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Week 1:  LIE:  God uses shame to correct me and change me. 
Week 2:  LIE:  God is not concerned with my everyday life, only the things I do for Him. 
Week 3:  LIE:  Women are not Created to be Leaders 
 

Next week: JUNE 1st  
Summer of Lies Series:  When Scripture is misunderstood. When Scripture is used to deceive.  When Scripture is not studied. 

Lie#5: All I Need is God, Who Needs Friends.  
Join the Wednesday Night Crew along with Pastor Orleen, Pastor Robin and Michelle Ingram in the auditorium at 6:30PM to face 
this lie and find His truth. 
 

• Tonight, will be asking for FEEDBACK! 
 

ASK:   When we sing:  “Your all I need.  Your all I need.  Jesus, Your All I Need!” 
Do we mean it?  How can you tell it is more than just a wish? 

 

Galatians 5:22-24  (relationship skills) 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 

faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 24 And those who 

belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 
 

ASK:  What does verse 24 mean? 
           Is verse 24 a great verse…for other people?  MULTI FACETED REPLY 
 

#1.  HARD SAYINGS ON RELATIONSHIPS: 
Matthew 19:3-12 
Now when Jesus had finished these sayings, he went away from Galilee and entered the region of Judea beyond the 

Jordan. 2 And large crowds followed him, and he healed them there. 
3 And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one's wife for 

any cause?” 4 He answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning 

made them male and female, 5 and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother 

and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? 6 So they are no longer two but 

one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not man separate.” 7 They said to 

him, “Why then did Moses command one to give a certificate of divorce and to send her 

away?” 8 He said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses allowed you to divorce 

your wives, but from the beginning it was not so. 9 And I say to you: whoever divorces his wife, 

except for sexual immorality, and marries another, commits adultery.”  
10 The disciples said to him, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to 

marry.” 11 But he said to them, “Not everyone can receive this saying, but only those to whom it 

is given. 12 For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who 

have been made eunuchs by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves 

eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Let the one who is able to receive this receive 

it.” 
 

The BIG Question:  WHY ARE YOU SINGLE? 
MAN:         Can’t find himself a woman who will take him! 
WOMAN:  She can’t hold on to a man! 
 

Making it a problem and, therefore, someone’s FAULT. 
[There is something wrong/faulty with you because you are single.] 
 Gal. 5:24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 
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#2. Examining Divorce:  [Abuse.  Addiction.  Adultery.  You cannot reconcile without accountability.] 
Malachi 2:13-16 
13 And this second thing you do. You cover the Lord's altar with tears, with weeping and 

groaning because he no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favor from your 

hand. 14 But you say, “Why does he not?” Because the Lord was witness between you and the 

wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless, though she is your companion and your 

wife by covenant. 15 Did he not make them one, with a portion of the Spirit in their union? And 

what was the one God seeking? Godly offspring. So, guard yourselves in your spirit, and let none 

of you be faithless to the wife of your youth. 16 “For the man who does not love his wife but 

divorces her, says the Lord, the God of Israel, covers his garment with violence, says the Lord of 

hosts. So, guard yourselves in your spirit, and do not be faithless.” 
 

The sense of 2:15–16 is “notoriously difficult” text. 

• New theme of the rûaḥ (“spirit”), both divine and human, emerges here. 
 

Why does God hate divorce: 

• The direct negative effect of divorce on Him:  Marriage is defined not only as a 
relationship between husband and wife but also as a relationship in which Yahweh is 
directly involved as a “witness” (ʿd). A COVENANT. 
 

• Lasting marriages  = Godly offspring. 
Commitment:  We are committed to the covenant of our marriage as much as God is. 

 

• The cost of divorce on the woman:   
o She loses her tribe. 

 

• The cost of divorce on the man: 
o Why is he divorcing her after all this time? “to whom you have been faithless” 

o “Violence’s” his wife’s life  
o Hurts the upbringing of his children 
o Insults the tribe/community (a violent action) 

the problem of divorce is analyzed not only in terms of how it negatively affects the woman and Yahweh but also in 
terms of how it negatively affects the man himself (v. 16). He lets himself be subject to the disaffection that can 
happen as a couple grows older, and the love that generally characterizes a husband’s attitude toward the “wife of his 
youth” (ʾēšet nʿr) thus gives way to “hate” (śnʾ). When a man divorces his wife for this reason, he “covers his garment 
with violence” (v. 16a). This figure is obscure, but it can probably be compared with other texts in which clothes 
metaphorically become the emblem of an attitude that a person assumes (Pss 73:6; 109:18; Jer 2:34; Hugenberger, 
73–76).  

 

• WHY would a husband do this? 
o Long term marriages…why now divorce?  Land rights. 

• Does not condemn all divorce 
Mal 2:13–16 seems to assume that divorce of some sort is a legal option, and neither prohibits nor 
condemns divorce outright. It rather attempts to persuade the people of Judah to take care of their 
marriages and not to let the bonds of affection between husband and wife deteriorate, so that they will 
not resort to divorce lightly. It attempts to deter divorce not by making it a punishable offense but by 
describing its negative effects on the parties directly involved—including Yahweh himself—and on the 
community at large.  
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• The Intention of Malachi: 
This unit urges the people of Judah to reconsider the practice of divorce not from the perspective of its legality 
(right or wrong) but from the perspective of its negative effects on all concerned, including Yahweh and the 
community at large.  Floyd, M. (2000). Minor Prophets: Part 2 (Vol. 22, pp. 606–610). William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
 

We not me. 
Us not I. 
Living in Covenant with God. 
Gal. 5:24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 

 

#3.  Principles for Marriage – OR – Principles for Living Single 

1 Corinthians 7  (Singleness is the upheld, preferred option.) 
 

7 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is good for a man not to have sexual relations 
with a woman.” 
 

2 But because of the temptation to sexual immorality, each man should have his own wife and 

each woman her own husband. 
 

3 The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. 4 For the 

wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise, the husband does not 
have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 5 Do not deprive one another, except perhaps by 

agreement for a limited time, that you may devote yourselves to prayer; but then come together again, so 

that Satan may not tempt you because of your lack of self-control. 
 

6 Now as a concession, not a command, I say this. 7 I wish that all were as I myself am. 

But each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one of another. 
 

8 To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single, as I 

am. 9 But if they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than 

to burn with passion. 
 

10 To the married I give this charge (not I, but the Lord): the wife should not separate from her 

husband 11 (but if she does, she should remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her 

husband), and the husband should not divorce his wife. 
 

Unbelieving Spouse 
12 To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with 

him, he should not divorce her.  
13 If any woman has a husband who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce 

him. 14 For the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy because 

of her husband. Otherwise, your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy. 15 But if the unbelieving 

partner separates, let it be so. In such cases the brother or sister is not enslaved. God has called you to peace. 16 For 

how do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, husband, whether you will save 

your wife? 
 

Live as You Are Called 
17 Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has 

called him. This is my rule in all the churches.  
 

18 Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to remove the marks of 
circumcision. Was anyone at the time of his call uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. 19 For 

neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God.  
 

20 Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called.  

https://ref.ly/logosres/frmotlit34na?ref=BibleBHS.Mal2.13-16
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21 Were you a bondservant when called? Do not be concerned about it. (But if you can gain your freedom, 

avail yourself of the opportunity.) 22 For he who was called in the Lord as a bondservant is a freedman of 

the Lord. Likewise, he who was free when called is a bondservant of Christ. 
 

 23 You were bought with a price; do not become bondservants of men.  
 

24 So, brothers, in whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with God. 
 

The Unmarried and the Widowed 
25 Now concerning the betrothed, I have no command from the Lord, but I give my judgment 

as one who by the Lord's mercy is trustworthy.  
 

26 I think that in view of the present distress it is good for a person to remain as he is. 27 Are you bound to 

a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife. 28 But if you do marry, you 
have not sinned, and if a betrothed woman marries, she has not sinned. Yet those who marry  

will have worldly troubles, and I would spare you that.  
 

29 This is what I mean, brothers: the appointed time has grown very short. From now on, let those who 

have wives live as though they had none, 30 and those who mourn as though they were not mourning, and 
those who rejoice as though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had no 

goods, 31 and those who deal with the world as though they had no dealings with it.  

For the present form of this world is passing away. 
 

32 I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to 

please the Lord 

.33 But the married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife,  
34 and his interests are divided.  

And the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy in body 
and spirit.  

But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how to please her husband.  
 

35 I say this for your own benefit, not to lay any restraint upon you, but to promote good order 

and to secure your undivided devotion to the Lord. 
 

36 If anyone thinks that he is not behaving properly toward his betrothed, if his passions are strong, and it 

has to be, let him do as he wishes: let them marry—it is no sin.  
37 But whoever is firmly established in his heart, being under no necessity but having his desire under 

control, and has determined this in his heart, to keep her as his betrothed, he will do well. 

 38 So then he who marries his betrothed does well, and he who refrains from marriage will do 

even better. 
39 A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives. But if her husband dies, she is free to be married to 
whom she wishes, only in the Lord.  
40 Yet in my judgment she is happier if she remains as she is.  

And I think that I too have the Spirit of God. 
 
Gal. 5:24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. 

 

Is being Single the Lord’s preferred method for life? 
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#4.  Examining Expectations: 
 

• Reformation (1517-1555/1648):  (Rachel Roen) 

The Reformation changed things for women.   

+ Elevated marriage and the majority of people were married.  
- Stressed the role of the husband as head of household.   

- Moved away from anything that would have underscored the role of women such as the   

   Monasteries/Nunneries.   
- There were no more days to honor the female saints.    

- Stopped the focus on good works which consequently led to women’s work in hospitals  
   and outside the home being devalued. Not seen as spiritually significant = just a job. 

- This essentially took away places for women to work/support outside the home. 

- Took away alternatives to being married and having kids.   
- The Reformers allowed women to teach in their home, but not outside of it in public  

   places.   
- IF women did try to preach, rules were made to keep them from doing that or they  

  were forced to leave the city.    

- One city even told women that they could not discuss the Bible.   

- King Henry VIII of England even went so “far as” to prohibit “women from reading the  
  Bible” in 1543 (p. 178).   

- Neither Luther nor Calvin believed that women should be preachers, unless there was  

  some unusual circumstance.  

(LaCelle-Peterson, K. (2008).  Liberating Tradition: Women’s Identity and Vocation in Christian Perspective.  Grand 

Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.) 

 

• What About in Today’s Society? 
 

A. Societal Expectations: 
Are women “told” life begins at the altar? 
Are men inundated with the message that you must marry to be valid? 
 

• “Are you still single?” 

• “Can I fix you up with my…” 

• “Your parents want grandchildren!” 

• What others have you heard… 
 

 

B. Hollywood Influence (Syndrome): 

• Knight in Shining Armor 
Sweet, compliant yet sexy & beautiful, wife longing for you to fulfill her life. 
(Believe it or not, this “fantasy” is part of the equation of Rape Culture = No really means yes.) 

 

Boy meets girl…Count how many current movies still follow this.  T.V. shows. 
 

Your destiny is in your mate.  

• Content of almost every secular song is romantic relationship fueled.   
 

Being older and single has a shadow that something is amiss, something is wrong with us. 
 

C. Realistic Definition of Marriage 
One woman wrote in great distress, torn because she wanted to get married while a friend 
was encouraging her to remain single, insisting it would be “more holy” for her to care for 
her father and then devote herself as a celibate to God after her father died.   Francis De 
Sales(spiritual director in the 17th Century)  put the troubled young woman at ease, telling 
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her that, far from being a compromise, in one sense, marriage might be the toughest 
ministry she could ever undertake. “The state of marriage is one that requires more virtue 
and constancy than any other,” he wrote. “It is a perpetual exercise of mortification . . . In 
spite of the bitter nature of its juice, you may be able to draw and make the honey of a holy 

life.”1 

• What is my motivation for getting married?  

• Is it to meet my needs?  Or to grow spiritually, become more like Christ? 

• Do I see marriage as a monastery:  as a setting full of opportunities to foster spiritual 

growth and service to God.2?  

• Where does romantism exist in my world?  How much does it own? 
 

Romanticism received a major boost by means of the eighteenth-century Romantic poets — 
Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Blake — followed by their successors in literature, Byron, 
Shelley, and Keats. These poets passionately argued that it was a crime against oneself to 
marry for any reason other than “love” (which was defined largely by feeling and emotion), 

and the lives of many of them were parodies of irresponsibility and tragedy.3 
 

D. Church Structure That Supports Married with Children 

• Who do you sit with when you’re at church? 

• Do you purposely wait for, invite singles to sit with you and worship with you? 

• Who do you interact with in the lobby?   

• Who do you do things with outside of church?   
Single if you are single? Married if you are married? Divorced…Widow/Widower? 

• Have you ever vacationed with a family as a single that is not related to them? 

• Have you ever invited a single person to vacation with your family? 
o NO – single women is a (Jezebel!) Cannot even drive in a car together…be 

overcome with desire. 

• Does church “cater” to the Family with kids? 
o How many singles are on staff? 
o How many singles are leads of Ministries? 
o How many singles are Deacons/Trustees? 

 

• Ever a discussion on:  Support from the church community of the singles as they age? 
(Committed single communities for same sex attracted individuals) 
 

• Committed friendship with a single who is choosing to live celibate instead of same sex 
relationship.  Would you do this? 
 

• We, as humans, love to live in theory as the human element is very limited there. 
We say we believe something, but we do not live it. 

 
[Mic’s:  Personality Degree Theory] 

 
1 Thomas, G. (2015). Sacred marriage: what if god designed marriage to make us holy more than to make us happy?. Zondervan. 
2 Thomas, G. (2015). Sacred marriage: what if god designed marriage to make us holy more than to make us happy?. Zondervan. 
3 Thomas, G. (2015). Sacred marriage: what if god designed marriage to make us holy more than to make us happy?. Zondervan. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/9780310340669?art=r8.a2&off=2559&ctx=er+her+father+died.%0a~De+Sales+put+the+tro
https://ref.ly/logosres/9780310340669?art=r8.a2&off=6612&ctx=an+enter.+This+book+~sees+marriage+the+wa
https://ref.ly/logosres/9780310340669?art=r9.a2&off=1206&ctx=any+a+marital+ship.%0a~Romanticism+received
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#5.  A Scary Beginning 
 

Genesis 2: 
Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them. 2 And on the seventh day God finished his 

work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done. 3 So God blessed the 

seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested from all his work that he had done in creation. 

The Creation of Man and Woman 
4 These are the generations 

of the heavens and the earth when they were created, 

in the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens. 
5 When no bush of the field was yet in the land and no small plant of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God 

had not caused it to rain on the land, and there was no man to work the ground, 6 and a mist was going up from the 

land and was watering the whole face of the ground— 7 then the Lord God formed the man of dust from the ground 

and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living creature.8 And the Lord God planted 

a garden in Eden, in the east, and there he put the man whom he had formed. 9 And out of the ground the Lord God 

made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food. The tree of life was in the midst of the 

garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. 
10 A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it divided and became four rivers. 11 The name of the 

first is the Pishon. It is the one that flowed around the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold. 12 And the gold of 

that land is good; bdellium and onyx stone are there. 13 The name of the second river is the Gihon. It is the one that 

flowed around the whole land of Cush. 14 And the name of the third river is the Tigris, which flows east of Assyria. 

And the fourth river is the Euphrates. 
 

15 The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. 16 And the Lord God 

commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the garden, 17 but of the tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.” 
 

18 Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a 

helper fit for (corresponding to) him.” 19 Now out of the ground the Lord God had 

formed every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them to the man to 

see what he would call them. And whatever the man called every living creature, that was its 

name. 20 The man gave names to all livestock and to the birds of the heavens and to every beast 

of the field. But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him.  

 21 So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of 

his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. 22 And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the 

man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 23 Then the man said, 
 

“This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; 

she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.”  
 

• Did God “not think it through” when creating Adam as a solo? 

• God + Adam = something not working. 

• Was the solitude too overwhelming? 
 

Cotter, D. W. (2003). Genesis (J. T. Walsh, C. Franke, & D. W. Cotter, Eds.; pp. 31–33). The Liturgical Press. 

 
He notes that the same root can mean strength, since ʿēzer appears in parallel with ʿōz, “strength” in Psalm 46:2, 
and the names Azariah (“The LORD is my help”) and Uzziah (“The LORD is my strength”) refer to the same king in 2 
Kings 14:21 and 2 Chronicles 26:1. The result is that a richer biblical image of Woman develops. She is not merely a 
helpmeet for Man; it becomes evident that she and he both are created in God’s image and that they possess 
corresponding strengths. Cotter, D. W. (2003). Genesis (J. T. Walsh, C. Franke, & D. W. Cotter, Eds.; pp. 31–33). The Liturgical Press. 

 
What did God TAKE OUT OF ADAM? 

https://ref.ly/logosres/bogenesis?ref=Bible.Ge2.18-25&off=4436
https://ref.ly/logosres/bogenesis?ref=Bible.Ge2.18-25&off=4436
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What was God’s intention: 

• (ʿēzer kĕnegdô)  Helper/Helpmate/Helpmeet = “deceptively simple” D.W. Cotter 
 

o Kĕnegdô, “appropriate” or “fit” (RSV). Literally, the word means something like “in 
front of him,”(Mirror- My definition.  Reflect back to you.  Got your back.  Truth.) 

 

o ʿēzer means “help,” “support,” “aid,” or “succor.”  Strength. 
 

• Special kind of help in that it comes from God, is personal rather than spiritual 

• One receives it when facing the danger of death,  

• which one will overcome if one receives this sort of help.  

• WHAT did God take out of Adam? (More on Wednesday, June 15th) 
 

Is the danger facing the Human Solitude?   
     OR 

Did Adam WANT more than God as his community? 
(Love of God is seen once again in the giving of a mate for man’s happiness…Pr Mike) 
 

God seen singlehood and marriage both as a viable status. 
 

#1.  Hard Sayings on Relationships (Jesus): Matthew 19 
#2. Examining Divorce:  Malachi 2 
#3.  Principles for Marriage – OR – Principles for Living Single (Paul) 1 Corinthians 7 

#4.  Examining Expectations: Societal Expectations ,Hollywood Influence, Realistic Def. of Marriage, Church Structure 
#5.  A Scary Beginning – Genesis 2 
 

Closing Questions to ask ourselves: 
 

• Where does what the Bible says end and my opinion/choices begin?   
(What I believe v.s. what is actually written in scripture.) 
 

• What fuels this idea that one needs to be a couple to find fulfillment?  To find God’s will 
for my life?  Do I embrace that ideal? 

 

• How has Hollywood influenced me with the “being totally fulfilled” by a romantic 
relationship? NOTHING in life fulfills like a person? (Scale of 1-10) 
 

• Have I ever had a foundational, committed friendship?  
 

• What makes life complete? 

• What happens when we try to fit(think Genesis here) a human being into the spot that 
completes our life?  (Children.  Mate.  Friends) 

• What happens when we ignore the community God has placed around us/in our world?  
 

NEXT WEEK:  We will actually continue this examination of relationships:    
 Lie#5: All I Need is God, Who Needs Friends.  
 
Galatians 5:22-24 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-

control; against such things there is no law. 24 And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the 

flesh with its passions and desires.  WHAT IS MY COMMITMENT TO LIVE CRUCIFIED? 
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https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2021/05/robin-dunbar-explains-circles-friendship-dunbars-number/618931/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Psalm 62 

For God alone my soul waits in silence; 

    from Him comes my salvation. 
2 He alone is my rock and my salvation, 

    my fortress; I shall not be greatly shaken. 
 
3 How long will all of you attack a man 

    to batter him, 
    like a leaning wall, a tottering fence? 
4 They only plan to thrust him down from 

his high position. 

    They take pleasure in falsehood. 

They bless with their mouths, 
    but inwardly they curse. Selah 

 

5 For God alone, O my soul, wait in silence, 

    for my hope is from Him. 
6 He only is my rock and my salvation, 

    my fortress; I shall not be shaken. 

 
7 On God rests my salvation and my glory; 

    my mighty rock, my refuge is God. 
8 Trust in Him at all times, O people; 

    pour out your heart before him; 
    God is a refuge for us. Selah 

 
9 Those of low estate are but a breath; 
    those of high estate are a delusion; 

in the balances they go up; 

https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2021/05/robin-dunbar-explains-circles-friendship-dunbars-number/618931/
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    they are together lighter than a breath. 
10 Put no trust in extortion; 

    set no vain hopes on robbery; 

    if riches increase, set not your heart on them. 

 
11 Once God has spoken; 

    twice have I heard this: 

that power belongs to God, 
12     and that to you, O Lord, belongs steadfast 

love. 
For you will render to a man 

    according to his work. ESV 

 
I wait quietly before God, 

    for my victory comes from him. 
2 He alone is my rock and my salvation, 

    my fortress where I will never be shaken. 

 
3 So many enemies against one man— 

    all of them trying to kill me. 

To them I’m just a broken-down wall 

    or a tottering fence. 
4 They plan to topple me from my high position. 

    They delight in telling lies about me. 

They praise me to my face 

    but curse me in their hearts. Interlude 

 
5 Let all that I am wait quietly before God, 

    for my hope is in him. 

6 He alone is my rock and my salvation, 

    my fortress where I will not be shaken. 

 
7 My victory and honor come from God alone. 

    He is my refuge, a rock where no enemy can 

reach me. 
8 O my people, trust in Him at all times. 

    Pour out your heart to Him, 

    for God is our refuge. Interlude 

 
9 Common people are as worthless as a puff of wind, 

    and the powerful are not what they appear to 

be. 

If you weigh them on the scales, 

    together they are lighter than a breath of air. 
10 Don’t make your living by extortion 

    or put your hope in stealing. 

And if your wealth increases, 

    don’t make it the center of your life. 

 
11 God has spoken plainly, 

    and I have heard it many times: 

Power, O God, belongs to you; 
12     unfailing love, O Lord, is yours. 

Surely you repay all people 

    according to what they have done. 

NLT 

 

 
 
 
 NoTeS:  

• What makes us nervous over being too close of a friend to our same sex friends? 

• Would we ever hold the hand of a same sex friend?  (i.e. Japan) 

• Have you ever had a conversation over the need for healthy human touch without 
having to clarify there are no sexual overtones? 

• How did we get to a place where there is and accepted confusion over the relationship 
between David and Jonathon in scripture?  Can you be close to the same sex friends in 
your world without it being romantic? 

 
https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2021/05/robin-dunbar-explains-circles-friendship-dunbars-number/618931/ 

https://www.theatlantic.com/family/archive/2021/05/robin-dunbar-explains-circles-friendship-dunbars-number/618931/
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The distribution of the data formed a series of layers, with each outer layer including everybody in the inner layer. 

Each layer is three times the size of the layer directly preceding it: 5; 15; 50; 150; 500; 1,500; 5,000. 
The innermost layer of 1.5 is [the most intimate]; clearly that has to do with your romantic relationships. The next 
layer of five is your shoulders-to-cry-on friendships. They are the ones who will drop everything to support us when 
our world falls apart. The 15 layer includes the previous five, and your core social partners. They are our main social 
companions, so they provide the context for having fun times. They also provide the main circle for exchange of child 
care. We trust them enough to leave our children with them. The next layer up, at 50, is your big-weekend-barbecue 
people. And the 150 layer is your weddings and funerals group who would come to your once-in-a-lifetime event. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Genesis:  B. 2:18–25: CHARACTER RELATIONSHIPS ARE ESTABLISHED IN HARMONY 

For the first time, a note of hesitancy appears in the text. So many times already the 
goodness of creation has been proclaimed that one is jarred to read: Then the LORD God said, 
“It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner” (Gen 
2:18). 

