet again, the variance may reflect the
making
it
clear
that
either
may
choose
Moreover, it is clear that to whatever exreality of Paul’s day: A man usually had
tent one can be sanctified through one’s
devotion to ministry instead of marriage.
greater power to bring about a divorce
spouse, such sanctification is mutual.
than a woman. But, the difference is not
Further,
this
text
must
be allowed to inform our interpretasubstantive, as evidenced by Paul’s inclusive use of the stronger
tion
of
Paul’s
instructions
to
husbands to love their wives “just
term for divorce for both marriage partners in verses 12–13. In the
as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make
end, the actions he prohibits, left unchecked with either spouse,
her holy . . .” (Eph. 5:25–27). Paul seems to imply that husbands
could lead to the dissolution of her or his marriage.
can have a sanctifying influence on their wives. However, such
In addition, Paul tells the wife that, if she leaves her husband,
gender-specific language should not be read as gender exclushe must remain unmarried or else be reconciled. Yet, given the
sive.30 On the contrary, 1 Corinthians 7:14 makes it clear with
larger context of this chapter, the wife’s call to reconciliation
explicit, gender-inclusive language that spiritual benefit to an unshould be understood to apply equally to the husband. Though
believing spouse can come from the wife to the husband as well.
Paul’s reason for addressing the wife first and more extensively is
Keeping both texts in conversation can bring greater clarity to
not clear, it continues to serve his apparent interests in constructthis aspect of the gender debate.
ing a balanced theology of gender. By doing so, Paul empowers

O

the woman in the relationship as she is called to exercise her
will in the matter. In contrast, there is no greater responsibility
or burden directed to the man. Instead, in the most stressful of
times, wives and husbands must share together the challenge of
staying together.

9. Responsibility when an unbelieving spouse leaves

7. Initiating divorce with an unbeliever

Paul’s admonitions above regarding separation and divorce are
now softened to words of grace as he addresses believing spouses in mixed marriages as “brothers” and “sisters.” Such genderinclusive language also clarifies the broader range of meaning in
the generic masculine “unbeliever” at the beginning of the verse.
Each of the eight principles discussed above has reflected the
idea of mutual responsibility of a spouse to his or her partner,
whereas this verse makes it clear that neither is responsible for
the other. When an unbeliever chooses to leave, believers who
have tried their best to keep the marriage together are under no
further obligation, for “God has called us to live in peace.” This
could mean the peace to remain within a mixed marriage31 or the
peace to let go of the relationship.32 The context seems to suggest
the latter.33

If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman
has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live
with her, she must not divorce him. (7:12–13)
Paul continues his emphasis on mutuality in sustaining and nurturing a marriage, though here he addresses the problem of existing
marriages with unbelievers. Once again, his language of “brother”
versus “woman/wife” varies slightly, yet the difference remains
insignificant, as the woman being addressed is clearly a sister
in Christ.
Scripture makes it clear that God opposes a believer marrying outside of the faith,25 as well as initiating divorce with one’s
spouse (1 Cor. 7:10–13)26—though the latter is permitted in extreme circumstances.27 With this larger backdrop in mind, Paul
calls the believing spouse (husband or wife) to extend grace to the
one who does not yet believe. Again, the decision is not presented
as the primary responsibility of the husband, but that of the believer. This is similar to Paul’s principle that spiritually mature
believers are to help restore those who have sinned (Gal. 6:1).
8. Sanctification of an unbelieving spouse
For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his
wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through
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But if the unbeliever leaves, let it be so. The brother or sister
is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live
in peace. (7:15)

10. Salvation of an unbelieving spouse
How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband?
Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your
wife? (7:16)
Keeping in mind the principle of “responsible to, but not for,”
Paul asks a rhetorical question with the same perfectly mirrored
language of mutuality employed at the beginning of this chapter.
In this way, he explores the possibility that the marital commitment of a believer (male or female) to an unbeliever might lead
to that person’s salvation.

Surely, the spiritual benefit one human being can give to
another can only go so far. It certainly falls short of Christ’s effective benefit to save and sanctify the church. Yet, this passage
suggests that we can partner with Christ as we aid unbelievers
in the salvation and sanctification processes. But, at the same
time, Paul makes it clear that neither of these potential benefits
is limited to a husband or wife based on gender. On the contrary,
with his consistent and explicitly inclusive language, Paul insists
that these are mutually beneficial influences that either Christian
spouse may have toward a partner who does not yet believe.
11. Change of status
Because of the present crisis, I think that it is good for a man
to remain as he is. Are you pledged to a woman? Do not seek
to be released. Are you free from such a commitment? Do not
look for a wife. But if you do marry, you have not sinned; and
if a virgin marries, she has not sinned. (7:26–28a)34
This section may be addressing those men and women who have
never been married, those who are already engaged, or both.35
Consistent with one of his recurring themes in this chapter, Paul
admonishes believers not to make a radical change in status because of the coming of the end of the age. Whether a man or
woman is single, engaged, or married is irrelevant for functioning as a productive member of the New Covenant community.
In contrast to the word order of Paul’s statements above about
initiating divorce, here he addresses the men first and more extensively. We cannot be sure if this reflects a greater concern for
men than women on this matter. At the least it serves once more
to contribute to the diverse picture of gender mutuality that Paul
paints across these twelve principles.
12. Devotion to ministry
Those who marry will face many troubles in this life, and I
want to spare you. . . . The unmarried man is concerned about
the Lord’s affairs—how he can please the Lord. . . . The unmarried woman or virgin is concerned about the Lord’s affairs:
Her aim is to be devoted to the Lord in both body and spirit.
(7:28b, 32–34)
It is ironic—though not entirely surprising—that Paul ends his
larger discussion of gender mutuality in marriage with a statement regarding singleness. He has woven the thread of his preference for celibate singleness throughout the chapter with the purpose of serving Christ more efficiently (vv. 1, 6–8, 26, 29–35, 38b).
But, our focus in this article has not been on marriage versus
singleness (though equally an important topic). Rather, the issue
at hand has been the remarkable, gender-inclusive way that Paul
has gone about his task. His closing statements remind the reader
that ministry priorities apply equally to both men and women,
whether devotion to prayer that distracts from sexual intimacy
(v. 5) or devotion to ministry that avoids the distractions of marriage altogether (v. 28).
One last time, Paul addresses women shoulder to shoulder
alongside men, making it clear that either may choose devotion