The Hebrew words translated in the NRSV as “helper as his partner” (ʿēzer kĕnegdô) are 
deceptively simple. ʿēzer means “help,” “support,” “aid,” or “succor.” But it is a special kind of 
help in that it comes from God, is personal rather than spiritual, and one receives it when facing 
the danger of death, which one will overcome if one receives this sort of help. What danger faces 
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the Human? Solitude. Only solitude for the Human has been declared by God to be not good (lōʾ-
ṭôb hĕyôt hāʾādām lĕbaddô, Gen 2:18a). The story teaches that solitude, loneliness, is a condition 
that will cause the human to die. The solution is for God to help, but it must be a help which is 
Kĕnegdô, “appropriate” or “fit” (RSV). Literally, the word means something like “in front of him,” 
indicating that the sort of help that will save the Human from the death of solitude must be 
something that is at one and the same time suitable but different; a nuance of opposition is built 
into the description of the help needed.11 The NRSV attempts to find a translation that captures 
both the personal aspect of this kind of help and the difference involved and settles on “his 
partner.” 

Friedman adds an importantly different perspective. He notes that the same root can mean 
strength, since ʿēzer appears in parallel with ʿōz, “strength” in Psalm 46:2, and the names Azariah 
(“The LORD is my help”) and Uzziah (“The LORD is my strength”) refer to the same king in 2 Kings 
14:21 and 2 Chronicles 26:1. The result is that a richer biblical image of Woman develops. She is 
not merely a helpmeet for Man; it becomes evident that she and he both are created in God’s 
image and that they possess corresponding strengths. 

A series of trial and error attempts follows. The Human shows mastery over the other living 
things by naming them. But, since they are made from scratch just as the Human was, there is no 
recognizable kinship between them. They are not suitable helps. 

 
God puts the Human to sleep, draws out a rib, and, from the only human stuff available, builds 

up into the world what humanity will need in order to survive. God introduces difference, real 
gender distinctions, maleness and femaleness. These corresponding strengths will give humanity 
what it needs in order to live. The Human recognizes the rightness of fit and speaks for the first 
time. The first human words are a poem in praise of Woman: 

The human said: 
This-time, she-is-it! 
Bone from my bones, 
Flesh from my flesh 
She shall be called Woman/ Isha 
For from Man/ Ish she was taken. 

Aside from praising Woman, the poem explains a fact of the Hebrew language, the similarity 
between the words for Woman (ʾiššâ) and Man (ʾîš.) One might well read what follows just as an 
etiology for marriage, but it is not merely that. It speaks to the moment, nearly universal in 
human experience, of finding another person with whom one shares such an intense kinship and 
intimacy that, in meeting the other, one feels as though a hitherto lost and unknown part of 
oneself is being discovered, that two people seem to share, in some mysterious fashion, a single 
personhood. And so, having found what has been missing, one desires both to know the 
difference of the undiscovered other and to enjoy the unity that makes life possible. 

Their communion is total and their intimacy unbarred. This is indicated by their nakedness 
and lack of shame. Nothing hid them from each other, so they are vulnerable without inferiority, 
needing no protection from the other. Shame, which they do not yet feel, is the guilt of the 
condemned (Ps 6:10) or of the defeated enemy (Ps 83:17–18; Mic 3:7; 7:16). Thus, in this first 
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moment of coexistence in Eden, there is partnership without any sense of victor and vanquished, 
openness without fear. In writing of his deceased wife, Eugenio Montale suggests that if, even in 
this no longer Paradise world, such intimacy is possible, one can only imagine, and mourn, what 
was lost. 

Your arm in mine, I’ve descended a million stairs at least. 
And now that you’re not here, a void yawns at every step. 
Even so our long journey was brief. 
I’m still en route, with no further need 
of reservations, connections, ruses, 
the constant contempt of those who think reality 
is what one sees. 
I’ve descended millions of stairs giving you my arm, 
not of course because four eyes see better. 
I went downstairs with you because I knew 
the only real eyes, however darkened, 
belonged to you.4 

 
 

 
DIVORCE/Malachi 2 

THE PEOPLE OF JUDAH ARE URGED 
NOT TO BE UNFAITHFUL TO YAHWEH 

BY SEEKING DIVORCE, 2:13–16 
Text 

The sense of 2:15–16 is notoriously difficult. The analysis given below (→ Structure) assumes the following rather 
conservative and literalistic rendering of the MT, in contrast with the somewhat conjectural translation of the RSV, 
because in view of the most recently available information from the Qumran scrolls the MT remains the preferred 
reading (R. Fuller, “Text-Critical Problems in Mal 2:10–16,” JBL 110 [1991] 53–57). 

(15) … and not one thing has he [i.e., Yahweh] ever done half-spiritedly! And what does the one God 
seek? Godly offspring. So keep your spirit up, and let no one be unfaithful to the wife of your youth. (16) 
“If one hates and divorces,” says Yahweh the God of Israel, “he covers his garment with violence,” says 
Yahweh of hosts. So keep your spirit up, and do not be unfaithful. 

With regard to v. 16 I follow Hugenberger (pp. 48–76). With regard to v. 15 I go my own way, based on the 
following assumptions: (1) that v. 15 continues the statement begun in v. 14, which explains why Yahweh rejects 
the people’s offerings; (2) that such an explanation would probably not shift into an interrogative mode in v. 15aα 
without the kind of explicit interrogative marker that shows such a shift in v. 15aβ; (3) that the maqqeph joining lōʾ 
(“not”) with the noun ʾeḥād (“one”) precludes the possibility of lōʾ modifying the verb; (4) that although lōʾ-ʾeḥād 
agrees with the third person masculine singular verb ʿāṣá (“he did/made”), it is semantically impossible for lōʾ-
ʾeḥād to be the subject; (5) that since Yahweh is the only third person masculine singular referent in vv. 14–15aα1, 
Yahweh is also the most probable antecedent for the third person masculine singular pronominal subject of this 
verb, which in turn makes lōʾ-ʾeḥād its object; (6) that for the same reason Yahweh is also the most probable 
antecedent for the third person masculine singular pronominal suffix on the prepositional form lô (“to him”) in v. 
15aα2; (7) that since Yahweh’s animating vitality is due to his having rûaḥ (“spirit”; e.g., Ps 104:29b-30a), the 
expression šĕʾār rûaḥ lô (“his having a residue of spirit”) probably refers to his being somewhat diminished in this 
regard, in which case v. 15aα asserts that Yahweh could never be thus diminished; and (8) that hāʾeḥād (“the one”) 

 
4 Cotter, D. W. (2003). Genesis (J. T. Walsh, C. Franke, & D. W. Cotter, Eds.; pp. 31–33). The 

Liturgical Press. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/bogenesis?ref=Bible.Ge2.18-25&off=4436
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can only be the subject of the participial clause in v. 15aβ, and as such it should be identified not with the lōʾ-ʾeḥād 
of v. 15aα but with the ʾēl ʾeḥād (“one God”) of 2:10aβ. For further discussion of the issues surrounding these 
assumptions see Hugenberger’s exhaustive review (pp. 124–67), as well as the articles by Rudolph and Locher 
listed in the bibliography below. 

Structure 
 I. Description of the people’s unfortunate situation  2:13 

A. Introduction: and this is another thing you do …  2:13aα1 
B. Description proper: you lament because your sacrificial worship is inefficacious  2:13aα2b 

 II. Explanation for this state of affairs  2:14–16 

A. Imputation of question to audience: and you ask why?  2:14a 
B. Twofold reply to this question  2:14b-16 

1. First reply  2:14b-15 

a. Reason for Yahweh’s rejection of offerings: in being unfaithful to the marriage covenant you have 
also been unfaithful to Yahweh  2:14b-15a 

b. Exhortation: keep up the spirit and avoid being unfaithful to the marriage covenant!  2:15b 

2. Second reply  2:16 

a. Reason for Yahweh’s rejection of offerings (speech of Yahweh): the man who hates and divorces 
has done violence to others and to himself  2:16a 

b. Exhortation: keep up the spirit and avoid being unfaithful!  2:16b 

This unit is part of a larger address to the people of Judah that includes the foregoing unit (2:10–12). It is 
implicitly linked with its predecessor by the way it picks up themes mentioned in 2:10 but left untreated in 2:11–
12, including the oneness of God and the intergenerational aspect of the covenant relationship. It is also explicitly 
linked with 2:10–12 by its introduction: “and this is a second thing you do” (RSV “and this again you do”). This 
signals a transition from the subject of intermarriage to another closely interrelated but nevertheless different 
subject, which turns out to be divorce (→ 2:10–12, Structure). Although this unit stands in continuity with 2:10–12, 
there is nevertheless something new and different in 2:13–16, marked not only by the thematic transition from 
one kind of marital problem to another but also by the new theme of the rûaḥ (“spirit”), both divine and human. 

According to the description in v. 13aα2b the people recognize that Yahweh has rejected them because their 
sacrifices evoke no sign of his favor, but they do not understand why this is so. In vv. 14–16 they are given the 
underlying reason for this unfortunate situation, as they are also exhorted to act in a way that might change it for 
the better. The explanation generally identifies Yahweh’s rejection of the people’s offerings as his reaction to their 
practice of divorce (vv. 14b-16), as it more specifically considers two different aspects of this reaction (vv. 14b-15, 
16). 

First, Yahweh’s negative reaction is attributed to the direct negative effect of divorce on him. Marriage is 
defined not only as a relationship between husband and wife but also as a relationship in which Yahweh is directly 
involved as a “witness” (ʿd). The marriage relationship thus takes on the nature of a lasting covenant; and because 
divorce violates this covenant, it becomes a kind of “unfaithfulness” (bgd). A man who divorces his wife is thus 
being “unfaithful” to her as his covenant partner, and is at the same time being “unfaithful” to Yahweh. Yahweh 
does not undertake the witnessing of marriages in any “half-spirited” way (→ Text), but gives it his all so that 
lasting marriages will bring forth a new generation that is faithful (i.e., “godly offspring,” v. 15aβ). The people are 
thus urged to commit themselves to the maintenance of their marriages with the same fullness of spirit that 
characterizes Yahweh’s own commitment (v. 15b). 

Second, the problem of divorce is analyzed not only in terms of how it negatively affects the woman and 
Yahweh but also in terms of how it negatively affects the man himself (v. 16). He lets himself be subject to the 
disaffection that can happen as a couple grows older, and the love that generally characterizes a husband’s 
attitude toward the “wife of his youth” (ʾēšet nʿr) thus gives way to “hate” (śnʾ). When a man divorces his wife for 
this reason, he “covers his garment with violence” (v. 16a). This figure is obscure, but it can probably be compared 
with other texts in which clothes metaphorically become the emblem of an attitude that a person assumes (Pss 
73:6; 109:18; Jer 2:34; Hugenberger, 73–76). A husband who divorces his wife thus wears, as it were, a sign of the 
“violence” (ḥāmās) he has thereby done to others, which in turn negatively affects both his image in the 
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community and his own self-image. The people are therefore urged again to commit themselves to marriage with 
the same fullness of spirit that characterizes Yahweh’s own commitment (v. 16b). 

The question of how this unit relates to the law of divorce in Deut 24:1–4 has been much discussed 
(Hugenberger, 76–81). It is difficult to make any direct comparison of these two texts, however, because this unit 
does not address the question of divorce in terms of its legality. Deut 24:1–4 is actually more concerned with the 
remarriage of a formerly divorced woman than with the initiation of divorce itself, but it nevertheless shows that a 
husband was allowed to divorce his wife for good cause. Mal 2:13–16 seems to assume that divorce of some sort is 
a legal option, and neither prohibits nor condemns divorce outright. It rather attempts to persuade the people of 
Judah to take care of their marriages and not to let the bonds of affection between husband and wife deteriorate, 
so that they will not resort to divorce lightly. It attempts to deter divorce not by making it a punishable offense but 
by describing its negative effects on the parties directly involved—including Yahweh himself—and on the 
community at large. Since Deut 24:1–4 and this unit do not stand in direct opposition to each other, it is possible 
that Deut 24:1–4 could have been in effect as the law of the postexilic community when this prophecy was 
promulgated. This is not necessarily the case, however, for although this unit seems to presuppose that divorce of 
some kind is legal, it does not necessarily presuppose either the same grounds for divorce or the same legal 
procedure that is spelled out in Deut 24:1–4. 

Genre 
According to Pfeiffer (pp. 564–66) this unit forms part of a (→) prophetic disputation that includes all of 2:10–16, 
and according to O’Brien (Priest and Levite, 72–73) it forms part of a (→) covenant lawsuit (rîb) that likewise 
extends from 2:10 through 2:16. Whether or not one considers this unit in conjunction with 2:13–16, however, 
there is nothing particularly disputational or legal about it (→ Book as a Whole, Genre). It does not argue with a 
contrary view held by the people, nor does it sentence them to a penalty for having committed some offense. They 
are already suffering the negative consequences of their actions, albeit unwittingly, and this unit explains the 
cause as it also urges them to avoid such actions. It is thus basically an exhortation, and since it exhorts the people 
to turn away from a kind of self-destructive behavior (although it does not use such telling terms as šwb), it has the 
nature of a PROPHETIC CALL TO REPENTANCE (cf. Tångberg, 137–38). 

Setting 
→ 2:1–9, Setting. 

Intention 
This unit urges the people of Judah to reconsider the practice of divorce not from the perspective of its legality but 
from the perspective of its negative effects on all concerned, including Yahweh and the community at large. The 
dissolution of the family will result in the dissolution of the community, and the dissolution of these human 
relationships will in turn result in the dissolution of their relationship with Yahweh—which is already evident in the 
cult’s failure to attain its proper beneficial function. They can change this situation by fostering among themselves 
a spirited commitment to maintaining the covenant of marriage, the same kind of spirited commitment that 
Yahweh has shown in maintaining the covenant with his people. 

 

 
RACHEL ROEN:   
The Reformation changed things for women.  LaCelle-Peterson (2008) said that the positive side was that it 

elevated marriage and the majority of people were married. However, at the same time it then began to 

stress the role of the husband as head of household.  It also moved away from anything 

that would have underscored the role of women such as the monasteries.  In addition, there 
were no more days to remember female saints.   Plus, it stopped focusing on good works 

which consequently led to women’s work in hospitals and outside the home being 

devalued.  These jobs were then seen just as jobs instead of being seen as spiritual 
work.  This essentially took away places for women outside the home and of being married 

and having kids.  The Reformers allowed women to teach in their home, but not outside of it 

in public places.  When women did and tried to preach, rules were made to keep them from 
doing that or they were forced to leave the city.   One city even told women that they could 

not discuss the Bible.  King Henry VIII of England even went so “far as” to prohibit “women 
from reading the Bible” in 1543 (p. 178).  Neither Luther nor Calvin believed that women 
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should be preachers, unless there was some unusual circumstance. (LaCelle-Peterson, K. 

(2008).  Liberating Tradition: Women’s Identity and Vocation in Christian 

Perspective.  Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic.) 
 

 

Lie #8 
Women can’t be fulfilled or spiritually effective without a husband and children. 
LEILANI CORPUS’ FUTURE was bright. A journalism and political science major at the University of Hawaii in 
Honolulu, she also served as a senator on the student council and found time to volunteer for two state-level 
political campaigns. She was outspoken about her faith, yet her non-Christian peers respected her for her spunk 
and obvious leadership skills. Everyone knew this girl had what it takes to make a big impact on the world. 

After her graduation, a group of Christian businessmen approached Leilani about running for a state 
representative seat. Hawaii needed more evangelical Christians in government, and it was obvious to these men 
that an articulate young woman of Polynesian descent would appeal to mainstream voters. The men offered to 
fully fund her campaign if she would agree to move to another district on the island to establish her residence 
there. 

Leilani prayed about the opportunity and sensed that God was calling her to step into the political arena. But 
before contacting the businessmen’s group to say yes, she decided to seek counsel from her pastor’s wife—who 
was one of her best friends. She told the woman the whole story and expected her to be excited. She wasn’t. 

“I would strongly discourage you from doing that,” the woman told Leilani. “You’re going to get married one 
day. God has the perfect husband for you. And then what will that be like? How awkward for your husband if the 
two of you get married and you are in an important political office. That is not God’s way. You are called to be a 
wife first. That has to be your priority.” 

Leilani was devastated. She trusted this woman as a confidante and spiritual mother. But her advice ran totally 
contrary to what Leilani was feeling. Many questions raced through her mind as she drove to her apartment that 
afternoon. Why should I turn down this opportunity on the basis that I might get married soon? I am not even 
dating anyone! I don’t even know if I will be married five years from now! Why do I have to order my life around 
this nebulous event called marriage? 

In the end, Leilani couldn’t bring herself to dismiss the advice of her mentor. She told the businessmen she 
couldn’t run for office, and she went back to the drawing board to seek God’s will for her life. Her next idea: 
perhaps she should enroll in law school. 

Again, she sought advice from her pastor’s wife. And again, the reaction was negative. “Leilani, that is such a 
high-powered career that requires so much time away from home,” the woman said. “What will you do when you 
are married? What if you had to go out of town to argue a case? You’ve got to think about your husband.” 

“But I don’t have a husband!” Leilani protested. 
“You will. God has a man for you,” the woman said with confidence. “And when you are married you will know 

that he was God’s perfect plan.” 
Apparently, Leilani surmised, God’s perfect plan was a man. 
In spite of her nagging doubts, Leilani submitted to her friend’s advice again. She struggled with feelings of 

worthlessness after the ordeal, wondering if there was something wrong with her because she didn’t fully 
understand how to fit the mold of the “perfect Christian woman” that more traditional women seemed to enjoy. 
But Leilani just didn’t match the stereotype. She hated to cook and felt like a caged animal when she was stuck at 
home alone. She preferred to socialize with her friends at restaurants, host movie nights in her apartment, or help 
organize evangelistic outreaches on campus. 

That evening her thoughts screamed out to God: Lord, why do I have this desire to make an impact on society 
when my pastors tell me women don’t do that? And why do I have to put my life on hold until I walk down the 
aisle? 

Fortunately, Leilani didn’t bury her dreams. She admits that she put her life on hold for a few years, but when 
Mr. Right didn’t come along she took a journalism job and became a successful freelance writer. It was almost ten 
years after her pivotal talk with the pastor’s wife that Leilani married Jerome—a compassionate man who fully 
supported her desire to work outside the home as a public relations director for a growing church in Missouri. 
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Today she is training to enter pastoral ministry—and she has a special concern for single women who feel they’ve 
been put on the shelf by the church. 

The Myth of the “Incomplete” Woman 
The advice given to Leilani in the mid-1980s is typical of the line that many Christians impose on single women 
today. In conservative churches, women are constantly told that marriage and motherhood are their “God-given 
roles” in life. While men are exhorted to transform society through full-time ministry or through their Christian 
witness on the job, women are expected to make the home their primary sphere of influence. It matters little even 
if economic realities force them into the workplace or if they sense a spiritual calling into a secular profession at 
which they excel. Single women are told that life begins at the altar. Everything leading up to that moment is 
simply preparation for “the big day.” 

Many times, Christian women who are successful in business or in some other professional field feel unwelcome 
in the church, as if they are an unhealthy influence on women who have more “pure” domestic inclinations. 
Meanwhile, Christian men—whether single or married—are encouraged to excel in their businesses, and they are 
never told that their primary role in life is to be a husband or father even though many of them are called to be 
both. 

Lynn Scarborough owns a media consulting firm in Dallas, and she has trained top television news anchors for 
CNN and other networks. Her advice is sought by media companies, and she has coached high-level executives on 
how to improve their communication skills. But her conservative church does not know what to do with her. Like 
Leilani Corpus, Lynn doesn’t fit the mold. 

“I am allowed to carpool, cater meals, and contribute money to the church,” Lynn told me. She is not bitter 
about the way she’s been treated, but it has been painful for her to realize that a cultural bias exists in the church 
toward unmarried women. 

Lynn calls it a hidden prejudice, but it manifests itself regularly. Once, a man in the church offered to sponsor a 
seminar for other businessmen who wanted to enhance their entrepreneurial skills. She challenged him on why he 
was excluding women from the meeting, since more women than men are starting new businesses in the United 
States each year. “He looked at me like he had never even thought of women running businesses,” Lynn said. 

On another occasion, a youth pastor gave a Sunday morning appeal for volunteers to drive buses for an 
outreach to urban kids. But he asked for help only from the men in the congregation. When Lynn challenged his 
sexism, asking why women couldn’t drive the buses too, he told her that the underprivileged children in this 
neighborhood needed father figures. 

Lynn was made to feel like a spiritual misfit. “I am qualified to be a spiritual mother to kids who are starved for 
love,” Lynn told me. “But I was told that I wasn’t qualified, so don’t bother. I was also told that I couldn’t lead a 
home fellowship group because I am single. Most churches just haven’t figured out how to minister to single 
career women like me or how to use our spiritual gifts.” 

Women like Lynn are everywhere in the church today. They are committed disciples of Jesus, but leaders have 
told them that the best way to serve God is to get married, make their husbands happy, and bring lots of children 
into the world. This is God’s “highest assignment” for females, or so they are told. A woman’s destiny is to be 
found in her male partner. She will be forever incomplete without him. 

But does the Bible say that every woman is supposed to marry? And if she is, should she put her entire life on 
hold until she throws her wedding bouquet into the hands of another prospective bride? Why should we 
encourage single women to waste the most productive years of their lives by waiting for romance, when their 
unique talents could be harnessed for a holy purpose? 

No verse in the Bible says that God’s ultimate purpose for a woman is to find a mate and then reproduce. On the 
contrary, the Scriptures say that our lives can be made complete by only one thing: a constant, abiding relationship 
with Christ. This is true for men and women alike—all of us are called to know Him. This is our ultimate destiny. 
Jesus said it plainly: 

And this is life eternal, that they might know thee the only true God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast 
sent. 

—JOHN 17:3, KJV, EMPHASIS ADDED 
God never intended for a woman to derive her value from a man or to base her worth on producing offspring. 

Neither marriage nor childbirth validate a woman’s personhood, her character, or her spirituality. A Christian 
woman’s identity is to be found in Christ alone. He makes her complete, whether she has a husband and twelve 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 18 

children or if she remains single all her life. Christ is her life; she is betrothed to Him. To place her husband, her 
children, or any other human relationship above Christ would be idolatry. (See Luke 14:26.) 

Of course marriage is ordained by God, and it was meant to be a wonderful blessing that includes romance, 
sexual intimacy, and the deepest expression of human love. Of course God wants husbands to love their wives; of 
course He wants wives to love their husbands; of course He wants children to thrive in the overflow of this love. 
But for many people this ideal of the Christian family will never materialize. 

When we become His disciples, Jesus doesn’t promise that our lives will have romantic, fairy-tale endings. He 
never promises the single man that he will find a wife who can attain to society’s unreasonable standards of 
beauty or sensuality. Likewise, He doesn’t promise the single woman that Prince Charming will sweep her off her 
feet one day. Jesus calls us to radical obedience. He invites us to “lose our lives” and to die to our own desires—
including the desire for intimate companionship. (See John 12:25.) 

This is the message we should offer single Christians today. Rather than enticing them to serve the false idols of 
fulfillment, we need to challenge them to surrender every aspect of their futures to God. He requires us to lay our 
fleshly romantic fantasies on His altar. He would much rather that we find our full satisfaction in Him than to watch 
us sell our souls to the world. He wants us to wait for Isaac rather than settle for Ishmael. 

The heartcry of every unmarried Christian should be, “Lord, I’m willing to serve You no matter what. Regardless 
of whether I marry this year or stay single the rest of my life, I’ll find my contentment in You.” This is the attitude 
of surrender that God is looking for in every heart. 

Married to Christ 
For centuries God has been using single women who possessed this rare attitude of total surrender. Of course they 
wanted to get married, but the right man never came along. These women probably felt lonely; perhaps they were 
burdened by the intensely painful stigma of being single. But in the midst of this anguish God became the Lover of 
their souls, and they pressed beyond their pain to explore a realm of spiritual fulfillment that is reserved only for 
those who pursue Him with abandon. 

Teresa of Ávila, a sixteenth-century Spanish nun, wrote volumes about her love relationship with Christ—and 
today millions have been introduced to a deeper intimacy with God through reading collections of her 
contemplative prayers. Her message, sharpened through single-hearted devotion, is summed up in one line of a 
poem she wrote: “Whoever possesses God lacks nothing; God alone suffices.” 

We should be calling Christians—male and female—to lay aside ambitions and carnal desires to obey God’s will 
no matter the cost. How ridiculous to expect this level of spiritual commitment from men and then to tell women 
that they should focus their spiritual energies on finding a husband! Women are called to be lovers of God, too. 
Why should we expect less of them? 

We also must stop placing a heavy yoke on unmarried and divorced women in the church by suggesting that 
they are not complete without a man in their lives or that a husband somehow legitimizes their ministries. 
Marriage does not qualify anyone to serve in the church. Pastors do not have to be married. We know this because 
the Bible does not state clearly whether certain key leaders, such as Paul or Timothy, were married or not. 

From the time she was released from a German death camp in 1944 until her death in 1983, Corrie ten Boom 
told the world about a Savior who could forgive the cruelest Nazi. Her testimony of forgiveness, recounted in the 
book The Hiding Place, became a best seller and an acclaimed motion picture. The story opened up speaking 
engagements for Corrie in sixty countries. Before she died at age ninety-one, she had established several 
rehabilitation centers for victims of the Holocaust. Yet this soft-spoken evangelist never married. Did the fact that 
she didn’t have a husband make her less “complete”? No, Corrie found her fulfillment in Christ alone. 

Single women have shaken nations for the gospel since the church began. One of the earliest we know of is 
Macrina, a fourth-century nun who decided to dedicate her life to God’s service when her fiancé died. She built 
one of the first monasteries for women (in what is modern-day Turkey), and she also established a primitive 
hospital. 

The German prophetess Hildegarde (1098–1179) broke the medieval traditions of her day by functioning as a 
spokesperson for God to Europe’s leaders—both in the church and in government. She claimed to have had 
numerous visions of Christ, and she recorded messages from Him in her most famous book, Know the Ways of the 
Lord. She also wrote seventy popular worship songs and authored the first known morality play. At age sixty she 
began an itinerant preaching ministry— traveling as far away as France on horseback. She didn’t allow her 
singleness to hold her back from fulfilling her spiritual destiny. 
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Catherine of Siena (1347–1380) was a courageous prophetess who stood against pride and greed among clergy 
many years before Martin Luther called for reform in the Roman Catholic church. She preached openly, sometimes 
to crowds of more than one thousand, in a day when society frowned on women who did any kind of public 
speaking. In her writings, she says God assured her that He had called her to preach. “Am not I He who created the 
human race, who formed both man and woman?” God told her. “I pour out the favor of My Spirit on whom I will. 
Go forth without fear, in spite of reproach. . . . I have a mission for you to fulfill.” 

After writer Hannah More (1745–1833) was jilted by her fiancé, she moved to London and joined an Anglican 
community that was active in social reform. Deeply influenced by the famous abolitionist William Wilberforce, 
More became concerned for the welfare of poor miners and their families. Her growing compassion led her to 
establish a network of Sunday schools that eventually reached twenty thousand children in England. She didn’t 
allow a failed romance to throw her into a pit of self-centered depression; instead she allowed God to pull her into 
a place of selfless giving. 

Lottie Moon (1840–1912) broke her engagement to a wealthy Virginian because she knew he did not share her 
Christian convictions. Instead of getting married, she surrendered her life to missionary work in China—serving the 
Southern Baptist Convention until she died. Although she is best known today for her ability to raise funds, her 
writings reveal that she was a woman born before her time. Moon was troubled by the obvious sexism she 
observed in ministry, and she was critical of her male superiors who thought women missionaries should limit their 
work to teaching children. 

Some people told Mary Slessor (1848–1915) that she had no business going to Africa as a missionary. But this 
red-haired Scottish woman braved sickness and danger to plant churches among the cannibalistic tribes of the 
Calibar region—in what is now Nigeria. On several occasions Slessor risked her life by challenging tribal customs, 
which included the beating and even killing of women who had committed trivial offenses. Inspired by the 
missionary pioneer David Livingstone, Slessor was one of many unmarried European women in the nineteenth 
century who ventured into unreached nations to plant thriving churches. 

Henrietta Mears (1890–1963) had fallen in love with a man who wasn’t a Christian, but she severed the 
relationship out of obedience to the Lord and later joined the First Presbyterian Church in Hollywood, California, 
where she became director of Christian education. The Sunday school grew from four hundred fifty to four 
thousand in less than three years, and she developed lively lessons that she later published when she founded 
Gospel Light—one of the most respected publishers of Sunday school literature today. She is best known for 
mentoring three young men who later reaped huge spiritual harvests: Bill Bright, founder of Campus Crusade for 
Christ; Richard Halver-son, a pastor who later became chaplain of the U.S. Senate; and evangelist Billy Graham. 

The millions of people who found Christ through the impact of a Billy Graham television broadcast, or because of 
Campus Crusade’s outreach at a university, owe a huge debt to an unmarried woman named Henrietta Mears. Her 
culture told her that she needed a man— any man—to bring her fulfillment. But she rejected that lie and chose to 
find her fulfillment in Christ. She threw herself into the purposes of God for her generation—and it is likely that her 
obedience produced more spiritual fruit than any other Christian minister of the twentieth century. 

The Curse of Eve 
Throughout history women have been told that God created them solely for marriage and childbirth. Some 
respected church fathers, including Martin Luther and John Knox, believed that women were useless in the 
kingdom of God unless they had babies—since procreation was their only mission in life. 

This demeaning view of women as baby-making machines isn’t a biblical view, but it does resemble the 
teachings of Mormons, whose earliest doctrines included the idea that Mormon men should beget as many 
children as possible to achieve greater glory in heaven. (This is also why Mormons, until 1890, practiced polygamy. 
They still teach that wives cannot be saved unless they are “called” into heaven by their husbands.) 

The ability to have children does not represent a woman’s only calling in life, and God never intended her to be 
defined by her reproductive capacity. Women are not wombs. Yet since the Fall of man in the Garden of Eden, 
woman has been stripped of her calling to rule with Adam, and as a result she often has been viewed as a sex 
object, a domestic servant, and a childbearer. After Adam and Eve sinned, God told the woman that her ability to 
reproduce would become a painful burden to bear rather than a blessing. He said in Genesis 3:16: 

I will greatly multiply 
Your pain in childbirth, 
In pain you shall bring forth children; 
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Yet your desire shall be for your husband, 
And he shall rule over you. 

This reference to “pain in childbirth” speaks of much more than the anguish of labor and delivery. This passage 
also alludes to the lifelong hardships that would accompany all women after the Fall. God was saying that because 
of sin, pain would rule women’s lives. 

Their femininity would be marred in many ways. Being female would become a burden. They might be raped or 
molested. They might be sold into prostitution, as are many young girls in Thailand today. Their genitals might be 
mutilated, a barbaric practice that is imposed on hundreds of thousands of girls in Africa today. They might suffer 
from domestic violence. Their husbands might even kill them in revenge for “shaming their honor”—as many 
Muslim men are permitted to do today in some Middle Eastern countries. 

The “pain of childbirth” would result in unbelievable tragedy and heartache. Many women would conceive and 
then lose their babies to miscarriage. They might have babies, and then watch them die prematurely from 
childhood diseases. They might have baby girls, and then watch in horror as these infants are killed by societies 
that place greater value on males (as is common today in parts of India). As many women in the United States do, 
they might watch their children grow up to become cocaine addicts or criminals. 

And—worst of all—they might kill their own children through abortion. The death toll caused by abortion in the 
twentieth century (more than 1.3 billion unborn babies killed throughout the world since 1973, according to the 
National Right to Life Committee) is surely evidence of the unimaginable toll of original sin. 

This was the curse of Eve! 
As a result of sin, woman would not be esteemed as a co-equal with man but would be treated as an inferior. 

Her husband would expect her to serve him and submit to his every whim. She would not be defined by her 
character or her worth in God’s eyes but by her physical beauty. She would be viewed by men as a sex object—not 
respected as a daughter of God. She would be stripped of her dignity, despised, ignored, mistreated, blamed, 
harassed, and denied opportunities. 

This has been the fate of women since the Garden. In ancient Greece, philosophers, including Plato and 
Aristotle, taught that women actually were a lower animal species. Plato believed that women were a degenerate 
form of manly perfection, and that men who did not live righteous lives would be reincarnated as females. 

Aristotle held equally strange views about sexual reproduction. Because men produce semen and women do 
not, Aristotle reasoned that men had the godlike quality to create life while “defective” women could provide only 
the “matter” necessary in which to grow human life. In other words, man provides the precious seed; the woman 
provides nothing more than the nourishing soil. Man creates life; woman simply offers a place for this miracle of 
life to develop. Man is a god in his creative power; woman is just an incubator. They did not yet understand the 
scientific truth that reproduction requires life-giving cells from both males and females. 

Because women in ancient times were considered the property of their husbands, the womb of woman was 
considered man’s domain. If he wanted to produce fifteen children, it was his prerogative. His wife had no say in 
the matter. Childbirth was the very reason for her existence. If she died while giving birth, her husband could find 
another womb to impregnate. Childbirth was her fate, and if she gave birth to daughters, it was their fate as well. 

But Jesus Christ changed all of this! He never intended for women to continue to labor under this horrible curse. 
He paid the full price for sin. Women no longer bear the guilt of Adam and Eve. 

When women are free in Christ, they are restored to the place of equality and dignity that belonged to Eve 
before the Fall. They can walk on this earth in the favor and blessings of God. They can exercise the authority of 
Christ. They are no longer slaves to sin. They are no longer subject to the curse of mistreatment and abuse by 
sinful men. Redeemed women receive the grace to function as equals—with loving husbands who love them as 
Christ loves the church. 

And in Christ, women are not baby-making machines. They are not defined through biology. Although they may 
marry and have children, their purpose and destiny are not limited to the natural realm. They are elevated, with all 
the saints, to a place of communion with Christ in the spiritual realm—a place where the curse of sin cannot be 
found. 

The Triumph of the Incarnation 
In conservative churches in the United States, some Christians have twisted one obscure passage in the New 
Testament to suggest that women must give birth to children in order to be saved or to be spiritually effective. This 
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is an absurd notion, of course—one that contradicts the Bible’s message of free grace in Christ. Nevertheless, it is 
important that we examine this passage: 

For it was Adam who was first created, and then Eve. And it was not Adam who was deceived, but the 
woman being quite deceived, fell into transgression. But women shall be preserved [or literally “saved”] 
through the bearing of children if they continue in faith and love and sanctity with self-restraint. 

—1 TIMOTHY 2:13–15, EMPHASIS ADDED 
Surely Paul was not issuing a guarantee that Christian women would never die in childbirth. And of course we 

know that Paul was not implying that women must have children to be accepted in Christ. Where would that leave 
unmarried women or those who are barren? Paul devoted much of his New Testament writings to refuting the 
notion that salvation can be obtained by works. He boldly proclaimed to the Jewish legalists that only faith in the 
atonement of Christ brings true conversion. So what can this verse possibly mean? 

Bible scholars are not in agreement about this passage, and many confess they don’t understand its 
complexities. Richard and Catherine Clark Kroeger suggest that the passage is written to oppose a gnostic heresy, 
popular in Ephesus in the first century, that instructed women to deny their femininity to find salvation. So Paul, 
contradicting the false teachers, could be reaffirming that women do not need to change their sexual identity or 
renounce their childbearing ability to know Christ. 

There is another possible translation of 1 Timothy 2:15, however, that makes more sense. Some scholars believe 
the Greek text points to the coming of the Messiah through the virgin Mary. The verse could be translated in this 
way: “But women will be saved through the bearing of the Child. . . . ” Another reading could be: “She shall be 
saved by (or through) the Childbearing. . . . ” This interpretation was the view of pioneer missionary and Bible 
expositor Katherine Bushnell. In her 1923 book God’s Word to Women, she states clearly what Paul was saying to 
Timothy: 

Women are not saved from death in childbirth, nor are they spiritually saved merely by the animal process 
of giving birth to children. Women are saved from their sins, and are saved for heaven precisely on the 
same terms as men, and on no additional terms; for God is no respecter of persons. What Paul says here, as 
literally translated from the Greek, is, ‘She [woman] shall be saved by the childbearing,’—that is, by the 
birth of a Redeemer into the world. 

In other words, even though women came under a curse of degradation as a result of sin in the Garden of Eden, 
the promised Messiah—the Christchild—came to reverse this curse and bring women into a place of redemption 
and transformation. Christ’s miraculous incarnation, which occurred through the faith of a young Jewish maiden 
named Mary, would forever release women from the weight of Eve’s sin. 

The miracle of Christ’s incarnation was actually proclaimed by God in the Garden after Adam and Eve fell. The 
Lord said to the serpent: 

And I will put enmity 
Between you and the woman, 
And between your seed and her seed; 
He shall bruise you on the head, 
And you shall bruise him on the heel. 

—GENESIS 3:15 
This first biblical prophecy foretells of a day when the seed of woman—Jesus Christ, born of a virgin yet God 

incarnate—would defeat the serpent forever and bring full restoration of God’s kingdom to earth. While it was a 
woman, Eve, who was first tempted to listen to Satan’s voice, God promised that another woman, Mary, would 
miraculously conceive “‘the holy offspring’” when she was overshadowed by “‘the power of the Most High.’” (See 
Luke 1:35.) 

Eve listened to the serpent and became his slave. Mary, when approached by the angel, believed God’s Word 
and gave birth to the Deliverer—who would ultimately cast the serpent into the abyss forever. This sinless 
Messiah, although born of a woman, was not tainted by the sin of Adam and Eve. And for that reason He was able 
to plunder hell and secure eternal life for all who trust Him. 

Because of the incarnation, women are liberated from the pains of sin that have marred them for centuries. 
Now elevated to a place of dignity in Christ, they are also, like Mary, called to be life-givers— not just of natural 
offspring, but of spiritual fruit. Women who are restored to a right relationship with God and are filled with His 
Spirit can trample on the enemy’s head, too. 
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Married or single, with children or without, women are called into His presence where they can be 
overshadowed by His power just as Mary was. As partners with Him, they too can release mighty deliverance. They 
can win the lost, heal the sick, and cast out demons. They can reach neighborhoods or impact entire nations. They 
can serve as pastors, teachers, evangelists, prophets, apostles, and missionaries. No longer in bondage to Eve’s 
legacy, they are free to find their identity in the One who canceled the curse forever. 

 
Chapter 8 

Questions for Discussion 
 

1. Discuss how you feel single women are treated in your church. Why do you think some Christians feel 
single women should make marriage a priority rather than pursuing a career path? 

2. Why is it so important for a single Christian to surrender all desires related to romance and marriage? 
How does a person walk out this attitude of surrender? 

3. List some of the effects that the curse of sin, mentioned in Genesis 3:16, has had on women 
throughout the world. How did the coming of Christ reverse this curse? 

4. Discuss possible interpretations of 1 Timothy 2:15. Why is it contrary to the heart of the gospel to 
suggest that women must have babies in order to be saved? 

Men have broad shoulders and narrow hips, and accordingly they possess intelligence. Women have 
narrow shoulders and broad hips. Women ought to stay at home; the way they were created 

indicates this, for they have broad hips and a wide fundament to sit upon, keep house and bear and 
raise children. 

—MARTIN LUTHER 

 
Remain in your houses and gates unless you have something of importance to regulate, such as to 
make purchases, to provide in temporal needs, to hear the Word of the Lord, or to receive the holy 

sacraments, etc. Attend faithfully to your charge, to your children, house, and family . . .  
—A MESSAGE TO WOMEN FROM ANABAPTIST LEADER MENNO SIMONS 

(1496–1561) 

 
Many women will be so busy about voting and political office that the home and children will have 
no attraction for them, and American mothers and children, like Christian charity, will be a rarity. 

—THE LUTHERAN WITNESS, 
IN AN 1894 EDITORIAL OPPOSING WOMEN VOTING5 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Consider the Unique Needs of Single and Career Women 
The enormous growth in the number of singles living alone presents additional challenges. Their number 

includes those never married, the widowed, and the divorced. Single parent families increase every year, and 
economically these are often the most disadvantaged in our society. No one can measure the damage divorce has 
wreaked on the children—and these children are the parents of upcoming generations. 

How do we minister to singles? This concern increases continually in the local church. Over one-third of my 
home church is single; therefore, we have a Minister to Singles and a strong singles ministry. I recognize that 
frequently smaller churches do not. However, even in our singles ministry, we have found that single women still 
desire connection with women of the church. They are weary of associating only with their peers. Life lacks a 
certain reality when it lacks intergenerational connectedness. Single women also have many questions, questions 

 
5 Grady, J. L. (2013). Ten lies the church tells women: how the bible has been misused to keep women in spiritual bondage. Charisma House. 
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that require the counsel of older, spiritually mature women. Consider these questions I was asked when invited to 
meet with a small group of Christian single women: 

1. Can you offer encouragement for women who have not had the example of a Christ-centered marriage in 
their homes that their own marriages can be different, and how can women learn to recognize when their 
relationships are following the unhealthy patterns they learned as children? 

2. Define submission and describe how we are to apply it in the following situations: 
a. with men at work 
b. with men friends 
c. in our church 
d. in dating relationships 
e. with Christian versus non-Christian men 

3. What are our natural instincts and desires as women? How can we constructively deal with those desires 
in our current position as single women? How can we be content? 

4. How should we handle the situation when a single friend becomes pregnant? 
5. When we are interested in a dating relationship, is there an appropriate way to pursue it? 
6. If we have already given up our virginity, is there any way we can be pure again before God, and how can 

we deal with the guilt that may be involved? 
7. What kind of ministry options are appropriate and available to single women? 
8. Can a divorced woman have a ministry in the church? 
Because we offer an evening program, many of our singles and career women teach electives. They are been 

involved in outreach and missions. They are generous in their giving to special projects, and they love the Heart-to-
Heart relationships, both as Juniors and Seniors. (This program is described in detail in chapter 11.) The abilities 
that have made them successful in business can be tapped for use in the family of God. That’s why I’m so thrilled 
to see some of them take the initiative to form an evening class for business and professional women. 

We also have to recognize that the number of single parents, especially single mothers, is increasing. We in 
the church can do much to help, and we need to find creative ways to do that. For instance, our Men’s Ministry 
recently had a workday where several groups of men went to the homes of single mothers and widows to do 
repairs and yard work. The Heart-to-Heart Friendships have worked here, as well.6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A CHURCH BUILT FOR TWO 
If we can successfully break down the niches of age, we may even someday find the fortitude to deal with another 
niche not currently getting much attention in the church: marital status. 

Yes, we have an abundance of singles groups, even specially appointed pastors for singles on larger church 
staffs. There is a Christian magazine called Single-Parent Family and large annual conferences on singles ministries. 

But acceptance into the mainstream of church life is still rare. Most church leaders, and parishioners as well, 
view singles the way Congress views soybean farmers—a special-interest group with a one-item agenda to push—a 
population to be placated by giving them a Friday-night meeting in a side room and a small provision in the annual 
budget. Meanwhile, those of us in the Married Majority will run things. 

How else can we explain newspaper ads that blithely promote “a church for the whole family” or “a family 
worship center”? How else to account for fellowship schemes called “Dinner for Six” (rather than Seven, or Nine)? 

 
6 Kraft, V., & Johnson, G. (2003). Women mentoring women: ways to start, maintain, and expand a biblical women’s ministry (Rev. ed., pp. 77–

79). Moody Publishers. 
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Of the nominees for significant church offices in your congregation last year, what percentage were single? Even in 
churches that view divorce as a disqualification, how many never-marrieds were deemed worthy? 

No wonder that when pollster George Barna asked a nationwide sampling whether “the Christian churches in 
your area are relevant to the way you live today,” 80 percent of marrieds said yes but only 61 percent of singles 
agreed—a huge gap. 

Fifty percent of marrieds go to church at least three times a month. Singles? 37 percent. These are telling 
statistics, since singles now make up one-fourth of all American households. And their percentages are growing: 
over the last 25 years, the number of Americans in their early thirties who have never married jumped from 6 
percent to 20 percent for women, and from 9 percent to 30 percent for men. 

The apostle Paul would be feeling more at home all the time. The question is: As a single man, would he be 
taken seriously in our churches? For that matter, would Jesus? Or would he be waved off as just another thirty-
something who needs to settle down and “establish himself”? 

Roughly five years ago, West End Assembly of God in Richmond, Virginia, surveyed its attenders and got a big 
surprise: Close to 50 percent were single. That led to the hiring of two new staff pastors: Rob Rhoden to work with 
younger singles (up to age 35), and another man for older singles. 

“I made a fundamental statement in the very beginning,” says Rhoden. “I determined that this would be a 
singles ministry, not a singles group.” 

What’s the difference? “The first is outreach-oriented; the second is more inward, like therapy. Hence, we do 
mission trips one to two times a year, some of them integrated with marrieds from the larger church. In fact, when 
we do plan an all-singles trip, the marrieds sometimes come around to ask, ‘Could I go along with you guys?’ 
because they’re interested in the particular location.” 

The Thursday night meeting is as mainstream as Rhoden can make it. “My premise is: ‘Yes, you’re single, but 
you’re a Christian first,’ ” he says. “Therefore I don’t do teachings on ‘How to Get Along with Your Roommate.’ 
Instead, I do series on things like ‘The Life of Christ’ or ‘Lessons from the Book of Job’—generic discipleship issues. 

“And I find our singles thinking of themselves in this light. They don’t say to their friends at work, ‘Come to my 
singles group.’ They say, ‘How about coming to church with me Thursday night?’ because that’s in fact what it is.” 

On the opposite coast, Saint Andrew’s Presbyterian Church in Newport Beach, California, has become known 
for its inclusion of singles; a third of its 4,600 members are single. Bill Flanagan, minister of singles for the past 16 
years, has made it a personal goal to groom and encourage single people for church leadership. 

“If singles don’t make it eventually onto governing boards, committees, and task forces,” he says, “they will 
drift off from a church in time.” 

What holds churches back from this kind of awakening? Flanagan names two factors: 
“First, an inadequate theology of what the family of God really is. 
“Second, the persistent myths, such as: marriage is the cure for the ‘disease’ of singleness; single people are 

less than whole—they’re oversexed, they’re losers, incapable; the offspring of singles are doomed to failure, 
juvenile delinquency. And most offensive of all: the myth that singles will prey upon your spouse if you let them 
get close.” 