to ministry instead of marriage. This runs contrary to the cultural
tradition that a young woman should have as her goal in life to
find a good husband who will lead and care for her. Whether it
concerns the question of marriage or faithful service to Christ
and the church, one of Paul’s purposes in this chapter is to promote a Christian model of gender mutuality.

Conclusions
This exploratory survey of 1 Corinthians 7 is intended to begin
a dialogue that will reframe the discussion of this important yet
neglected text. Perhaps it will provide some fresh thinking toward a different approach to this passage in the context of the
evangelical gender debate. Hopefully, a more extensive study of
this chapter with a focus on its relevance for the gender debate
will emerge in the near future. Until then, there are a few tentative conclusions that can be drawn.
First, both celibate singleness and faithful marriage have legitimate places in our churches. Paul’s argument is: “If you’re not ready
to embrace a godly and mutual marriage relationship, perhaps
you should stay single. And, if you’re not ready to embrace godly
celibate singleness, perhaps you should consider marriage. But remember, godly devotion to Christ is more important than either!”
Second, writing 1 Corinthians 7 around the same time as his
letter to the Galatians, Paul’s language of evenhanded gender mutuality contrasts sharply with what one might expect from a firstcentury writer. Yet, it “coheres with” the cryptic—though more
famous—declaration in Galatians 3:28,36 being most likely his
first expansion on the new creation model of radical oneness in
Christ. Though his words do not address every aspect of marriage,
this twelve-point statement is the most comprehensive made on
the subject in Scripture—and, as such, it deserves much more attention in the contemporary evangelical dialogue on gender.
Third, as an early point of reference, this text shines the positive light of gender-inclusive mutuality on other statements in
later gender texts (1 Cor. 11, 14; Eph. 5; Col. 3; 1 Pet. 3; 1 Tim. 3; Titus 2). By doing so, it helps to clarify important issues in the gender debate—such as yielding of authority (otherwise referred to
by Paul in Eph. 5:21 as “submitting to one another”) and spiritual
benefits (sanctification and salvation) that a believer may give to
her or his spouse in marriage. First Corinthians 7 neither silences
nor renders neutral the clear teachings of other texts, though it
must be allowed to shed greater light on those that are not so clear.
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27. Ironically, Ezra actually insists that the post-exilic Jews send
away their pagan wives from the Judean community (Ezra 9–10). Later,

Jesus grants exceptions for divorce in cases of “sexual immorality” (cp.
the identical language in Matt. 19:9 with 1 Cor. 7:2). Jesus’ ruling indicates that Moses’ original exception was because of the “hardness of human hearts” (Matt. 19:7–8). Such exceptions may suggest the possibility
of separation under other unusual circumstances, such as spousal abuse.
28. Again the “woman/wife” versus “brother” language appears, as
it did in vv. 12–13. Yet, again, the difference is not significant for two
reasons: (1) Paul is clearly equating the brother (7:14b) with the husband
in the previous phrase (7:14a), and (2) the idea of a spouse who does not
yet believe being “made holy” by the other spouse is applied mutually to
both husband and wife.
29. In Paul’s writings, the terms usually carry “moral/ethical implications” and can even function as metaphors for salvation (1 Cor. 1:30,
6:11), though the force of the word is probably not that strong here (Fee,
First Corinthians, 299–302).
30. Contrary to Talley, who argues for a benevolent-patriarchy
model of sanctification in marriage based on implications drawn from
Christ’s sanctification of the church in Eph. 5:25–27, yet without a single
reference to the more explicit and gender-inclusive mention of sanctification in the context of marriage in 1 Cor. 7:14 (David L. Talley, “Gender

and Sanctification: From Creation to Transformation,” Journal of Biblical
Manhood and Womanhood [Spring 2003], 6–16).
31. See Fee, First Corinthians, 304–5.
32. See Thiselton, First Corinthians, 537–40.
33. This is also consistent with Paul’s earlier exhortation (based on a
gospel of grace) that believers should “stand firm in the liberty in which
Christ has made [them] free” (Gal. 5:1, 13). And, it is reinforced by his
later admonition, “If it is possible, as much as it is up to you, be at peace
with everyone” (Rom. 12:18).
34. The “interactive significance” of race and slavery for the question of gender relations (mentioned above by Paul in 1 Cor. 7:17–24) is
essential to the larger discussion of a biblical theology of gender. This is
confirmed by the grouping of the three categories in Gal. 3:28. However,
that significance is not addressed here because of the limitations of this
article. For such a discussion, see Thiselton, First Corinthians, 545–65.
35. Again, see Thiselton’s discussion of the various options for the
subjects of this section (First Corinthians, 565–71) and Fee’s (First Corinthians, 322–34). The argument of this article, however, does not depend
on answering this question.
36. Thiselton, First Corinthians, 527.
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