In seeking to overcome the barriers created by niches, we can look to the first-century church, which faced its 
own niche dangers. It could have conveniently segmented itself into Jewish and Gentile factions, Aramaic-speaking 
and Greek-speaking congregations. But this was not God’s design for his church. 

It is time for us once again to hear the clarion voice of Paul in Ephesians 2 to those “excluded from citizenship 
in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise.… But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far away 
have been brought near through the blood of Christ. 

“For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of 
hostility.… Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and 
members of God’s household” (vv. 12–14, 19, NIV). 

Nineteen centuries later, we face the same challenge to live out this truth in our fragmented world.7 
 

SINGLENESS: ALONE BUT NOT LONELY 

 
7 Merrill, D. (1997). Matters of Opinion: Not Married-with-Children: When We Segregate People according to Age or Marital Status, We Miss 

the True Meaning of Church. Christianity Today, 41(8), 35–36. 
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Loneliness, which usually refers to a lack of companionship and fellowship, is part of every human life, not 
just that of the single person. Loneliness may very well accompany special missions, moments of decision, 
bereavement, betrayal, separation from the community of faith, and misfortune (see Gen. 32:24; Jer. 
15:17; Job 12:4; Luke 7:12; 22:45, 46, 48; 24:17). 

The faith-filled single woman responds to loneliness by focusing her devotion upon Jesus and by 
drawing near to the community of faith for support and wisdom. The downhearted disciples on their way 
to Emmaus felt their hearts “burn” as the Lord Jesus revealed the meaning of Scripture to them (Luke 
24:32). They felt comfort and joy as they experienced His fellowship with them. The single woman can 
experience these same feelings as she immerses herself in God’s Word and in prayer whenever she finds 
herself overwhelmed by loneliness. 

You may stand alone, bereft of human companionship, but you need never stand without God, who is 
the constant companion and ever-present guide for every believer (John 16:7, 8). 

See also Ps. 37:4; 69:20; notes on Friendship (Luke 1); Loneliness (Eccl 4); Singleness (John 2; 1 Cor. 7; 
12); Suffering (Ps. 33; 113; Is. 43; Mark 3; 1 Pet. 5)8 

 

Singles 
Someone Once Said … 

• The truth is that life is always difficult, whether one is married or not.—Paul Tournier 
• In today’s pro-family church, it’s not surprising that single men wonder where they fit in. It’s time for us to 

see the critical role that single men should play in the church, just as it was when the first church was 
formed.—Bill Dyment 

• With all my heart I am seeking to embrace my singleness not as a consolation prize, but as a high 
calling.—Bill Dyment 

• It’s not a problem—it’s a gift!—Elisabeth Elliot 
• For far too long, singles have been relegated to special meetings somewhere in the basement of 

churches.—Doug Murren  

Stats 
• 22,580,420 people live alone in the United States. 
• Households made up of singles ages 18 to 34 account for about 58 percent of all one-person households. 
• In the 1990 U.S. Census, 83 percent of all American men between the ages of 20–24 are single; 25 percent 

between the ages of 35 and 65 are single, as are 19 percent of those between 55 and 65.   

Eating Alone 
The Wall Street Journal, noticing the incredible increase of one-person households in the United States, 

ran an article on the “Unseemly Secrets of Eating Alone.” 
“ ‘The Dining Room is increasingly the least used room in the house,’ says Dr. Saul Katz. Jean Williams, a writer 

in Chicago, doesn’t eat at her dining room table unless she has company. The twenty-six-year-old eats sitting up in 
bed, or at the kitchen counter or in front of her computer. ‘I have this elaborately made-up table with a flower 
arrangement in the middle. If I sit there, I’ve got to move all that stuff,’ she says. 

“Other singles bypass the table to be near the television. ‘Usually I have dinner with the news people,’ says 
Alan Tu, thirty, a radio producer in Philadelphia. ‘It’s kind of like sitting down with your date, but it’s on TV.’ ”  

Meals Should Be Pleasurable 
Writing in Christianity Today, Cheryl Forbes, a single, said, “Meals should be pleasurable no matter what 

your marital state. Tom Howard is quite right when he says in Splendor in the Ordinary that a meal, whether a 
cheese sandwich or a cheese soufflé, is an image of the eucharistic feast and ought to be treated thus. I am a 
better and more imaginative cook now than I was five years ago. I am free to experiment on myself and my 
friends. I have the time and the money to entertain people around the dinner table, something I might not 
want or be able to do if I cooked for a family three times a day every day.”  

 

Singles in Church History 

 
8 Thomas Nelson, I. (1995). The Woman’s Study Bible. Thomas Nelson. 
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Some of the greatest leaders of church history lived their whole lives as singles: Saint Francis of Assisi, 
Thomas Aquinas, Joan of Arc, Teresa of Avila, Thomas à Kempis, Bernard of Clairvaux. More recently, 
Protestant leaders such as Methodist circuit rider Francis Asbury, missionaries Amy Carmichael and Helen 
Roseveare, and German martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer were all single. C. S. Lewis was a bachelor for most of his 
life, married at age fifty-seven, was married for only four years, and remained a celibate widower after his 
wife’s death. British theologian John Stott, now in his seventies and never married, has had a significant 
worldwide ministry. Mother Teresa spent seven decades serving the poor in India as a single woman.  

 

Amy Carmichael 
In 1 Corinthians 7, the Bible recommends the single life, for unmarried people have more time for the 

Lord and fewer burdens to distract from his work. But it isn’t an easy road, and remaining single requires 
special grace, as Amy Carmichael found out. 

Amy Wilson Carmichael (1867–1951) was born in Northern Ireland and educated in a Wesleyan Methodist 
boarding school. Having a heart for missions, she spent fifteen months in Japan, but suffered there physically and 
emotionally. She traveled on to Ceylon, to England, then to India where she found her niche at last, working with 
girls whom she rescued from slavery and prostitution, raising them in her Dohnavur Fellowship. Her life touched 
thousands, her books have blessed millions, and her work remains to this day. 

Like most young ladies, Amy, attractive and radiant, wanted to be married. But her great work would have 
been impossible as a married woman, and God gave her Psalm 34:22 as a special promise. Amy’s struggle with this 
issue was deeply personal, one she was unable to share for more than forty years, when at last she said this to one 
of her “children” who was facing a similar dilemma: 

On this day many years ago I went away alone to a cave in the mountain called Arima. I had feelings of fear 
about the future. That is why I went there—to be alone with God. The devil kept on whispering, “It’s all right now, 
but what about afterwards? You are going to be very lonely.” And he painted pictures of loneliness—I can see them 
still. And I turned to my God in a kind of desperation and said, “Lord, what can I do? How can I go on to the end?” 
And he said, “None of them that trust in Me shall be desolate” (Psalm 34:22). That word has been with me ever 
since.  

 

Older Singles 

For fifty years Agnes Frazier and her husband Emit had morning Bible reading and prayer at the 
breakfast table. On the day he died, she went to bed thinking that she could never again start the day with 
devotional exercises. But the next morning she bravely sat at the kitchen table and opened her Bible to the 
spot where she and her husband had quit their reading twenty-four hours before. The verse that stared up at 
her was: For thy Maker is thy husband. 

She smiled and said, “Thank you, Lord.”  
 

The Freedom of Being Single 
I read about one woman who, after many years of being single, accepted a man’s proposal and married 

him. It terribly disrupted her life. Up until then she had freedom to go where she wanted to go, to do what she 
wanted to do. She had everything arranged in her house just the way she liked it. She had her cosmetics 
arranged in her bathroom just so. She could go to bed when she wanted, and she could get up when she 
wanted. She prepared what she liked to eat without having to bother with anyone’s else’s fussiness. She had 
the house empty so that she could pray and study her Bible and sing to the Lord. And she had nothing to 
distract her from pouring herself into her church and into the service of the Lord. 

All that changed when she married, and she testified later, “I finally adjusted to it and I love my husband; I 
believe it was God’s will to marry. But I gave up a lot of advantages, and I often miss being single. I had so much 
more freedom to serve the Lord as a single than I do now.” 

Which is better—being married or being single? Both, and neither! God leads us all differently, and there are 
advantages and disadvantages to both. But in 1 Corinthians 7:1, the Apostle Paul said in effect, “It is good to be 
single.” And in verse 7 he said, “I love being single. I wish everyone could be single like I am. I wish all were as I 
am.”  
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John Berridge 
Had John Berridge lived in London or Edinburgh, he would have been famous for his powerful preaching, 

but the Lord placed him in out-of-the-way villages where he became the “Whitefield of the countryside.” John 
was quaint and eccentric, but his strange ways merely added to the appeal and power of his ministry. He 
preached to great crowds in rural England, in one year alone leading over four thousand people to Christ—
and he evangelized nonstop for thirty years. 

He insisted he could most effectively minister by remaining unmarried, and he worried that the Wesley 
brothers and George Whitefield didn’t do likewise. George Whitefield had married a woman with whom he had 
spent less than a week; she died in 1768. And poor John Wesley had marital woes. Writing to Lady Huntingdon, 
patron of the English evangelists, Berridge observed: No trap [is] so mischievous to the field-preacher as wedlock; 
and it is laid for him at every hedge corner. Matrimony has quite maimed poor Charles [Wesley], and might have 
spoiled John [Wesley] and George [Whitefield], if a wise Master had not graciously sent them a brace [pair] of 
ferrets. Dear George has his liberty again, and he will escape well if he is not caught by another tenterhook. Eight or 
nine years ago, having been grievously tormented with housekeeping, I thought of looking out for a [wife] myself. 
But it seemed highly needful to ask advice of the Lord. So, kneeling down before the table, with a Bible between my 
hands, I besought the Lord to give me direction. 

The Lord gave John Berridge Jeremiah 16:2—“You shall not take a wife, nor shall you have sons and daughters 
in this place …” Thus he relinquished all thoughts of marriage, and gave himself to pleasing the Lord “without 
distraction.”  
 

Hope for Single Parents 
When you, as a single parent, grow discouraged, just consider how many children in the Bible, raised in 

single-parent homes, proved successful in life: 
• Hagar was forced to raise Ishmael alone, but according to Genesis 21:20, “God was with the lad, and he 

grew.…” 
• After her husband’s death, Naomi had to raise her sons alone, but in the process gained Ruth as a 

daughter-in-law. 
• Moses was raised by the daughter of Pharaoh. 
• The widow of Zarephath in 1 Kings 17 was a single mother whose needs were met by God. 
• The widow in 2 Kings 4 was trying to keep her sons from falling into slavery through poverty. God 

miraculously provided for her needs. 
• Josiah, one of the greatest kings of the Old Testament, was raised by his mother after his father was 

assassinated. 
• Queen Esther was raised by her older cousin Mordecai, a man of steel nerves and steady faith. 
• The story of the widow of Nain in Luke 7 is an example of the grace and love of Jesus Christ for single 

parents. 
• Jesus and His half-siblings were raised by a single mother after the apparent death of Joseph. 
• Timothy seems to have been raised primarily by his mother and grandmother, with little being said in 

Scripture about his father. 
• The Lord, we are told, is a Father to the fatherless, a Mother to the motherless, a Husband to the widow, 

a Companion to the single parent. And his grace is sufficient. 9 

Paraenesis: Questions of Marriage (1 Corinthians 7:1–40) 
Using the transition “now concerning” (περὶ δέ), Paul then addresses the opposite, extreme view related to sexuality: 
abstaining completely from it. Since the temptation to sexual immorality is great, Paul says that each man should 
have his own wife, and that each wife should have her own husband. They should not deprive one another of their 
sexual desires, except if it involves a short period of prayer and devotion, so that there is no temptation. He wishes 
that all were able like him to be celibate but realizes that not everyone has that ability. 

Paul then gives three categorical commands. First, for the unmarried and widowed to remain single, or to marry 
if self-control is an issue; second, for married people to remain together; and third, for those with unbelieving 

 
9 Morgan, R. J. (2000). Nelson’s complete book of stories, illustrations, and quotes (electronic ed., pp. 694–698). Thomas Nelson Publishers. 
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spouses to remain together so that the unbelieving spouse would be made holy. As a general rule, Paul says that a 
person should live the life they were called to. 

Paul then expounds on instructions for those who are virgins (παρθένος). Those who are single are better off 
remaining single, and those who are married should remain married. Paul reflects an eschatological mindset that 
considers the short-term nature of the present life, and he wants the Corinthians to have a similar mindset. He states 
that the single person has only to be concerned with pleasing the Lord, but the married person is divided in their 
attention. However, a single person marrying because of temptation is not a sin. Paul ends his discourse on marriage 
and singleness by stating that the marriage covenant remains until death severs it; then, the now single person is 
free to remarry, but he thinks remaining single is better.10 
 

THE UNSPOKEN PROBLEM 
Nevertheless, for all of their merits, these works fail to address a much more basic issue related to the problem of 
dating and singleness: Why is it a problem? 

As my friend Al Hsu notes in his excellent 1997 book, Singles at the Crossroads (IVP): 
The average Christian bookstore has more than a hundred titles on marriage and another hundred about 
parenting, children, and family issues. In contrast, these stores stock only about a dozen books about 
singleness. Half of these are geared for “single-again” divorcees or widows. Of the remainder, most are 
about “how to find the right one.” … Instead of dealing with problems that singles might face, these books 
seem to think singleness is the problem. They instruct the reader on how to bide one’s time until the right 
person comes along. In other words, they imply that the solution to the problem of singleness is to get 
married. 
Hsu goes on to argue convincingly that American evangelicals have all but made an idol out of the human 

concepts of marriage and family, thus marginalizing single Christians, who are just as complete in Christ as any 
married person. 

The courtship books, it seems, don’t begin with this premise. For instance, by stating in Choosing God’s Best that 
“God’s solution for man’s aloneness is marriage, not dating,” Raunikar implicitly labels singleness as something in 
need of a solution—in other words, a problem. 

But these days it seems marriage may well be more of a problem than singleness. I have lost count of the number 
of friends and acquaintances near my age who either have already gone through a divorce or are in the midst of one. 
And the vast majority of them are committed believers who come from solidly evangelical congregations where 
divorce is not taken lightly. 

This widespread reality doesn’t jibe with the promarriage rhetoric I heard growing up in the youth group of a 
Southern Baptist megachurch. We were told constantly that “God has that special someone out there for you” and 
that “you should be preparing yourself for that person even now.” My youth minister never said anything about how 
difficult marriage might be after we found that special someone. I can’t blame him; he was too busy making sure 
that we would defer sex until marriage to tell us much about what came afterward. 

Critics in non-Christian contexts have noted this aspect of the problem. Reflecting on the Kasses’ book in The 
Atlantic Monthly, Peter Berkowitz articulates one of the things that has always troubled me about most Christian 
advice on marriage and dating: “If our anti-romantic tendencies persuade us to expect too little from marriage, our 
romantic tendencies seduce us into expecting too much.” 

In some ways, overemphasizing (and thus over-romanticizing) marriage may have created more problems 
among evangelicals than it has solved. Marriage is not always the solution, and singleness is not always a problem. 
In fact, singleness actually may be preferable to marriage in some cases. Just ask the apostle Paul. 

Whatever the case, single believers should not fall prey to the world’s trap of entering into dating relationships 
lightly or without accountability. By the same token, nobody and no book should elevate culturally bound ideas 
about courtship, marriage, or family over the family of God.11 
 

MINISTER’S WORKSHOP 
Single Adults Are Grown Up, Too 

 
10 Porter, S. E. (2016). The Apostle Paul: His Life, Thought, and Letters (p. 264). William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. 
11 Marus, R. (2001). Kissing Nonsense Goodbye. Christianity Today, 45(8), 48. 
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I AM SINGLE. 
I have close friends. I date. I find my vocation fulfilling and challenging. I am satisfied with my life—except for 

one thing. There is no place in the church for me. 
In a June 4, 1976, editorial, CHRISTIANITY TODAY charged that the church still believes that single people are 

abnormal. That’s true in 1978. Most church singles programs seem to be designed for lonely misfits in need of 
therapy and counseling. Even current literature about Christian singles succumbs to this faulty concept, as William 
Lyons did in A Pew for One Please. He said, “I believe—I believe very strongly—that single people have a great 
need for psychological help; and in great part this need could be met through participation in a church singles 
program” (p. 107). 

I won’t go to that kind of program. I don’t have a great need for psychological help. I need a singles group that 
accepts me for who I am—a whole person—and that will meet my needs for Christian fellowship and spiritual food 
without insulting my personality. 

For a single balanced person, that sort of group is almost impossible to find. Fortunately I found one, and its 
characteristics reveal principles that will create a group appealing to any normal single adult. 

First, we lead ourselves. This is crucial, because bringing in a professional to lead a singles group shouts loud 
and clear that the church does not consider the single to be an adult capable of leadership. Does the church hire a 
marriage counselor to teach Sunday school classes of adult married couples? Then why is a professional needed to 
babysit adults who happen to be unmarried? 

Therefore leadership should be assumed by members of the singles group. The group I attend perhaps has an 
extreme version of that philosophy, for we do not have officers. Instead we have a Steering Committee consisting 
of six members. Every three months two of the members leave and are replaced through an election. This 
committee has the responsibility for the behind-the-scenes organization and leads the opening and closing 
moments of our meetings, but the weekly program is delegated to a different group member each week. We do 
not want a group of leaders and followers, so we try to distribute responsibility among all the members. 

We also think that single people have unique spiritual needs. Remember, as a married person’s spirituality is 
developed in the context of marriage, so a single person’s spirituality is shaped by his being single. A single person 
needs a way of thinking, acting, and praying that integrates singleness with life and helps him discover the qualities 
he possesses to build up the body of Christ. So our weekly Sunday evening meetings are spent studying some 
aspect of our faith. 

Yet that area must be handled carefully. In the two years my group has been in existence, we have discovered 
certain crucial guidelines for our studies. First, no lectures. We don’t want to be told what to think. We prefer to 
discuss, argue, and come to our own conclusions. Simulation games, case studies, buzz groups—we’ve used all 
these methods. Or we divide into groups of five or six to discuss how specific Scripture references apply to a 
particular situation. 
Relevance is another essential ingredient for us. We are struggling to create life styles that glorify God. We want to 
serve him in our jobs. We feel responsible for other people. We don’t want musty old truths that remain in the 
days before Christ. Rather we want to wrestle with the problems facing us and come up with answers to help us 
witness for Christ. 

For example, we recently finished an eight-week study on Old Testament prophets. Finding modern-day 
significance in Habakkuk could be a challenge, but the three members who led the meeting managed to do it. 
Through a creative skit, we learned that when the Israelites complained about their circumstances God told them 
to remember what he had done for them in the past. We then applied that principle by writing down instances 
when God had worked powerfully in our lives. As we were sharing these experiences with each other, we learned 
what the Israelites had learned—God is in control. 

My group realizes, though, that spiritual emphasis must be complemented by fellowship, since we do not have 
the support of a spouse. Part of this need is met during our scheduled weekly meeting. Often we spend the first 
half hour getting to know each other by answering a question such as “What kind of toothpaste do you use” or 
“What was the highlight of your week?” We have found that this breaks the ice and helps us talk with each other 
more easily after the meeting. After all, we already know something about each other. And we make sure we have 
snacks available after the meeting; this encourages people to stay and talk. 
We also need social interaction apart from the scheduled meetings. Yet my group is cautious in this area, because 
a social policy can easily destroy a singles group. Often too many activities are planned. The result: The group 
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demands a member’s complete attention and provides an escape from the world. We don’t want that, so we never 
plan more than two social functions each month. We’ve found that an informal volleyball night and a more 
organized party such as a potluck supper meet our need to establish friendships without stifling our lives. 

The purpose of the social activities must also be kept in mind. Too many singles groups slip into the 
dating/mating game complex. This destroys the effectiveness of the group. Competition for dates ruins the unity. 
Unaccompanied males and females always feel out of place. Romance is not the sum total of life, and normal 
single adults enjoy times of fun and fellowship with the opposite sex without romantic pursuit. 

That is not to say dating should be discouraged. Rather, it should be handled in a different way. Because of the 
few number of social activities our group holds, plenty of nights are left free for dating. Or if a date includes a 
group activity, the couple deals with our group as individuals, not as a couple. 

The mechanics of a singles group are not nearly as important as following the above principles. Meeting times, 
frequency of meetings, types of social activities—all those details should be determined by the individuals in the 
group and what they prefer. What is important is to remember the basic needs of single people. We need to be 
treated as the responsible adults we are. We need fellowship with our peers to help us integrate our singleness 
with a couple-centered society and provide the support a marriage partner usually supplies. And we need, like all 
other people, to learn about God and grow more mature in our walk with him. Respect our integrity, and you’re on 
your way to building an effective singles group. 

SANDRA MAJOROWICZ 
Sandra Majorowicz is editorial coordinator at The Evangelical Alliance Mission (TEAM), Wheaton, Illinois.12 
 

SOLIARY REFINEMENT 
The church is doing better than ever at ministering to single people. But some evangelical assumptions still need 

rethinking. 
BY LAUREN F. WINNER 

I sat down in church on a recent Sunday, flipped through the bulletin, and saw that the readings for the day were 
about marriage: Genesis 2:23–25 and Matthew 19:4–6. I groaned. After a still-fresh breakup with a boyfriend, the 
last thing I wanted was to sit through another sermon on the joys of matrimony. That sermon might apply to the 9 
A.M. service, I thought, but here at the 11:45 service there are lots of single professionals. 

To his credit, my pastor tried to make the sermon relevant to those of us who weren’t married. And as I listened, 
I became persuaded that maybe I had something to learn. After all, I’m not a thief, but I can usually find something 
valuable in sermons about stealing. He spoke about the responsibility of the community to support people’s 
marriage vows; I could sign on to that. But then he veered: “This is not only germane to those of you who are 
married,” he said, “but also to those of you on the marriage market who are looking to be married.” 

He could have stopped there, but instead he added, “Though, frankly, if you’re single and Christian and you 
want to get married, you’re in the wrong city—unless you’re male. It’s the same demographic story in all the 
churches in New York City. We have many bright, interesting single women and not too many single men.” He was 
trying, I think, to be funny. He failed. All the single women in my pew cringed. A single man across the aisle smirked. 

I know what you’re thinking: Another article by a single Christian kvetching about how the church is so 
insensitive—how her needs aren’t being met, how she’s not being respected. Another single Christian demanding 
to have it both ways—“Please fix me up with your cute nephew, but while you’re at it, validate my singleness, and, 
whatever you do, don’t make me feel like there’s something wrong with me because I’m not married.” 

I hope this isn’t another “beat up on the church” session. Not that I don’t think there are areas in which the 
church could improve its outreach to single adults. Sensitivity to single people is a problem that we should take 
seriously, if only because many single Christians report they’ve stopped attending church because of jokes like the 
one my pastor attempted. 

“The church is mostly unaware that there’s even a question to be asked,” says Debra Farrington, author of One 
Like Jesus: Conversations on the Single Life (Loyola). “Churches have unconsciously bought into the belief that being 
single is being miserable. They might pat singles’ heads and say it’s okay, but they don’t really believe that.” 

 
12 Majorowicz, S. (1978). Minister’s Workshop: Single Adults Are Grown up, Too. Christianity Today, 23(2), 40–41. 
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For starters, we should give some thought to language. Farrington, for instance, wonders why we call 20s and 
30s fellowship groups “pairs and spares.” Judging by their vocabulary, many churches make unmarried Christians 
sound like an afterthought. Our words matter—not only what we say, but what we don’t say. 

“The church doesn’t realize how many people avoid services because they are too focused on families and 
alienate singles,” says Lana Trent, the 37-year-old coauthor of Single and Content (Word). “It doesn’t take much to 
throw in an example about singles. You can talk about someone’s roommate instead of their spouse.” 

But sensitivity is not the main question. The main question is, How do we think about singleness? Do single 
Christians have special needs? And, if so, how does the church go about meeting them? 
REDEFINING SINGLES MINISTRY 
When I moved to New York, I visited churches for a year. One of the reasons I settled at the church I joined is that it 
doesn’t have a singles ministry. No one asked me to serve on the worship team of the singles service or teach in the 
singles Sunday-school class; my pastor instead asked me to serve on the education committee. And no one invited 
me to a singles mixer; instead, I mingle with married friends, engaged friends, widowed friends, and other single 
twentysomethings at the church suppers on Sunday evenings. 

I didn’t want to be part of a singles ministry because the majority of my needs don’t have anything to do with 
being single. I need prayer. I need to serve others. I need to be held accountable for my sins. And I figure married 
people need those things, too. I don’t want to be segregated with people who, superficially, are just like me. The eye 
cannot say to the hand, after all, “I don’t need you.” 

Lots of single Christians don’t agree with me. Indeed, a lot of my Christian friends, who go to different churches, 
say they chose their church precisely because it offers a vital singles ministry. Singleness, they say, does come with 
special needs, and thank God the church is recognizing that more than it did 20 years ago and is responding. 

Sue Nilson, singles ministry pastor at Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church, a large seeker-sensitive 
congregation just north of Dayton, Ohio, has worked with single Christians for almost 15 years. Good singles ministry 
isn’t a holding tank where single Christians wallow in those issues, she says; it is “a place to process them so that 
singles can then go on to be great leaders for Christ, in the church and the world.” Those issues include “defining 
success in one’s life.” Sometimes the world defines success as marriage, children, and a time-share in Florida. Single 
Christians have to think about retooling their dreams in a way that doesn’t leave them “bitter,” says Nilson, and the 
church can, should, and in many congregations is helping them do that. 

Nilson, a single parent of a teenager, has become popular nationally as a seminar and conference speaker. She 
is not so much interested in helping people celebrate their singleness as discovering their gifts. She believes that all 
people can be a “Michael Jordan” at something, and it’s just a matter of providing them a stage for their talents to 
emerge. Nilson was hired in 1998 to start a singles ministry at St. Mark’s United Methodist Church in Lincoln, 
Nebraska. (She recently left there to take the Ginghamsburg position.) She says the ministry “grew like wildfire” in 
the 4,000-member church and, within a few years, the singles ministry had an outreach to the entire southeastern 
region of Nebraska. 

“Eventually the church statistician notified me that our overall church membership had become 50 percent 
single adults,” she recalls. “Singles were chairing the administration board, filling the churchwide committees for 
missions, music, education, everything—as well as leading the many facets of the single adult ministry itself.” 

Not everyone is as enthusiastic about singles ministry as Nilson. Terry Hershey was once one of the country’s 
leading singles ministers. In 1981 he joined the staff of Robert Schuller’s Crystal Cathedral in southern California, and 
he cofounded the now defunct National Association of Single Adult Leaders. His books and seminars established him 
as an authoritative voice. But in the last 20 years, he’s done some rethinking on the singles issue. “Churches should 
never be divided along gender or marital or generational lines,” he now says. “As soon as we ghettoize people—Oh 
I’m glad you’re in our church today; are you single? Then go to room 207—then we’ve done something wrong. The 
mistake we made 25 years ago, when churches were first getting into singles ministry, was to assume that every 
church had to have a singles minister and a singles program.” 

Hershey now believes churches don’t need singles ministers as much as singles advocates. And advocacy, he 
says, “has nothing to do with instituting a program. It has to do with how we help provide childcare for single parents 
who are in our church. It has to do with how we plug people in who are single adults so they know they can serve 
here and have support here. That’s singles ministry. The churches that are doing that don’t have a program—they 
don’t have a class of 200 singles.” 

A SINGULAR MISSION FIELD 
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There are more single people in America than ever—and they need the church as much as ever. 
by Margaret Feinberg 

Single people are “the most unchurched population in America and therefore one of the greatest 
mission fields in the world,” says Rich Hurst, director of strategic adult ministry resources for Cook 
Communications and a 20-year veteran of singles ministry. 

Hurst spoke to er while hosting Cook’s ninth annual Single Adult Ministry (SAM) convention in 
March. Nearly 700 men and women traveled to Denver for the event, giving a glimpse into the 
current state of singles ministries in the United States. 

Single people are one of the fastest-growing groups in America, Hurst says. A Rutgers 
University National Marriage Project report found that the nation’s marriage rate has dropped by 
43 percent in the last 40 years. The U.S. Census Bureau reports that single adults and single parents 
continue to be the fastest-growing household types in America. Since 1980 single mothers have 
increased 42 percent, single fathers have increased 99 percent, and people living alone have 
increased 36 percent compared to married-couple households, which only increased 9 percent 
during the same period. 

With such growth and diversity in the singles population, churches are finding that they have 
to be strategic. 

“Single adult ministry is becoming more specific,” said Angela Hamm, singles minister at First 
Baptist Church of Lewisville, Texas. “The groups are becoming more broad-Gen Xers, single 
parents, elderly—and you have to break it down more to meet needs.” 

Ministry to single people in their 20s must be different from ministry to single people in their 
50s, she added: “The only thing they have in common is their singleness.” 

To address the varying needs of singles in the church, the SAM conference offers more than 80 
workshops and 15 special seminars. Hurst estimates that 80 percent of the teaching focuses on 
the practical aspects of ministry. Indeed, workshop titles like “Starting a Single Adult Ministry,” 
“Young Adult Children of Divorce,” and “Meeting Real Financial Needs with Real Answers” 
dominated the program in Denver. 

Most leaders agree that involving single Christians in all aspects of church life is essential to a 
successful ministry, but not everyone at SAM placed the whole burden on the church. 

“lt’s also up to the singles to take the initiative to plant themselves,” said Terry Thompson, a 
lay leader at Capital Christian Center in Sacramenta, California. “The church is looking for workers. 
Most of the time it doesn’t care if you’re single.” 

Though encouraged by the church’s increased sensitivity to singles issues, Rich Hurst is not yet 
ready to declare victory. Asked why he continues in singles ministry after two decades, his eyes 
moistened. 

“lt has been painful to watch the church ignore this,” he said. “I’ve been in churches where 
single adults are treated like second-class citizens. I’ve watched as the church goes to do something 
with the new generation while single moms beg for help and the divorced are thrown out of the 
church. For me, it’s been the Scripture, ‘If you do this unto the least of these, you have done it 
unto me.” ’ 

MISSING: A THEOLOGY OF SEX 
There is one area where single Christians are stuck wrestling with an issue that is specifically related to their 
singleness: it’s not community or ministry; it’s sex. While all Christians are called to chastity, for married folks that 
means forsaking all others besides their spouse. For the rest of us, it means forsaking sex, period. This is tough 
enough when you’re 19 and single. It’s an even greater challenge if you’re still single—or single again—at 32. 

As more Christians are single longer and longer, we need to think about sex. The issue is not whether we want 
to cave into cultural pressures and toss the church’s teachings about sexual morality out the window; instead it’s 
why many single Christians do not give those teachings the time of day, and what we can do to help people live 
chastely after, say, college. “It’s difficult sexually to keep on keeping on as one year stretches into five,” says Julia 
Duin, 44, assistant national editor of The Washington Times and author of Purity Makes the Heart Grow Stronger 
(Servant). 
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Debra Farrington agrees. “Sex is a complicated question, and we just don’t speak about it. There should be an 
opportunity for conversation in the church, but the church is too busy seeing no evil and hearing no evil, so singles 
hang out alone.” 

What we need, it seems, are at least three things. First, we need venues for frank communication. A single 
Christian ought to be able to sit down with her pastor and say, “My boyfriend and I are finding it harder to only go 
as far as kissing, and I’m not sure what to do about that,” without fearing that he’ll never again take her seriously as 
a committed Christian. 

Second, we should not act like sex outside of marriage is the unforgivable sin. A sin, indeed, but one of many 
that Christians struggle with. It is likely that more Christians ignore the biblical prohibition against gossip than are 
engaging in premarital sex, but the church is more exercised about the latter issue than the former. When we place 
too much emphasis on one sin, we risk not only hypocrisy, but we also make it harder for those guilty of that sin to 
come openly to the church for help. 

Finally, we need to do more than just point to a couple of verses in Paul’s epistles that warn against fornication; 
we need to present single Christians with a whole theology of chastity and sexuality. “We lack a sexual theology in 
the church,” says Ben Young, coauthor of The Ten Commandments of Dating (Thomas Nelson) and the singles pastor 
at Houston’s Second Baptist Church. Sex inside marriage, he says, is a mere shadow of the higher reality of oneness 
in the Trinity—but you don’t hear a lot about that on Sunday mornings. “If we want people to give up premarital 
sex, we’ve got to do more than just getting into the pulpit and saying, ‘No, don’t.’ ” Steve Tracy, a professor of 
theology and ethics at Phoenix Seminary, has spent years counseling young adults on relationship issues. He believes 
the development of a holistic “sexual theology” is deterred because evangelicals tend to segregate sexuality into 
something that only married people should be thinking about. “We need to think of it as the whole of what we are 
as a man or woman,” Tracy says. “All of it belongs to God and should be developed under the lordship of Christ.” He 
adds that the church should not send the tacit message that single people are somehow not sexual beings because 
they shouldn’t be having sex. Instead, he says the church should encourage single Christians to “celebrate the whole 
of their maleness and femaleness in healthy, nonerotic ways,” such as spending time in coed fellowship groups 
where single people can experience the opposite sex in real, uncontrived situations. “It won’t erase the sexual 
pressures that they face, but it puts things in a positive framework.” 
BUILDING A BETTER “MEET MARKET” 
When I start railing against singles ministries, my other unmarried friends often look at me like I’m crazy. Not only, 
they say, do singles groups provide them with a sense of community with others who are wrestling with their 
unmarried state; the groups also provide a place to meet potential dates. 

America’s megachurches draw huge numbers not just because of the laid-back atmosphere and contemporary 
worship; large, bustling churches offer single Christians greater opportunities to meet other single Christians. Indeed, 
the church is doing more now than ever before to help Christians find suitable partners, which, if you aren’t marrying 
your Christian college sweetheart, can be tough. 

Most of us single Christians spend the bulk of our weeks living and working in non-Christian settings. Meeting 
someone who is kind, intelligent, and charming is difficult enough (my non-Christian friends complain about the 
dearth of interesting partners, too); add “Christian” to the list of requirements, and the pool shrinks even more. 

The world has changed. As people become more mobile, they move increasingly farther from their community 
of origins—the networks that existed in our grandparents’ day to pair people up with acceptable mates are, at best, 
frayed. Today, people meet at work, they meet at health clubs, they meet on blind dates. Perhaps one of the reasons 
the church has gotten serious about helping pair its single members up is 2 Corinthians 6:14—“Do not be yoked 
together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common?” We all know we’re not 
supposed to be unequally yoked, and most of us don’t want to be, but when the majority of the available folks you 
meet are pagans, what’s a girl (or guy) to do? 

Julia Duin, for one, does not date non-Christians (“I’ve had bad experiences,” she says), but she speaks of a good 
friend who has decided to look outside the church. “All the Christian men she dated were jerks, and this nominal 
Catholic treats her like a princess. I have several friends who will compromise on a man’s spirituality; they figure a 
woman controls the home anyway.” 

The church—or at least a few creative individuals with an entrepreneurial streak and a burden for single 
Christians—is realizing that, if we want Christians to marry, and we want them to marry other Christians, we’re going 
to have to do something more than throw a mixer in the church basement. 
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In 1999, Sam Moorcroft, a Toronto businessman, founded an online matchmaking service called 
ChristianCafe.com. Today, the site has about 25,000 members. “There’s tremendous pressure to meet and get 
married,” he says, “but no help on how to do that. 

There are thousands and thousands of Christian singles in Toronto, but the Christian singles events tend to be 
‘loser fests.’ They just throw you in a room together and say, ‘Go to it.’ ” 

Moorcroft, who is single, confesses to using ChristianCafe.com himself. He hasn’t met his future wife yet, but 
he estimates that about 200 people have gotten hitched using his site. He admits that online matchmaking isn’t 
perfect. “A lot of women over 50 are having trouble meeting people on the site because men over 50 want 
thirtysomething women. That social stigma of men dating older women is still there, even among Christians.” Still, 
he says, the church needs to get creative in helping people meet other Christians, and his site is a step in the right 
direction. 

Kim Hartke says the problem isn’t just meeting people but also knowing how to conduct yourself once you’ve 
met them. Hartke was a middle-aged single woman when, as she puts it in jogger’s par lance, she “hit the wall.” She 
was so discouraged by her lack of marital prospects that she verged on depression and was worried that she might 
be losing her faith. She even dropped out of the children’s drama ministry she led. 

Hartke’s story ended happily—she married at 40, and shortly thereafter, in 1997, she founded True Love 
Ministries, a parachurch organization in the Washington, D.C., area that helps prepare single Christians, especially 
women, for marriage. Hartke, who describes herself as an advocate for the older, never-married single Christian, 
believes that most women want to get married; indeed, she believes that most women are called to marriage. 

The problem comes, she says, when women take their dating cues from Cosmo and Elle rather than Scripture. 
In True Love Ministries, Hartke undertakes what she calls “feminist deprogramming.” The Bible, she says, is very 
clear that wives are to be subject to their husbands. “You’re not subject in a dating situation, of course, but allowing 
the man to be the leader in the dating dance is a very good idea; it sets up the pattern for marriage.” 

Hartke swears by The Rules: Time-Tested Secrets for Capturing the Heart of Mr. Right, Ellen Fein and Sherrie 
Schneider’s controversial and much-maligned 1996 book that tells women—secular, Bridget Jones-style career 
gals—that the way to hook a man is to let him lead. Scripture, says Hartke, bolsters those rules. “A lot of church 
retreat leaders say that it’s okay for women to ask men out—something that is directly contradictory to Christianity. 
But because that’s part of the culture, we’ve accepted it.” 
TAKING PAUL SERIOUSLY 
I’m glad Kim Hartke wants to help single Christians get married, but I’m troubled by her gender politics. I’ve asked 
men out, and I don’t see anything in Scripture that suggests it’s displeasing to God. But, more important, I’m troubled 
by her assumption that God calls almost all Christians to marriage. Paul’s comments in 1 Corinthians 7 are not the 
most ringing endorsement of marriage: “Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay 
unmarried, as I am. But if they cannot control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn 
with passion.” 

Hartke says that Genesis offers a general call to marriage to the entire human race, and only “a very few people 
are called to lifelong celibacy.” For Protestants, she says, the call to celibacy is generally a secondary call, 
subordinated to a primary call of full-time evangelism, missionary work, or other ministry. 

She may take a more extreme stand on this than most, but Hartke’s contention is not that different from what 
most evangelicals seem to believe implicitly. Never mind how much we intone that singleness is great, the general 
attitude is that marriage is better. Indeed, as I was working on this article, a good friend who works at an evangelical 
organization told me that he thinks people cannot be “fully mature” until they marry: “I know that’s unpopular and 
not politically correct,” he said, “but that’s what I think.” He spoke of the demands that marriage and parenting put 
on him, forcing him to grow up. 

His remarks put voice to what many of us really think: Yes, we know Jesus didn’t marry. Yes, we know what Paul 
wrote about marriage. But, let’s face it; marriage makes you grow up more than anything that can happen while 
you’re unmarried. Sure, you think you’re growing and developing while single, but just wait till you’re married—you 
ain’t seen nothing yet. 

Evangelicals have made great strides in addressing questions of singleness in the last generation, but we still 
have a long way to go. We must respond to my friend’s comment about the superiority of marriage, and not simply 
because such remarks might hurt single Christians’ feelings. We must creatively develop a theology of marriage and 
singleness that grapples honestly with the challenging but unambiguous message in the New Testament that 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 35 

sometimes marriage, and not singleness, may be the lesser of two options. My friend failed to entertain the idea 
that singleness can nurture a type of maturity that married people will never understand. Singleness is sometimes 
lonely, it’s sometimes difficult, and it does not comport with our prepackaged notions of family values. But it may 
well be where God wants a lot of us to be. 

The sad thing is that there is very little space in today’s evangelical churches for discerning a call to singleness. 
Catholics—at least Catholics who believe they are called not just to celibacy but also to religious orders—have 
something positive to do. They don’t fall into a monastery by default. Rather, prayerfully and in community, they 
discern God’s calling them there. Protestants, on the other hand, don’t often begin imagining they might be called 
to singleness until their 35th birthday rolls around. Then they woefully begin to think, Well, maybe I have the gift of 
celibacy. 

Ben Young, whose various singles ministries at Second Baptist of Houston typically draw 7,000 people, says that 
one of the greatest challenges he faces as a singles pastor is, on the one hand, helping prepare people who will 
eventually marry to be in healthy relationships while, on the other hand, “affirming that singleness is a healthy, 
legitimate lifestyle.” He wants to make it clear that “some of you are going to be single for the rest of your life, and 
that is great—you can be fulfilled and never be married, never have sex, never have kids. Singleness may still be an 
evangelical sin, but it’s not a biblical sin. It’s not God’s will for everyone to be married.” 
STUMBLING INTO A NEW POSSIBILITY 
I always assumed I was supposed to get married. Since I was 15, I never went more than a few months without dating 
someone. 

I have begun to wonder, however, if that is really God’s plan for my life. Not because, at 24, I feel aged out of 
the dating pool. And not because I think being single will leave me with more time to serve God. (That argument 
seems laden with strange notions about marriage and singleness—to wit that once you marry you retreat into some 
sort of cocoon from which you never emerge, or that a single person’s daily obligations are not as pressing or 
legitimate as a married person’s.) 

I have begun to wonder if I am called to singleness because God, it seems, has been planting new ideas in my 
head. He has sent me stumbling into contact with new, unmarried people, and into the clutches of new books with 
more interesting things to say about singleness than the usual jabber. 

I haven’t drawn any conclusions or sworn off dating, but I am approaching the issue with more openness than I 
used to. It’s not that I think I will be a better minister if I am single; it’s that God may be calling me to remember how 
dependent I am on him—and that no man will ever be an adequate substitute. 

It would be lovely if a single person, rather than a man-woman-child trinity, lit the Advent candle at church; if 
sermons were sprinkled with occasional examples about unmarried people; if my Christian friends would, on the 
whole, treat me like an adult even though I’m not married. 

But lovelier than all those things would be a church universal that took seriously Paul’s apparent preference for 
chastity over marriage. And that, I think, is not a task I can lay at the doorstep of my married pastor, or my friend 
who said true maturity only comes with marriage. It is a task that has to begin with me. After all, it is I, not they, 
whom God called—maybe for a season, and maybe forever—to live as a single Christian.13 
 

What does the Bible say about a Christian staying single? 
The question of a Christian staying single and what the Bible says about believers never marrying is often 
misunderstood. Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 7:7–8: “I wish that all men were as I am. But each man has his own gift 
from God; one has this gift, another has that. Now to the unmarried and the widows I say: It is good for them to stay 
unmarried, as I am.” Notice that he says some have the gift of singleness and some the gift of marriage. Although it 
seems that nearly everyone marries, it is not necessarily God’s will for everyone. Paul, for example, did not have to 
worry about the extra problems and stresses that come with marriage and/or family. He devoted his entire life to 
spreading the Word of God. He would not have been such a useful messenger if he had been married. 
On the other hand, some people do better as a team, serving God as a couple and a family. Both kinds of people are 
equally important. It is not a sin to remain single, even for your entire life. The most important thing in life is not 
finding a mate and having children, but serving God. We should educate ourselves on the Word of God by reading 
our Bibles and praying. If we ask God to reveal Himself to us, He will respond (Matthew 7:7), and if we ask Him to 

 
13 Winner, L. F. (2001). Soliary Refinement. Christianity Today, 45(8), 30–36. 
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use us to fulfill His good works, He will do that as well. “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but 
be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his 
good, pleasing and perfect will” (Romans 12:2). 
Singleness should not be viewed as a curse or an indication that there is “something wrong” with the single man or 
woman. While most people marry, and while the Bible seems to indicate that it is God’s will for most people to 
marry, a single Christian is in no sense a “second class” Christian. As 1 Corinthians 7 indicates, singleness is, if 
anything, a higher calling. As with everything else in life, we should ask God for wisdom (James 1:5) concerning 
marriage. Following God’s plan, whether that be marriage or singleness, will result in the productivity and joy that 
God desires for us.14 

The Family Church Any Place for Singles? 
RICHARD L. STRAUSS 

Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make him a helper suitable for him’ ” (Gen. 
2:18, NASB). So God fashioned a woman and brought her to the man and they became one flesh. Jesus drew the 
obvious conclusion: “What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate” (Matt. 19:6, NASB). God’s ideal 
for the human race was firmly established at the outset: one man and one woman together for life. Marriage is the 
usual pattern to follow. It is God’s means for perpetuating the human race and for bringing children to maturity. And 
permanency in marriage was God’s intention. 

While marriage is the usual pattern, however, it is not the only acceptable pattern. Jesus spoke of those who 
have been given the gift of celibacy (Matt. 19:10–12). Paul encouraged some to remain single in order to give 
themselves more completely to the things of Christ (1 Cor. 7:8, 26, 32–35). And Jesus and Paul were both single. 
Singleness is a normal way of life that can be satisfying and fulfilling. In the last census (1970) there were 22 million 
Americans over eighteen who had never married. 

While permanency in marriage is God’s will and we should never stop working toward that goal, human beings 
are sinful and fall short of God’s standard in every area. Marriage is, obviously, one of these areas; divorces now 
occur at the rate of about a million a year. Society’s permissive attitude toward divorce is affecting the evangelical 
Christian community as well, and there are divorced persons in our churches. We may have differing opinions about 
the scriptural view of divorce and remarriage, but one thing is certain: God has not turned his back on the casualties 
of a broken marriage. He still loves them and seeks to minister to their needs. 

If we add the widowed to our list of those never married and those formerly married, we find that a sizable 
segment of the population is single—43 million in the United States at the last count, or one out of three adults. The 
percentage may be nearly that high in many of our churches. Are we not obligated to minister to single adults the 
way we do to children and families? 

There are problems, admittedly. The Church is one of the world’s most family-related institutions, and it seems 
to have to contend with a persistent prejudice against singles. The unmarried become the objects of embarrassing 
matchmaking efforts. If they resist these efforts, they may be suspected of being immature, or maladjusted, or even 
homosexual. It seems difficult for most married people to accept the fact that some people may have willingly and 
prayerfully chosen to be single. 

The prejudice against the formerly married is even greater. Strong feelings against divorce are often transferred 
to the divorced persons themselves. At the time in their lives when they most need the encouragement of other 
believers, they feel shunned. One whose mate dies usually has the support and sympathy of his other fellow 
Christians, but one who faces the equally traumatic death of marriage by divorce may be condemned and treated 
as an outcast. Married couples sometimes view the divorced person as a threat. Adult Sunday-school classes and 
social units may let the divorced person know in subtle ways that he is not welcome. 

Some singles may have personal peculiarities. Some may not have married because of low self-esteem, fear of 
getting close to another person, or some other emotional problem. But certainly there are married people with 
similar problems or idiosyncrasies, and we do not let that keep us from ministering to them. 

Some divorced persons may have exceptional traits also. They may be carrying a heavy load of guilt that 
adversely affects their relations with other people. They may not yet have acknowledged their share of responsibility 
for the failure of the marriage nor accepted God’s forgiveness. They may be harboring bitterness against their former 
mates or resentment against God for not making their marriages succeed. These negative attitudes do not contribute 

 
14 Got Questions Ministries. (2002–2013). Got Questions? Bible Questions Answered. Logos Bible Software. 
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to the spiritual strength of the church. But there are husbands and wives living together with equally destructive 
attitudes, and we do not let that keep us from ministering to them. 

A further problem in ministering to singles may be that the church does not have a staff person to lead the 
program. But many successful singles’ ministries are led by dedicated laypeople who have a deep concern for people 
and their needs. God will provide the leadership necessary for the work he wants to do. 

When singles are asked about their problems, their first response is almost always the same: loneliness. 
Certainly a person can be lonely while married, but there is an intense feeling of aloneness that often engulfs the 
single. This is particularly true of divorced persons. Forsaken by their mates, perhaps alienated from their friends 
and rejected by their churches, they feel that they are all alone in the world and that nobody really understands how 
they feel. They may even feel rejected by God for failing in marriage. They need Christian friends who will be there, 
listen to them, assure them that their feelings are normal, encourage them with hope for the future. Friends who 
will let God care through them can help to fill the void in the divorced person’s life and guide him or her back into a 
close relationship with the Lord. We need to teach the people in our churches to be that kind of friend. 

A second problem that singles often mention is their lack of a sense of self-worth. Those who wanted to marry 
but didn’t may think they have been passed over because they are not worth having. The formerly married may feel 
useless and discarded, as if nobody will ever want them again. Their sense of failure and guilt over the broken 
marriage further lowers their self-esteem. Some withdraw in self-pity. Others compensate by hyperactivity and 
heavy dating; that often compounds their problems by getting them involved with the wrong people or leading them 
to marry unwisely on the rebound. Acceptance by Christians and loving biblical counsel can help them accept God’s 
forgiveness and accept themselves and their new situation in life. Giving them opportunities for service in the church 
can help to make them feel worthwhile and useful again. Some singles complain that their churches let them type 
the bulletins, care for the nursery, and cut the grass but will not let them relate to people. Yet divorced persons who 
have grown spiritually through their trial may be those who are best able to help others in similar circumstances. 

A third problem is a lack of direction in life. Those who hope to marry may see their single state as temporary 
and put off making major decisions. They may need guidance in facing the possibility that God wants them to remain 
single and in seeking his direction for the future. The formerly married find themselves in a sea of uncertainty. They 
may need counsel on such matters as vocation, managing money, relations with their former mates, dating 
standards, coping with sexual desires and temptations, and remarriage. Studies have shown that divorced people 
who were in neurotic marriages nearly always remarry into the same type of neurotic relationship (Christian Medical 
Society Journal, Winter, 1976, p. 4). And the U.S. Census Bureau verifies that second marriages have less of a chance 
of succeeding than first marriages (59 per cent of second marriages and 37 per cent of first marriages fail). 

A fourth major problem concerns the children of the divorced. Single parents may grow to resent having no one 
with whom to share the responsibilities of child-rearing, no one to relieve them of parental chores when they are 
tired. The church can provide counsel to help single parents with the difficult task of raising children alone. We can 
encourage two-parent families to invite one-parent families into their homes and involve them in family activities. 
The children need to see what complete family units are like—the struggles and tensions as well as the pleasures. 
They need to see good models of the parent they lack in order to develop healthy views of love, marriage, and family. 
We can also provide more social events involving both one-parent and two-parent families. We can encourage two-
parent families to take care of the single parent’s children on occasion so that he or she can get away to a helpful 
meeting or just get a break from the constant pressures of running a household alone. If our churches are caring 
communities, as God wants them to be, we will be serving one another in love. 

Groups designed especially for the singles in the church can help to meet their needs, though such groups should 
not replace the involvement of singles with the broader church family. The existence of a singles’ group tells them 
that the church cares about them. Such a group exposes them to persons who are willing to listen without 
condemnation as they share their feelings and frustrations. It offers hope by assuring them that others have been 
through the same experiences and are finding fulfillment in life. It offers practical help in dealing with problems by 
putting them in touch with people who have handled similar problems successfully. It encourages them to accept 
their station in life and get on with the business of living. 

Walking through the door into a singles’ group for the first time, especially after a divorce, may be a hard thing 
to do. Some may view it as an admission of failure. Others see it as an announcement of availability, a way of saying 
“I am looking for a mate.” Still others feel that their situation is unique, that other singles are different and they do 
not want to be identified with them. 
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But proper goals and prayerful planning can help remove the stigma. Here are some suggestions. First, 
encourage members of the group to kindle a friendly spirit that reaches out to other singles. People need people, 
and close friendships can be a substitute for the companionship of marriage. Friends can be a person’s greatest asset 
in the days that follow the loss of a mate. Members of a singles’ group should cultivate a caring spirit and 
communicate it to persons outside the group. They shouldn’t simply wait for those in need to come to them. Friendly, 
outgoing singles who care about others will help to erase some of the misconceptions about singles’ groups. 

Second, avoid any emphasis on matchmaking or dating. Some will inevitably pair off and “graduate” from the 
group. But that is not its purpose. Singles need to know that they can converse with one another, share their feelings, 
and cultivate friendships apart from the pressures and game-playing that romance and dating often entail. Foster a 
Christian brother-sister atmosphere in which men and women can confide in one another without feeling any 
pressure to date. If it becomes obvious that a social parasite has joined the group, one whose sole interest is to use 
the group as a source of dates, deal with him or her firmly and decisively. 

Third, be sure some activities of the singles’ group involve the children of singles as well. Children may resent 
the time their parent gives to the group unless they themselves are benefiting from it. Plan social events that include 
the children. Encourage the singles with children to help one another. For example, one single man invited the two 
sons of a single woman to accompany his son and him to a ball game. By doing this he helped to provide a much-
needed father image for those boys without the threat they might feel if he came into their home. 

Fourth, provide continuity of leadership and supervision, whether from mature singles within the group or from 
a loving Christian couple with a burden for singles who will work with them rather than tell them what to do. There 
is often a heavy turnover in attendance at singles’ meetings. Somebody has to be there all the time, available to 
listen to the newcomer pour out his bitter story, to introduce him to the people who will be of greatest help to him, 
to encourage and support those with unusual needs. God has used faithful and unselfish leaders like this to mend 
and redirect countless lives. 

Finally, be prepared to minister to persons in various states of spiritual growth and with a wide variety of 
spiritual needs. When needy people find a place where they feel welcomed by others who care about them and have 
help to offer, they will come. Make the ministry of God’s Word central in every regular meeting, for the Word has 
something powerful to say to every person, no matter what his or her spiritual condition. The Word, faithfully applied 
in the wisdom of the Spirit, can meet needs and change lives. Its message is the greatest help we can offer.15 
 

Singleness: His Share for Me 
God is sufficient 

MARGARET CLARKSON 
This is not to say that it is easy to be a Christian single: It is not. 

Evangelicals are currently being compelled to take a fresh look at homosexuality as it relates to the Christian 
church—and it’s long overdue. We have neglected to search the Scriptures to ascertain their real teaching on this 
subject, allowing vague half-truths and uncertain knowledge to shape our attitudes instead. We have tended to 
blanch at the mention of the word homosexuality, cry “Shame! Shame!,” draw our righteous robes about us, and 
turn away from any serious contemplation of our responsibility towards those in our midst who may have a 
homosexual orientation. 

Recent events in the gay world are forcing us to face the matter. No longer can we withdraw into our 
evangelical ghettos and pretend that homosexuality does not exist for us. It does exist, not only in the outside 
world, but among ourselves. A small percentage of men and women in every Christian congregation is likely to 
have homosexual tendencies. We can no longer ignore the matter or escape our obligation towards these 
members of the Body of Christ. 

Perhaps the best thing to date that has come out of our newly awakened concern is a growing awareness of 
the distinction between homosexual orientation and homosexual practice. Only a few years ago the two were 
thought to be the same thing, and the very mention of the word homosexual brought wholesale condemnation. 
Thoughtful Christians are now beginning to see that we may not always be responsible for our sexual orientation, 
although we are accountable for our response to it. With this realization has come another—that there are 

 
15 Strauss, R. L. (1977). The Family Church Any Place for Singles? Christianity Today, 21(20), 1112–1114. 
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homosexually oriented persons in our midst who are nonpracticing because of deep Christian commitment, and 
that they need our love and care. Attention is beginning to turn in their direction. 

The Scriptures are strangely silent about the homosexual condition, as they are about many other things we 
should like to know. But nowhere do they condemn it, although they strongly condemn homosexual practice—as, 
indeed, they condemn heterosexual practice outside of marriage. Only homosexual behavior is sin; the condition is 
a distortion of man’s true nature, one of the many results of the Fall, and it is not always a matter of choice. 
Christians who suffer from this sad anomaly need the care and support of the Christian community, not its 
condemnation. 

In recent months, a strange new phenomenon seems to have arisen in Christian circles. Sympathy with and 
compassion for Christians with homosexual orientation is sweeping some evangelicals away from their biblical 
moorings. There are those who teach that people whose homosexual orientation is not a matter of personal choice 
and cannot be changed should be able to form permanent homosexual relationships with the blessing of the 
church and the evangelical community. It is not in keeping with the gospel of love, we are told, that such persons 
should be denied sexual outlet because of an orientation for which they are not to blame. 

I do not purpose to go into the many aspects of this matter here, although I have biblical reasons for believing 
such a view to be wrong. Others more capable of Scriptural exegesis than I are speaking admirably to the question. 
Rather let me speak from a point of view on which I am well qualified to speak, that of a Christian single. Before 
our much-needed compassion for Christians suffering from homosexual orientation leads us to conclude that their 
human predicament justifies our parting company with the Word of God, let us consider the nonpracticing 
Christian heterosexual. 

Through no fault or choice of my own, I am unable to express my sexuality in the beauty and intimacy of 
Christian marriage, as God intended when he created me a sexual being in his own image. To seek to do this 
outside of marriage is, by the clear teaching of Scripture, to sin against God and against my own nature. As a 
committed Christian, then, I have no alternative but to live a life of voluntary celibacy. I must be chaste not only in 
body, but in mind and spirit as well. Since I am now in my 60s, I think that my experience of what this means is 
valid. I want to go on record as having proved that for those who are committed to do God’s will, his commands 
are his enablings. 

Like my homosexual neighbor, my whole being cries out continually for something I may not have. My whole 
life must be lived in the context of this never-ceasing tension. My professional life, my social life, my personal life, 
my Christian life—all are subject to its constant and powerful pull. As a Christian I have no choice but to obey God, 
cost what it may. I must trust him to make it possible for me to honor him in my singleness. 

That this is possible, a mighty cloud of witnesses will join me to attest. Multitudes of single Christians in every 
age and circumstance have proved God’s sufficiency in this matter. He has promised to meet our needs and he 
honors his word. If we seek fulfillment in him, we shall find it. It may not be easy, but whoever said the Christian 
life was easy? The badge of Christ’s discipleship is a cross. 

Why must I live my life alone? I do not know. But Jesus Christ is Lord of my life. I believe in the sovereignty of 
God, and I accept my singleness from his hand. He could have ordered my life otherwise, but he has not chosen to 
do so. As his child, I must trust his love and wisdom. 

I may not blame my singleness on God. Singleness, like homosexuality, suffering, death, and all else that is less 
than perfect in this world, was not in God’s original plan for his creation. It is one of the many results of man’s fall. 
All of us, Christian and non-Christian alike, must partake of the evils attendant upon man’s sin. It is not ours to 
choose our portion. Singleness is a part of my share. 

But ours is a redemptive God. Where we will allow him, God moves into all our human sorrows with healing 
and sustaining grace. He gives himself to us intimately and personally, meeting us with sufficiency for all our needs, 
enabling us to live richly, creatively, and joyfully. This he has done for me through all my life. This he is doing for 
countless others the world over. And this he will do for his homosexually oriented children as well. God does not 
ask of them or of any of us what we are unable to do; rather he gives himself to us in such measure that we are 
able to do what he asks. 

These things are true not only in the realm of the mind and spirit, but in the realm of the practical and physical 
as well. In his recent book Eros Defiled, missionary-pastor-psychiatrist John White writes about what he calls 
“sexual fasting.” He explains psychologically how our attitudes can so influence our bodily appetites that a man 
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fasting voluntarily will suffer no hunger pangs while the same man, deprived of food by force, will suffer 
intolerably. Applying the same principle to sex, he continues: 
Just as the fasting person finds he no longer wishes for food while the starving person is tortured by mental visions 
of it, so some are able to experience the peace of sexual abstinence when they need to. Others are tormented. 
Everything depends upon their mindset or attitude. The slightest degree of ambivalence or double-mindedness 
spells ruin. 

“I cannot stress this principle enough. Neither hunger for food nor hunger for sex increases automatically until 
we explode into uncontrollable behavior. Rather, it is as though a spring is wound up, locked in place, ready to be 
released when the occasion arises. And should that occasion not arise (and here I refer especially to sex), I need 
experience no discomfort” (InterVarsity, 1977, p. 22). 

Multitudes of God’s singles have proved this true in practical experience. There is no need to rewrite the Bible 
out of sympathy for homosexually oriented Christians. God has written his laws of relinquishment deep within our 
psychological natures. If we want to keep them, we can. Thousands of us are doing it every day. 

This is not to say that it is easy to be a Christian single: It is not. Singles have many griefs and problems neither 
recognized nor understood by the rest of the world. Many of us feel very much alone and overlooked in our 
churches, our needs for love and fellowship largely ignored. 

Perhaps it is time for Christian singles to speak out. The church as a whole should take a long, compassionate 
look not only at the needs of its homosexuals, but of all its singles. Most churches (and mission boards) would fall 
apart without the constant, quiet ministry of its singles, particularly its single women. Yet there is no other group 
in the Christian family for whom so little ministry is provided. Most married Christians don’t really know singles 
exist; neither do many of our church boards. Yet we are fellow members of Christ’s body, human beings with 
human needs like everyone else. It is time the Church of Christ awoke to its responsibility and began to show some 
concern not just for some of its singles, but all of them. 

Let’s Not Shackle The Single Life 
Grace works both ways 

CHERYL FORBES 
A single life need not and should not be a makeshift affair. 

The warm evening drifted into dusk. My aunt and I went out on the porch after the dinner dishes had been washed 
and put away, the kitchen floor swept, the fixtures polished. In two months I would begin college. My parents had 
raised me with the question, What are you going to do? always in front of me. That night even the summer stars 
seemed to ask it. 

My aunt had a career, a translator-linguist with Wycliffe Bible Translators. And she was single. Was she happy? 
Or, at least, content? Why had she decided to remain single? As we sat on the porch that summer evening, I asked 
her these questions. 

Did she regret her decision? No, she answered without hesitating. A married woman cannot work as efficiently 
or with as much concentration as a single woman. Her husband expects certain things of her, and if she has 
children, they make many more demands. Her time and her interests are greatly divided, and the work—in her 
case Bible translation—must suffer. 

What I heard in church, what we were taught explicitly and implicitly, was quite different from that. God’s best 
for woman is marriage. She was created to help man and to bear children. However, since there aren’t enough 
men to go around, a woman should be prepared to accept God’s second best for her. In college, I sat through 
several lectures about how to keep bitterness out of your life if you were never “chosen,” how to turn the deepest 
disappointment God could give you—not marrying—into a spiritual victory. (At the same time, you were told not 
to go out looking for a husband, which was considered unbecoming to a woman.) Only rarely did a speaker admit 
that God chooses some women to be single. 

Certainly God’s general pattern for living is the family—husband, wife, children. My own family, my parents, 
siblings, and assorted relatives, mean a great deal to me. But is God’s general pattern for the race necessarily his 
pattern for everyone? I wanted to see and hear a balanced view of life, not just an offhand, unconvincing tip-of-
the-hat to singleness. 

Given years of such training, no wonder that Christian women look upon singleness as a burden. A cross. A 
thorn in the flesh. God’s refining fire. Being referred to as “God’s unclaimed blessings” (“I don’t understand it; 
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she’s so attractive, and such a good cook”) doesn’t help. A woman had to be blessed with a large amount of self-
confidence to overcome—or override—the negative views of remaining single. 

Can a Christian woman choose to be single? Perhaps a benefit from the secular push for equality among the 
sexes will be that women in the Christian community will be granted that opportunity. (Men have always had it; 
I’ve never heard anyone call them “unclaimed blessings.”) 

Singleness offers freedom. Without the traditional ties, a woman can decide what God wants her to do and 
then give herself to the work wholeheartedly. The evangelical community has allowed that freedom to women 
missionaries serving on foreign fields but not to women at home. Now that we’ve broadened our views to see that 
education and business and the arts are professions in which Christian men can serve God, we should admit 
women in there, too. 

It’s not enough, however, to say that women have this freedom, or to say that we respect their freedom to 
choose a single life. Our actions often belie our words—and our words may say more than we realize. As a married 
woman said to me a couple of years ago, “Are you just going to have a career?” (I don’t rule out the possibility of 
combining a career and marriage, though for myself I think it would be difficult.) 

There is more than just a career involved here. A single woman is free to develop deeper friendships than she 
might have the physical and emotional energy for if she were married. Her scope need not be limited in any 
direction; in many ways, a single woman is not bound by space or time. She can and ought to have close ties with 
other single people, with married couples, with families, as well as with her colleagues, male and female, single 
and married. 

Don’t overlook the need for associating with children. Become friends with a few of them. A single woman is 
not devoid of maternal instinct (though I think both men and women have a need to love and be loved by 
children). You also need friends who are much older than you. Having friends of all ages gives you a different 
perspective on life, helps broaden your outlook, and provides continuity. 

God wants to pull all the fragments of a personality into unity; integration is the goal. An overdeveloped 
career and underdeveloped or nonexistent friendships misuses God’s gift of freedom. 

The need to give and receive affection—a spiritual desire—is far greater than the need for physical contact 
with another human being. If you have the one, you can bear not having the other. It’s when affection is missing 
that physical hunger gnaws at you. 

To be single is not to forego the traditional “womanly” pursuits. Whether you live alone or with a husband and 
children, a house or apartment is still a home that requires “homemaking.” And marital status has nothing to do 
with the desire for warm, comfortable, aesthetically pleasing surroundings. God gave each of us a desire for 
beauty; it is part of our desire for him, who is loveliness incarnate. Why should a single woman reject that part of 
her image as a creature of God? 

Meals should be pleasurable no matter what your marital state. Tom Howard is quite right when he says in 
Splendour in the Ordinary that a meal, whether a cheese sandwich or a cheese soufflé, is an image of the 
eucharistic feast and ought to be treated thus. I am a better and more imaginative cook now than I was five years 
ago. I am free to experiment on myself and my friends. I have the time and the money to entertain people around 
the dinner table, something I might not want or be able to do if I cooked for a family three times a day every day. 

A single woman has the freedom to use her money as she thinks best. God loves a cheerful giver, and 
generosity marks an open heart. But it’s not always easy to be generous when you have a family to support. Does a 
charity or mission seem particularly worthwhile? Give it your money and your time. Does a friend or acquaintance 
have a need that you or your money could help? You aren’t tied to thoughts of practicality. 

A single life need not and should not be a makeshift affair. What interests you? Inner city work? Music? 
Children’s books? Would you have a piano if you were married? Get one. Would you entertain? You don’t need a 
host to be a hostess. I’ve known women who wanted furniture and fixtures of their own—in short, homes—yet 
kept putting if off, in case they should marry. Don’t wait. You can always sell furniture. 
Yet there are dangers in being single. Most people think first of loneliness. That is not a particular danger for me. I 
enjoy being alone, and many of my favorite occupations are best done alone. Silence is a precious gift; don’t 
discount it. No single person needs to be lonely if she has cultivated friends and sought to serve them. She, of 
course, needs to be served as well. No one should always give and never take. That throws what Charles Williams 
called the doctrine of coinherence completely out of shape. God calls the community of believers to bear one 
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another’s burdens. That is, we bear as we are borne. Sometimes it is easier to help than to allow ourselves to be 
helped. Grace works both ways. In seeking to serve, a single woman should not strive to become a slave. 

The reverse of that is selfishness—another real danger. If you have no one but yourself to consider, the trap 
can be sprung before you realize it. That, too, can limit the freedom of being single. Work, for example, can 
become so important that, like bread rising in a bowl, it takes up all the available space. This is my particular 
danger. Or, you can become miserly with your money. Here again friends and family play a vital part. You need 
people around you who love you enough to warn you. It’s not easy on them or on you. But the ultimate goal of an 
integrated life reflecting the image of God should overcome any pain involved. 

Jesus is the example to follow. He was single. He was born to serve. He had a God-appointed purpose to fulfill. 
His unique nature, God incarnate, and his unique goal, the salvation of mankind, should have given him, of all 
people, the right to be completely singleminded. Yet that is not how he perfectly fulfilled God’s will. He had deep 
friendships among all sorts of people—men, women, single, married. That was his work, an intimate part of his 
ultimate mission of dying on the cross for our sins. “Greater love hath no man than this, that he lay down his life 
for his friends.” That was Jesus. His relationships with Mary, Martha, Peter, and the other disciples helped prepare 
him for his death. No one can love in the abstract. He allowed himself to be interrupted by needy children, 
distraught fathers, hungry men, and sick women. Jesus’ disciples sought to protect him; he sought to make himself 
vulnerable. 

Each of us has a work to do, and a single person is in a position to do it more fully than a married person. She 
can give herself to developing the gifts God has given her. Jesus’ parable of the talents urges us to do that. A 
woman who struggles with being single has little energy left to give to anything—not work, not friends or family, 
not God. The Christian community is culpable. It has contributed to an “old maid, disappointed spinster” state of 
mind. That shackles God’s new life with old manacles. Jesus offers joy. Shouldn’t we?16 
 

SINGLE PARENTHOOD: A LONELY JOB 
The widow of Zarephath, a single parent, struggled to make ends meet (1 Kin. 17:7–24). She was tired; she 
had done her best to care for her child. Her best, however, was not good enough, and she was preparing a 
last meal for her son and herself when Elijah came to visit. 

The single parent can learn a great deal about how God cares for her and her family from this story. 
God is aware of the awesome responsibility the single parent faces, and He is more than able to meet all 
of the needs of the child and parent—even employing what may seem to be miraculous means. 

A single parent may become so focused on the problem at hand that she only sees one option. Just as 
God provided an alternative for this widow, the Holy Spirit continues to provide alternatives for a woman 
rearing her child alone when she focuses upon her trust in Him instead of upon the problem. 

Single parents are encouraged to consider these guidelines: 
1. Spend time in the Word each day to receive the divine direction needed, especially during stress-filled 

times (Ps. 119:11). 
2. Schedule regular times for family worship, recreation, and communication (Ps. 78:5, 6). 
3. Be consistent in church attendance and active in service so that both parent and child can be nurtured 

spiritually and emotionally through fellowship with other believers (Heb. 10:25). 
 
See also Gen. 21:8–21; 2 Kin. 4:1–7; Luke 7:11–17; notes on Divorce (Matt. 19); Family (Gen. 32; 1 

Sam. 3; Ps. 78; 127); Family Worship (Ps. 78); Motherhood (1 Sam. 1; Is. 49; Ezek. 16); Parenthood (Prov. 
10); Singleness (Ps. 62; John 2; 1 Cor. 7; 12); Widowhood (2 Kin. 4; Ps. 68; Jer. 29; 1 Cor. 2); portraits of 
Hagar (Gen. 16); Widow of Zarephath (1 Kin. 17)17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
16 Forbes, C. (1979). Let’s Not Shackle the Single Life: Grace Goes Both Ways. Christianity Today, 23(10), 14–19. 
17 Thomas Nelson, I. (1995). The Woman’s Study Bible. Thomas Nelson. 
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LYDIA 
Scripture references: Acts 16:14, 15; 16:40 

————————❖———————— 
Date: About A.D. 50 
Name: Lydia [LID-ih-uh: meaning unknown] 
Main  
contribution: 
 

She was Paul’s first convert in Europe; the early 
Philippian church met in her house. 
 

LYDIA’S ROLE IN SCRIPTURE 
Lydia’s role is summed up in these four verses in Acts: 

And on the Sabbath day we went out of the city to the riverside, where prayer was customarily made; 
and we sat down and spoke to the women who met there. Now a certain woman named Lydia heard us. 
She was a seller of purple from the city of Thyatira, who worshiped God. The Lord opened her heart to heed 
the things spoken by Paul. And when she and her household were baptized, she begged us, saying, “If you 
have judged me to be faithful to the Lord, come to my house and stay.” So she persuaded us.… 

So they went out of the prison and entered the house of Lydia; and when they had seen the brethren, 
they encouraged them and departed. (Acts 16:13–15; 40) 

EXPLORING LYDIA’SRELATIONSHIPS 
Despite the fact that Lydia is mentioned in only these four verses, we know quite a lot about her. 

Lydia was a successful businesswoman. The Scriptures cite considerable evidence of Lydia’s success. 
She was in a luxury business (Acts 16:14). The purple of the first century was a color that shaded from blue to red, 
and was associated with high rank and great wealth. Purple dye was obtained from the shells of the murex, an ocean 
mollusk. Because it was difficult to produce, the dye and garments of that color were expensive. As a dealer in purple, 
Lydia would have made a good living. 
She was the mistress of a household (Acts 16:15). The word oikos (household) encompassed both family and slaves. 
The reference to her “and her household” indicates both that Lydia was unmarried, and that she possessed a number 
of slaves. Scholars have debated whether she was a widow, divorced, a married woman who had her own business 
and property, or perhaps a freed woman [ex-slave] who had never married. At any rate, Luke makes it clear that it 
was “her” household. 
She invited the missionary party to stay at her house (Acts 16:15). Lydia’s house was large enough to put up the 
entire missionary party. As Paul typically traveled with a rather large team, the size of Lydia’s house is another 
indication of her success. 
Later her home served as the meeting place for the Philippian church (Acts 16:40). When Paul was about to leave 
the city he met with the believers who were assembled at Lydia’s house. We do not know how many converts there 
were in Philippi at that time, but we do know that they chose Lydia’s house as their place of meeting. 
Lydia was a spiritual leader. While Lydia may not have held any church office, she was a spiritual person to whom 
others looked. 
Lydia met with other women for prayer (Acts 16:13). That there was no synagogue in Philippi meant that there were 
few or no Jewish families in the city. However, there were women who worshiped God in Philippi, and they met for 
prayer on the Sabbath by the river. Lydia is the only one named; she may have been the leader of the group. 
Lydia is described as a worshiper of God (Acts 16:14). While Lydia most likely was not Jewish, Lydia knew and 
worshiped the God of the Old Testament. This is not surprising, as many non-Jews in the first century were attracted 
to the God of Judaism and to the Old Testament’s high moral standards. These people, often called God fearers, 
were recognized as adherents of Judaism who had chosen not to go the route of full conversion or for some reason 
were prohibited from a full conversion. 
Lydia was judged “faithful to the Lord” by Paul (Acts 16:15). The apostle was convinced that Lydia’s faith in Christ 
was real and strong. He not only baptized her but accepted her hospitality. 
LYDIA: A CLOSE-UP 
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Lydia was an entrepreneur. She had the knowledge and skill to build and run a successful and profitable 
business. She owned a large house, and undoubtedly owned slaves who worked in her business. It’s clear that she 
was highly respected in her community. Quite possibly she would have been considered one of those “prominent 
women” like the one described in the inscription quoted on page 241. 

At the same time Lydia was a committed believer. Her heart was open to the gospel and she eagerly accepted 
Christ. She immediately showed her commitment by publicly inviting the missionary party to her home. She showed 
this same bold commitment by hosting the church in her home, even after Paul and Silas had been beaten and 
imprisoned by the local authorities. 

The Lydia we meet in Scripture comes through as a strong and competent person; yet, she was warm and 
openhearted. She was both a follower of the Lord and a leader of His people. 
LYDIA: AN EXAMPLE FOR TODAY 

• Lydia was an independent, successful, and single businesswoman. She was also a key figure in the young 
church Paul planted at Philippi. It’s good to remember Lydia when we hear some teach that the only career 
that is right for a woman is that of marriage and raising children. As Paul states in 1 Corinthians 7, whether 
we marry or remain single is a matter of gift. We need to honor single Christian women in their calling even 
as we honor Christian wives and mothers in theirs.18 

 

SINGLENESS: A CALL TO HOLINESS 
Responding to the Lord’s call to holiness can be a source of great strength and consolation for the single 
person. Holiness is a call to be like God. It includes acknowledging your place in Him and His role in your 
life. It means knowing Jesus and believing in Him (John 17:3). Spiritual strength that comes from knowing 
Jesus enables you to do the work of God in the world and to be happy regardless of whether you are 
married or single (Gal. 5:22). 

Holiness is not self-direction rooted in pride and ambition but divine guidance by the Holy Spirit. Nor 
is holiness limited to listening attentively to the Lord but includes rousing yourself to do whatever He tells 
you (John 2:5). 

Holiness, thus, is directly related to your knowing and applying the whole of God’s Word to your life. 
Jesus told us to “keep His Word”—to keep it in the forefront of our minds and hearts the way we 
remember one we love. Jesus said, “If anyone loves Me, he will keep My Word; and My Father will love 
him, and We will come to him and make Our home with him” (John 14:23). 

The promise of God’s Word is that we will experience the fullness of His presence in our lives as we 
seek to know the Lord, love the Lord, and follow His Word. We may be single, but we are never alone. We 
may be holy—separated for God’s indwelling and use—but we never have to be isolated from others or 
live without a sense of purpose and fulfillment. 

See also notes on Holiness (Lev. 20); Prayer (Jer. 33; Heb. 4; 1 John 5; 3 John); Sacrificial Living (Mic. 
7); Singleness (Ps. 62; 1 Cor. 7; 12)19 

 
WAITING ON THE LORD 

A lot of singles would look at this chapter title and say, “Oh, yeah, I know all about waiting. I’ve been waiting on the 
Lord to give me a mate for a long time.” 

Most singles would agree that they’re waiting for an opportunity to marry, because they don’t plan on being 
single the rest of their lives. God’s concern for you as a waiting single is how you are doing while you’re waiting. Let 
me show you what I mean by giving you a kingdom view of singlehood. 

I am sure that many of you who picked up this booklet are frustrated singles. You are frustrated because you have 
been alone for a very long time without any prospect of marriage. There are others who are frustrated because you 
have been in and out of one unhealthy relationship after another simply because you are willing to lower your 
standards in order to avoid the feeling of being alone. Paul knows something of singlehood, so his words on this 
matter can shed light on what many people today are going through. 

 
18 Richards, S. P., & Richards, L. (1999). Every woman in the Bible (pp. 242–243). T. Nelson Publishers. 
19 Thomas Nelson, I. (1995). The Woman’s Study Bible. Thomas Nelson. 
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Paul had been discussing marriage and divorce in 1 Corinthians 7:1–24 before turning to the specific issue of 
singleness in verse 25: “Now concerning virgins I have no command of the Lord, but I give an opinion as one who by 
the mercy of the Lord is trustworthy.” 

When Paul said the Lord had not given a command about being single, he meant that when Jesus was on earth 
He didn’t speak directly to this issue. Jesus certainly could have spoken on singleness, because He experienced the 
single life to the nth degree, including the temptations that singles face. 

But God chose instead to entrust His message on singleness and its principles to Paul. My point is that when Paul 
said he was offering his view, he was saying, “I have the Lord’s mind on this.” This is important because some people 
try to discount Paul’s teaching here as of lesser authority than Jesus’ words. But the Bible knows no such distinction. 

WAIT IN MORAL PURITY 
Notice that when Paul began to discuss unmarried people, he used the term virgins in 1 Corinthians 7:25. For 

Paul, singleness was synonymous with virginity, and so the first principle in waiting is to maintain your moral purity. 
In the divine context, if you are single and you love the Lord, you are also celibate. The two go hand in hand. Paul 

was referring primarily to physical virginity or sexual purity, although there is also a spiritual purity that people who 
have been sexually immoral can recapture. We’ll talk about that too. 

God not only anticipates and expects, but also demands, that single people be celibate. Now this is a difficult 
message in a day of license, liberty, and hedonism. We’ve gone from the Victorian Age to Victoria’s Secret catalogs. 
Victoria even has her own racy television ads. Modesty has been thrown to the wind. Yet we are not called to adapt 
the Bible to our age, but to adapt our age to the Bible. 

Sex today has been cheapened by a world that does not have a divine perspective. And things that are cheap can 
be given away easily. Things that are valuable, you protect. 

My single friend, your sense of value will be measured in large part by your morality. Many people treat sex like 
the all-night drive-through at the local fast-food restaurant—always available when the desire hits you. Purity is no 
longer a priority. 

But the Bible says equally to men and to women that God’s desire and design for singles is their moral purity. Sex 
in God’s hand is holy. Sex in the devil’s hand is death. One of the major ways that Satan promotes his program in 
history is through illicit sex. For example, Satan used sexual relations between unholy men and the “daughters of 
men” to produce an ungodly race in an attempt to destroy God’s plan for the world (see Genesis 6:1–2). 

Since God commands purity for singles, how can a single person embrace this demand when our natural desires 
and our sexuality are so much a part of our DNA? To answer that, let me show you a crucial principle in Paul’s thinking 
that comes out of this same letter to the Corinthians. The principle is that as Christians we are not to view sex as 
purely a biological matter, but as a spiritual one. 

In 1 Corinthians 6:13 Paul wrote, “Food is for the stomach and the stomach is for food, but God will do away with 
both of them. Yet the body is not for immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord is for the body.” 

Notice the contrast between the way we treat hunger, a legitimate physical appetite, and the way we should 
treat our bodies when it comes to sexual morality. Most people in Corinth, a very wicked city, equated food with 
sex. When they got hungry, they ate. When they wanted sex, they fed that appetite. Corinth even had a temple with 
a restaurant on one side and a brothel on the other. A person could have dinner at the restaurant and go to the 
brothel for dessert. No big deal. 

No, Paul says, it’s a very big deal. It’s okay to eat when you’re hungry because the stomach was made for food. 
But it’s not okay to indulge in sex whenever you feel like it because your body was not made for sexual immorality. 
This is where Paul begins to make the switch from the purely physical to the spiritual view of sex—which he will 
expand on in verses 15–20. 

But notice verse 14, which explains how singles can remain sexually pure when everything around them says to 
go ahead and indulge their appetites. “Now God has not only raised the Lord, but will also raise us up through His 
power.” 

This might seem out of place at first. What does Christ’s resurrection and our future resurrection have to do with 
a Christian’s sexual purity? Everything, because Paul is saying that we have the same power working within us that 
raised Jesus from the dead. If God can raise Jesus from the dead, He can give us the power to remain pure even in a 
decadent culture. 

HOW SPIRITUAL IS IT? 
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How spiritual is this matter of sex for a Christian? Paul answers that by beginning with a question: “Do you not 
know that your bodies are members of Christ? Shall I then take away the members of Christ and make them 
members of a prostitute? May it never be!” (1 Corinthians 6:15). 

Why was Paul so adamant about this? Because the truth of our spiritual union with Christ means that whatever 
we do, we bring Jesus into it with us. In other words, whenever you as a Christian are sexually intimate with another 
person, you are making Jesus participate with you. 

God has given His blessing to sex within the marriage union, but if the sexual activity is outside of marriage it’s 
the equivalent of spiritual rape. Paul was horrified at the thought, and we should be too. 

Why is sex so devastating both physically and spiritually when it is misused? We find the answer to that in 1 
Corinthians 6:16–18. “Or do you not know that the one who joins himself to a prostitute is one body with her? For 
He says, ‘The two shall become one flesh’” (v. 16). Paul says that a unique spiritual union is created by the sex act, 
even when it is done as an act of immorality between two people who have no intention of forming a lasting 
relationship. 

We know this because Paul used God’s own words from the first marriage (see Genesis 2:24) to describe a 
temporary sexual union. Even if a man would probably never consider walking down the aisle with a woman he used 
for a “one-night stand,” there is a sense in which he did walk down the aisle with her. 

To be sure, their union was a false one, but the fact is their sexual union formed a one-flesh relationship that also 
included a fusion of their souls. It’s as if these two people each stamped a part of his or her soul on the other person. 
Therefore, when they separate, each leaves behind a part of him or herself with the other person, creating 
tremendous spiritual damage. 

That’s why the idea of illicit or casual sex as a one-time encounter that’s over and done the next morning is the 
furthest thing from the truth. Many people who have been sexually immoral can testify to painful memories that 
play themselves back because God designed sex as a spiritual and not merely a biological reality. 

Instead of two people joining themselves together sexually outside of marriage, God has a higher standard: “But 
the one who joins himself to the Lord is one spirit with Him” (v. 17). There must be a spiritual oneness with the Lord 
that overrides the desire for illegitimate physical oneness with another person. 

And so God’s advice to singles or anyone tempted to engage in illicit activity is “Flee immorality.” Do you 
remember the story of Joseph? When he was young, his jealous brothers sold him into slavery. He wound up in Egypt 
where he was purchased by Potiphar, the captain of Pharaoh’s personal guard. Joseph was a faithful servant, and as 
God watched over him and blessed his work, his master prospered. Eventually, Joseph became Potiphar’s “main 
man”—the overseer of the house and custodian of everything Potiphar owned. 

It was at this point that he captured the attention of Potiphar’s wife. She didn’t give a thought to Joseph when he 
was brought into the house as a ragged, dirty slave. But now he was clean, well built, and handsome. So, with the 
class and charm typical of an Egyptian royal woman in that day, she walked up to Joseph and said, “Come to bed 
with me.” Of course, Joseph refused. But he offered a pointed explanation: “My master does not concern himself 
with anything in the house, and he has put all he owns in my charge. There is no one greater in this house than I, 
and he has withheld nothing from me except you, because you are his wife. How then could I do this great evil and 
sin against God?” (Genesis 39:8–9). 

Joseph’s resistance became an obstacle that Potiphar’s wife was determined to overcome. She spoke to Joseph 
day after day, but couldn’t wear down his resolve. It was time to engineer a more aggressive plan. 

One day, Joseph entered the house to find it empty. Hardly by coincidence were the household servants gone. 
Potiphar’s wife grabbed Joseph by his cloak and said, “Come to bed with me!” But the Bible tells us that Joseph left 
the cloak in her hand and ran out of the house. 

“Flee immorality,” Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 6:18. That’s what Joseph did. And that’s what we must do, too. 
Why? “All other sins a person commits are outside the body, but whoever sins sexually, sins against their own 

body” (6:18). Translation: sexual sin is self-destructive. It’s like a fire. A fire in the fireplace can do you a lot of good. 
A fire in the living room will mess up your whole house! And that’s precisely the case with our sexuality. It is a fire to 
be kindled only within the fireplace of marriage. Outside of that safe enclosure, it can do all kinds of emotional and 
physical damage. 

Then Paul asked another important question. “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit 
who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been bought with a price: 
therefore glorify God in your body” (vv. 19–20). 
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We can see the spiritual nature of sex here because Paul referred to our bodies as temples with which we can 
glorify God. A temple is a church house, the place where God is worshiped. This means that when a husband and 
wife engage in sex, they are actually participating in an act of worship. Single, if you have any doubt about whether 
your behavior—sexual or otherwise—is appropriate, just remember that you take Jesus with you wherever you go. 
Will you be able to look at Jesus wherever you go? He is right there with you. Will you be able to look at Him after 
doing whatever you are contemplating and say, “Jesus, did you enjoy yourself?” If not, leave your coat and run for 
the door. 

If you are in Christ, you are now the personal property of the King of kings and Lord of lords. On the receipt, the 
price is clearly marked: “Paid in full by the blood of the Lamb.” The church today needs a group of holy singles who 
will honor God with their bodies. We need young ladies who can say “no.” We need to teach our daughters to say, 
“I’m saving myself for that man God has chosen for me, whenever he comes into my life.” 

Please do not misunderstand me. I am not saying that sexual desire is inappropriate. You should not be praying 
that God would remove your sexual drive. Instead, pray that He will enable you to control that energy until the time 
is right to unleash it. There are good reasons— theological, ethical, and medical—for remaining sexually pure. But 
the truth is, it isn’t easy. The world places a high value on conformity, and those who don’t measure up to the image 
of the “liberated single” experience pressure. 

Virginity is held in disregard today, much the same as promiscuity once was. Ridicule and perhaps even pressure 
to conform can be expected. In fact, even Joseph, who remained so faithful, was accused of rape by Potiphar’s wife. 
He would spend thirteen years in prison because of that false accusation. 

Beyond possible ridicule and feeling the pressure to conform, our own bodies may even fight against us. After all, 
our sex drive doesn’t shut down just because we decide to keep ourselves pure. 

Yet Paul reminds us that our bodies are now the temple of the most High God. As singles, we are to treat our 
bodies with the honor they deserve. This is an awesome illustration of the spiritual nature of our sexuality. In the 
Old Testament, a person who wanted to get close to God went into the temple to worship. And in the deepest recess 
of the temple was a place called the Holy of Holies, the most sacred part of the temple hidden behind a veil. No one 
could enter there but the high priest, and then only once a year with blood to cover the people’s sins. 

God has created every woman with a bodily veil called a hymen. This creates a covering that literally says what 
the Old Testament said about the Holy of Holies—no trespassing until such time as it is appropriate to shed blood. 

That’s why it is common for a woman who is a virgin to shed blood on her wedding night. There is a breaking of 
the veil, the hymen, by the only person rightfully allowed to do that, the woman’s husband-priest. Sexual intercourse 
between a husband and wife is a holy act. 

OUR BODIES RESTORED TO PURITY 
What about single men and women who will not be able to know this wedding-night experience in the way God 

intended because they have already had sex outside of marriage? Let’s be clear that illicit sex is sin, but the Bible 
also has a word of hope and restoration for singles who have failed morally. 

Judging from Paul’s message in 1 Corinthians, he was writing to a lot of people who had been immoral. No matter 
what they had done, Paul wrote, “But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name 
of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 6:11). 

God can and will forgive sexual sin and restore any believer to purity. Those who have lost their physical virginity 
can still regain their spiritual virginity and purity of life before God. Spiritual virginity is when God gives you back 
what the devil took away. 

You see, when God saved you He made you a diamond. If I rub a diamond in the dirt, what I have is a dirty diamond 
that has lost none of its intrinsic value. It just needs to be cleansed and restored to its original luster. 

We can’t change the past, but we can clean up the present and look forward to a shiny future. If you have 
compromised your moral purity and have not dealt with it before God, go to Him in confession and repentance and 
experience His cleansing (read 1 John 1:9 and claim its promise). If you are still a virgin and committed to sexual 
purity, ask God to help you stand strong. And remember, He has promised not to let you get in any situation without 
a way of escape (see 1 Corinthians 10:13). 

WAIT WITH THE RIGHT MENTALITY 
While you’re waiting on the Lord, make sure that your thinking is straight too. Paul addressed this issue in verses 

26–28 of 1 Corinthians 7. 
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Too many singles have only one thought on their minds: I need to get married, no matter what. But the Bible has 
a different emphasis. “I think then that this is good in view of the present distress, that it is good for a man to remain 
as he is” (v. 26). In other words, whether you’re married or single, don’t let your marital status dominate your 
thinking and focus. 

Paul said this because he knew there were bigger things at stake in the Christian life than a person’s marital status. 
This wouldn’t be such a big deal for singles today except that we are guilty as a society and as a church of making 
single people feel like second-class citizens. 

But God doesn’t make any distinction between married and single people in terms of their value in His eyes. That’s 
clear from what Paul said in 1 Corinthians 7:27: “Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be released. Are you 
released from a wife? Do not seek a wife.” 

If singleness were not as acceptable to God as marriage, He would have commanded all Christians to get married, 
and Paul would probably have gotten married, or perhaps remarried, himself. The point is that singles are not worse 
off than married people. 

In fact, marriage has its own set of challenges and problems. “If a virgin marries, she has not sinned. Yet such will 
have trouble in this life, and I am trying to spare you,” Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 7:28. 

ARE YOU BETTER OFF SINGLE … OR MARRIED? 
Now I know that many single Christians, especially older singles, become defensive when they hear this because 

they think, Oh yes, here it comes, the old “You’re better off single” speech that’s supposed to make me feel better 
about not having anyone. 

That may be some people’s reaction, but there’s no denying the truth that from the standpoint of kingdom 
service, which was Paul’s focus, singles are less encumbered than married people. 

We also can’t deny the truth that marriage is not an automatic fix for all the needs of single people. You may say, 
“But Tony, I’m lonely. I have to eat alone at night and go to bed alone. I have normal emotional longings and sexual 
needs that are not being fulfilled, and I’m frustrated.” 

Well, I’ve counseled many married people who are so emotionally lonely and/or sexually unsatisfied that they’re 
thinking about bailing out on their marriages and going back to being single. The only thing more painful than being 
single and miserable is being married and miserable. 

Let’s get our thinking straight. Anyone who thinks marriage is the end-all and be-all of life, the answer to all of a 
single person’s dreams and problems, is in for a big letdown. Marriage is wonderful, sometimes. Someone likened it 
once to flies on a window screen. Some are on the outside wanting in, and others are on the inside wanting out. 

There’s not an honest married person who will not tell you that marriage involves adjustments and problems 
along with the benefits. The question is not whether marriage or singleness is better, but what God’s will is for each 
of His children in light of eternity’s values. 

When Paul says that he is trying to spare singles from the troubles they will find in marriage, he acknowledges 
the reality that what many people think they are getting on the front end isn’t what they wind up with every day. 
Without a doubt, there are troubles in relationships. 

One of the troubles and challenges in marriages is that you can no longer come and go as you please. If you are 
single, you can choose what you do with the freedom you experience with your time. But when you are married, 
you have to call and check in, let people know when you are getting home, and then even when you do get home—
there is often a “honey-do” list for you to do now that you are home. Many married people often wind up feeling 
“hen-pecked” because they are bound not only by location and time, but by what they do when they spend their 
time at that location as well. To top it off, many married people aren’t having nearly as much sexual intimacy as they 
once thought that they would, so the bondage of marriage comes with little perceived benefit. Singles are free from 
the concern and troubles that are often found in marriage. 

When Paul said, “Do not seek a wife,” he wasn’t saying it’s wrong to desire to be married. Instead, his focus was 
on methodology. The idea is, “Stop man-hunting or woman-hunting. Don’t spend all your time searching for the right 
one.” 

Everywhere singles turn today they find someone trying to fix them up with a prospect, whether it’s over the 
Internet, at church, or in the family. Single people used to play The Dating Game on television. But some people play 
it in real life. As a result, singles end up trying to grab someone or Google someone or find someone at the club. Paul 
is saying that he doesn’t want you to go around with the attitude, “Let me find a mate—I need to find a mate … I’ve 
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got to find a mate!” He knows that if you go out there and “find a mate,” you are also going to find some trouble. 
Due to that reality, you want to be very careful in the process of linking up with somebody. 

Let me ask you a question by first making a statement. Statistics tell us that roughly 50 percent of all marriages 
end in divorce in America. A large part of the other 50 percent stay together for convenience, finances, or the 
children. Here is my question: If 50 percent of all airplanes crashed, wouldn’t you be extra careful about flying? If 
you knew that one out of every two airplanes was going to go down in flames, don’t you think that you would do a 
real careful investigation before getting on a plane, simply because you wouldn’t want to be one of those casualties? 

The same answer should hold true for how you approach the potential of marriage. You need to be very careful 
before you link up with someone so that you don’t end up as another statistic. 

You don’t have to cheapen yourself by playing the dating game. Adam found his wife when he was asleep. God 
put the boy out and crafted a wife for him and then brought Eve to Adam. I say that humorously but also seriously. 
God knows where you live. You don’t have to spend all your time worrying about tracking down a mate or trying to 
be in all the right places to meet people. Get on with your life and service for God. He knows where to find you when 
the time is right. 

Again, I’m not saying to avoid social situations or relationships with other singles. In fact, it’s still true that “he 
who finds a wife finds a good thing” (Proverbs 18:22), which implies that a single man must make an effort to seek 
a wife if he wants to experience the benefits of marriage. What I’m talking about is the frantic kind of dating in which 
a single goes from one person to another, hoping one day to bump into the right one but often getting messed up 
in the search. 

CONNECT WITH THE ONE WHO KNOWS WHERE THE RIGHT ONE IS 
I’ll never forget a single young woman in our church in Dallas who had it together. She was loving and serving 

God and minding her own business until one Sunday several years ago when she came to church alone because a 
friend who usually came with her couldn’t make it. 

This young woman was sitting in the second row of our family center, where we met for church in those days. A 
young man came into church that morning and looked for a seat in the back row, which was filled. The ushers 
escorted him to the front and seated him next to this woman. During the greeting time they said hello to each 
other—and you can guess the rest. They got married not long after that. It doesn’t take long when God sets things 
up. 

That won’t happen for everybody, but whether it happens or not, God wants single people to seek Him, not seek 
a mate in the sense that you’re on a mission that comes to dominate your decisions and your commitments. You 
don’t need to find the right one. You need to connect with the One who knows where the right one is. 

Singles who are waiting on God with the right kind of thinking know that marriage is not an escape from loneliness 
or lack of fulfillment or temptation, because there are lonely, unfulfilled, and tempted married people. 

If you’re thinking this way, God says change your mind. You’re all right the way you are. Talk to God about your 
desires, but don’t think there’s something wrong with you that will never be fixed unless and until you get married. 

WAIT WITH THE RIGHT VIEW OF MORTALITY 
Waiting on the Lord also involves a proper understanding of your mortality. I’ll let the Word explain what I mean: 
But this I say, brethren, the time has been shortened, so that from now on those who have wives should be as 
though they had none; and those who weep, as though they did not weep; and those who rejoice, as though 
they did not rejoice; and those who buy, as though they did not possess; and those who use the world, as though 
they did not make full use of it; for the form of this world is passing away. (1 Corinthians 7:29–31) 

Life is too short, the apostle Paul says, to get all hung up on stuff—even relationships—that are going to pass 
away when God torches this present world and its system. Remember, God wants us to take the long, that is, the 
eternal, view of life. Anything that we can’t send on ahead into heaven is strictly temporary and destined to pass 
away. 

Paul illustrated his point with several earthly activities, but significantly that his first illustration is marriage. This 
is not a put-down on marriage, but a sober assessment of what counts most in life. Jesus said there will be no 
marriage in heaven because we will be like the angels, in the sense of being unmarried as they are (see Matthew 
22:30). 

In other words, marriage will pass away just like other earthly activities such as buying and selling. There is 
certainly nothing wrong with desiring to be married. Just don’t treat marriage as if you’ll die unhappy if you don’t 
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experience it. We as Christians can’t afford to give anything on earth more time or weight than it deserves, or else 
it will start detracting from our eternal perspective. 

“WAIT, JESUS. I’M NOT MARRIED YET” 
One day while talking with a single man he told me, “I don’t want Jesus to rapture me yet. He just needs to delay 

His coming a little longer because I’m not married yet.” 
Now he may have been kidding a little bit, but that’s a pretty common view among singles. We’ve already 

established that there is nothing wrong with singles desiring a mate and developing relationships that could lead to 
marriage. But when any earthly goal overtakes a heavenly goal, we’re vulnerable to making a mistake. 

One mistake some Christian singles make when they elevate marriage to the top of their priority list is that they 
marry an unbeliever. We’re going to talk later about what it means to be married “in the Lord” (1 Corinthians 7:39), 
so let me just mention this one for now because it’s a big problem. 

Bad things can happen when single people start fixating on marriage to the exclusion of other aspects of life. They 
begin to think that they’re missing out on something good—or, worse, that God is holding out on them because He 
doesn’t love them as much as the Bible says He does. 

Singles in that situation are very vulnerable to the same deception that Satan worked on Eve in the garden of 
Eden. It was a masterful plan. 

Let’s say for the sake of illustration that there were one hundred trees in the garden. That meant Eve had ninety-
nine beautiful trees to eat from freely, because God only put one tree off-limits: the Tree of the Knowledge of Good 
and Evil. 

But you can read about Satan’s strategy in Genesis 3. He got Eve to focus and fixate on that one forbidden tree. 
“G-i-r-r-l-l, you see that tree? Why would God keep that one tree from you if He loves you? He’s holding out on you, 
because He knows that tree will make you be like Him.” 

What Satan tries to do with singles is put marriage or sex before them and tell them, “If God really cared about 
you, He wouldn’t deprive you of these pleasures. After all, He created them for you. Go ahead and enjoy the fruit.” 

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A SUCCESSFUL AND DEFEATED SINGLE? 
Too many singles are so hung up on getting married that they never get around to enjoying the whole garden of 

opportunities and service that God has for them. That’s the difference between a successful single and a defeated 
single. 

Life is too short to focus all your energies on something that may last thirty or forty years as opposed to the things 
of God that will last forever. 

Now don’t misunderstand. It’s fine to pray for a mate, desire a mate, and anticipate the day when you will have 
a mate. If you want to be married, assume that God is going to allow you to be married at some point unless He 
changes your desire. 

But don’t forget that He is also preparing you for greater things than just being married. Paul said he had the right 
to marry a believing woman (see 1 Corinthians 9:5), and no doubt he had thought about it. We tend to canonize and 
sterilize Paul and forget that he was a man with normal human desires. But Paul surrendered his right to marry for 
the greater calling of the kingdom of God. God doesn’t call everyone to do that, but He does call us to “set [our] 
mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth” (Colossians 3:2). 

You can do this while you’re waiting on the Lord for a husband or wife. You can do this once you’re married. But 
you really can’t set your mind on the things of heaven while your heart is fixated on the things of earth. As you wait 
on the Lord, don’t lose your eternal focus. A proper focus will make the wait a lot easier. 

WORKING FOR THE LORD 
Now we’re going to take this matter of being a Christian single person a little deeper, because God’s viewpoint on 
singleness and marriage is different from the world’s view, which we would expect. Unfortunately, God’s view on 
singleness is also frequently different from the view singles are getting in the church, which should not be the case. 

The world—and too often the church—treat singleness as an awkward, in-between stage from adolescence to 
marriage, a temporary stopover that tends to make singles feel like second-class citizens. But God views both 
singleness and marriage as divine callings in which we are to work for Him with all the commitment we can give. 

To help you see this, I want to back up a bit in 1 Corinthians 7 and look at verses 20 and 24. Verse 20: “Each man 
must remain in that condition in which he was called.” Verse 24: “Each one is to remain with God in that condition 
in which he was called.” 
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These are two very important verses when it comes to the way your marital status relates to your calling as a 
Christian. The key in each verse is the word condition. In verse 20, this is actually the same Greek term as the word 
translated “called.” 

In other words, God is saying, “Remain in the calling to which you were called.” This is significant because it 
equates our status as singles or marrieds with our calling. Verse 24 has the same idea because the word condition is 
in italics. That means it is not in the Greek text but was supplied by the translators. We could just as easily supply 
the word calling in verse 24 and get the proper sense of the passage. 

HIS DIVINE CALLING 
What I’m saying is that your calling as a single person is not just the current status you happen to be in. It is part 

of your divine calling. 
The problem today is that many singles separate their status from their calling. This creates trouble because it 

can lead them to focus their energies on trying to change their marital status while missing their present calling as 
singles. 

If you are single, your singleness is not just where you happen to be right now. It’s where God has you right now, 
and there’s a world of difference between those two outlooks. 

Your singleness is part of your calling from the Lord, your reason for being, or your divinely ordained purpose. 
This doesn’t mean you have to be in full-time Christian ministry. Your calling may involve serving as a physician or 
an accountant or whatever else for the glory and the kingdom of God. Once you see being single as a calling from 
God, you can give yourself to following and serving Him without anxiety about your future. 

Have you ever thought about your single status as a calling? It is a divinely ordained state, not just a physical, 
relational state. God does not want you to reduce where He has you just because you want to be married. He wants 
you to hang out with Him in the state that you are in until—or if—He takes you to another calling. 

Now, I know what many singles may be thinking at this point. They’re afraid to accept singleness as a “calling” 
because it sounds like they’re locking themselves into being unmarried the rest of their lives. But that’s not 
necessarily true. God can alter your single status any time He chooses. The good news is that Christians can fulfill 
their calling whether they’re single or married. 

So what should you know in order to live victoriously as a single person while you work for the Lord? Let me give 
you three principles from God’s Word. 

GOD WANTS YOU TO BE FREE 
As he urged believers in Corinth to stay in their calling, Paul told the singles that those who marry “will have 

trouble in this life, and I am trying to spare you” (1 Corinthians 7:28). Later he said, “I want you to be free from 
concern” (v. 32). 

God wants singles to stop worrying and obsessing about when and whom they will marry. He wants them to enjoy 
the freedom their status gives them to serve Him without distractions. 

This is so important that I want to make a statement that may catch you off-guard for a minute: If you are a 
Christian single who is preoccupied with getting married to the point that you are frustrated day in and day out, week 
in and week out, then you are living outside the will of God. 

I say that because if this is true of you, you are living with a focus that God never meant you to have. God says 
you ought to be free from the distractions that marriage brings. Singles who are concentrating more on marriage 
than on living for God are like those who talk on a cell phone while they’re driving. You risk an accident if you try to 
do both at the same time. 

Let’s get it straight. In the context of 1 Corinthians 7, singles are the free ones while married people are bound. 
Paul does speak of married people as being “bound” with no concept of “release” (v. 27). And freedom does mean 
liberty from bondage. 

So single believers are to be free from concern. But what concern? Paul explained further. “One who is unmarried 
is concerned about the things of the Lord, how he may please the Lord; but one who is married is concerned about 
the things of the world, how he may please his wife, and his interests are divided” (1 Corinthians 7:32–34a). 

The distinction Paul made is important. He was not saying that married people don’t care about pleasing the Lord 
in terms of being the Christian He wants them to be. God expects all believers to please Him regardless of marital 
status. 

Instead, the idea of “pleasing the Lord” here has to do with fulfilling our calling. In that sense, it’s true that married 
people have more issues to be concerned about than singles do. A single person can, for example, answer a call to 
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the mission field or accept a job in a different location without having to check with anyone, or without having to 
affect anyone else’s plans. 

A young woman in our church once told me she was going to the mission field for a period of service while she 
had the opportunity. “Pastor,” she said, “I may not be able to do this later if I get married.” 

Obviously, married people have their mates to consider in such decisions. And sometimes the task of blending 
two people with different personalities and ideas can produce a tension that every married couple has felt. As we 
saw earlier, Paul passed up his right to get married for the sake of his calling. 

Single Christian, don’t sacrifice the freedom you have by acting like a married person. What I mean is some singles 
are so hung up on being married that they basically put themselves in the same situation as married people. That is, 
their attention is already as divided as if they were married, so they aren’t truly fulfilling their calling as singles. 
They’re free, but living as if they’re bound. 

When two people come together as one in marriage, they give up their right to act independently. The fact that 
they now have another person to care for also means that married couples must increase their focus on everyday 
needs and concerns, which Paul called “the things of the world” (vv. 33–34). 

That’s not a condemnation, but rather recognition of the fact that marriage requires a lot of time, commitment, 
and resources. The difference is between an earthly perspective and an eternal perspective. Desiring to be married 
is a noble desire, but God wants to make sure that Christians go into marriage with their eyes open to its demands, 
and not to seek marriage at the cost of their commitment to Him and their calling from Him. 

The person who has the right perspective sees singleness as an advantage, not a disadvantage. It’s an advantage 
from a kingdom perspective, not because marriage as its intended institution is bad but because it is distracting, 
sometimes disappointing, and brings with it concerns that a single person does not have. One lady once said to me 
at church, “Pastor, I wish someone would have told me before I got married that marriage ‘ain’t all that.’” 

What the world, the media, entertainment, music, and often even your friends and relatives try to do is make a 
bigger deal out of marriage than even God makes out of it. God’s value system states clearly that if you are the right 
kind of single with an eternal perspective, than you are just fine. You are not a second rate citizen, and in fact you 
might not be missing out on anything at all. You might be saving yourself from a lifetime of boredom and trouble. 

Being unmarried offers single people an unusual degree of freedom to not only pursue God’s calling for their lives, 
but to pursue the passions that make a person feel alive. A single person has the opportunity to explore hidden 
talents, take risks to achieve things they dream about, and experience things they could never experience were they 
married. But that means Christian singles have a decision to make—whether to focus on who God made them to be, 
or spend their time worrying about when Mr. or Miss Right is going to show up. 

The biblical heroine Ruth is a great example of a single person who made the right decision. Ruth was a widow 
living in her native Moab with two other widows: her sister-in-law, Orpah, and her mother-in-law, Naomi, who had 
moved to Moab from Bethlehem. 

If you’re familiar with the story from the book of Ruth, you know that Naomi decided to go back to Israel and 
tried to send her daughters-in-law Ruth and Orpah back to their families in Moab because the chances of these 
widows finding husbands in Israel were slim. 

Orpah listened to Naomi and went back to her pagan people, but Ruth had another agenda. She had become a 
believer in the God of Israel, and she was determined to follow Him. That meant following Naomi back to Bethlehem 
even if it meant that Ruth would never marry again. 

Now we know that God had a husband in mind for Ruth, but she didn’t know that. She just wanted to serve God 
and take care of Naomi, which we could say was Ruth’s calling from God. 

Ruth made a spiritual decision, a theological choice based on her love for God, whereas Orpah made a social 
decision. Orpah disappeared from the scene, while Ruth became famous in Israel. We’ll look at her story in more 
detail in chapter 3. 

The interesting thing is that Naomi the Israelite, who knew the true God, was more interested in trying to get 
Ruth and Orpah married off than she was in trying to encourage them to become true followers of God. 

But Ruth had enough sense to understand that her calling from God superseded her marital status. Ruth freely 
decided to go back to Bethlehem with Naomi, even though, as far as she knew, as a foreigner only poverty and 
singleness awaited her. At that point Ruth was truly free to follow God, and God was free to work miraculously in 
her life. 
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Too many Christian singles are listening to too many Naomis, who are trying to get them married off instead of 
encouraging them to fulfill their divine calling. God wants you to be free in your singleness, so don’t let other people 
set your agenda or try to rush you into marriage. 

GOD WANTS YOU TO FUNCTION 
God not only wants you to be free as a single person, but He wants you to use that freedom to function for His 

kingdom. God wants single believers to be set apart for His service. 
Being set apart is the basic meaning of the word holy, as Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 7:34: “The woman who is 

unmarried, and the virgin, is concerned about the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body and spirit.” 
Now again, don’t misunderstand. Every believer is to be set apart for God’s service, and married Christians are 

also called to be holy in body and spirit. But Paul was emphasizing the unique opportunity that unmarried people 
have to focus their time and energies on serving the Lord. 

One of the great historical examples of a person being set apart for service, outside of Jesus Christ, of course, is 
Queen Elizabeth I of England. Queen Elizabeth rose to the throne when she was only twenty-four years old. Her 
father, Henry VIII, had served as king with a tumultuous reign that saw the beheading of not only Elizabeth’s mother, 
but another of his wives as well. 

When Elizabeth attained to her rightful place as queen, following the death of her half-sister, Queen Mary I, she 
made a purposeful decision to remain single. Despite multiple efforts of advisors from within and royal leaders from 
without to connect her in a marriage of political convenience, Elizabeth stood her ground. In fact, one time when 
Parliament was pushing to persuade her yet again to get married and bear an heir to the throne, Elizabeth replied 
stately, “I have already joined myself in marriage to a husband, namely the kingdom of England.” 

Well aware of her own personal convictions, power, and influence, and how that may become jeopardized by a 
marriage, Elizabeth embraced not only her singlehood but also her celibacy. She is also recorded as having said to 
Parliament, “It would please me best if, at the last, a marble stone shall record that this queen having lived such and 
such a time, lived and died a virgin.” 

Elizabeth’s queenly reign in the kingdom lasted forty-four years, at a time when the reign of kings or queens could 
sometimes last less than a year, and certainly usually no more than ten. Hers was an age where England prospered 
not only financially but spiritually, socially, and creatively. The time of her rule is best known as the Elizabethan era, 
or the Golden Age. Her singular dedication to the betterment of her kingdom produced some of the greatest 
advancements for her people that they had seen in hundreds of years. 

Not only was Queen Elizabeth I the wife of her kingdom, but she was also the mother of its people, having said 
to Parliament, “Though after my death you may have many stepdames, yet shall you never have a more natural 
mother unto you all.” Queen Elizabeth I used her freedom from marriage to fully maximize not only her life on earth, 
but the lives of countless others. 

Single Christians need to answer the question of how well they are using their unique freedom to function in a 
way that contributes to God’s kingdom as well. Is there a direct correlation between what you do every day and the 
calling you have to fulfill God’s purpose for you? Or are you allowing the world to distract you from your divine 
calling and function? 

Whenever I teach on this, I think of the story that was told about Yogi Berra, the great catcher for the New York 
Yankees, and Hank Aaron, baseball’s all-time home-run king. 

The story goes that as Aaron came to bat in the All-Star Game one time, Berra did all he could to distract the great 
slugger. Berra was a chatterbox behind the plate, always trying to distract the hitters, so he said to Aaron, “Hey 
Hank, you’re holding your bat the wrong way. You should have the label turned up so you can read it.” But Aaron 
ignored Berra and said nothing. 

Yogi wouldn’t give up, however. “Hank, I’m telling you, you’re holding the bat the wrong way. The label should 
be turned where you can read it.” But still Aaron said nothing. 

After this had gone on for several pitches, Aaron suddenly hit the next pitch out of the park for a home run. As 
he crossed home plate, he said to Berra, “Yogi, I came up here to hit, not to read.” 

You and I need to know why we are here. We need to say, “I came here to hit home runs.” Don’t let other people 
distract you from your calling, or you’ll be standing at home plate messing with the bat instead of swinging for the 
fences. 

Like home-run king Hank Aaron, the first man Adam focused on his calling. What was Adam doing when he found 
a wife? He wasn’t out girl-watching, because there were no other human beings around. He wasn’t daydreaming 
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about his wedding day. Adam was busy functioning in his God-given role of tending the Garden of Eden and, more 
specifically, naming the animals when God put him to sleep and removed a rib to fashion Eve (see Genesis 2:19–22). 

Notice that as Adam functioned in his calling, God used that situation to create the scenario in which He itroduced 
Adam to his mate. As Adam named each animal he noticed that, for example, for every Mr. Leopard there was a 
Mrs. Leopard. In other words, every animal had its mate. But there was no one who corresponded to Adam. 

So by the time Adam had finished naming the animals, it was abundantly clear that there was no one for him. The 
Bible even says, “But for Adam there was not found a helper suitable for him” (Genesis 2:20). By the time Adam had 
finished his work and noticed his need, God was ready to supply him with a mate. 

God does not want you sitting around so focused on your wedding day that you miss out on the pleasures and 
purpose that He has for you today. He wants you functioning for Him until, or even if, He creates your wedding day. 

Too many singles are like people going for a Sunday drive. My parents used to take me and my siblings for Sunday 
drives in the afternoon. The goal was just to go, not to go anywhere in particular. That was fun for a while, but then 
it became boring. 

Are you going through life aimlessly, or do you have a mission and a sense of calling on your life? Do you have a 
passion from God that motivates you? If you are a single Christian, it’s because God has you single, and you ought 
to know why He wants you to function in this calling for whatever period He deems right. 

It’s easy to get consumed in endless activity that doesn’t take you anywhere. Single people have a unique freedom 
to find and pursue God’s purpose for them and to function in that calling with undivided, undistracted commitment 
to Christ. 

GOD WANTS TO CHANGE YOUR FOCUS 
Living freely and fully for Christ as an unmarried believer will require a change of your focus from being 

preoccupied with marriage to being preoccupied with Jesus. 
Paul wrote in verse 35, “This I say for your own benefit; not to put a restraint upon you, but to promote what is 

appropriate and to secure undistracted devotion to the Lord.” The only way to avoid distractions is to keep your 
focus in the right place. 

Paul was not trying to put handcuffs on single Christians and keep the two sexes apart. He wasn’t trying to prevent 
people from desiring to get married or pursuing matrimony. He was not anti-marriage at all. But there was a benefit 
in being single that Paul wanted to make sure his readers understood. 

We’ve been talking about this benefit, which is stated here as “undistracted devotion to the Lord.” One way Satan 
robs us of God’s best is to cause a disturbance in our lives to distract us, much the way one thief may distract a store 
clerk so the other thief can steal merchandise or money without being noticed. 

Satan has so many Christian singles so disturbed and worried about their marital status that he’s running amok 
through their lives, stealing their joy and robbing them of their effectiveness for Christ. When your focus shifts from 
Christ to yourself, that means a thief is at work on you. 

Paul’s point in this passage is that those married, by virtue of being husband and wife, have divided loyalties. They 
need to please their spouse, fulfill their own purpose, as well as please God. They are constantly going back and 
forth among these focuses because the very nature of the relationships forces the division. 

But a Christian single is undivided. Yet one of the reasons why there are so many frustrated singles today is that 
they are experiencing as a single what they should only be experiencing if they were married. The result is they feel 
divided. By being consumed with thoughts about marriage, dating, and finding a mate, many singles live under the 
strain of divided loyalties. If God hasn’t given you a mate to worry about yet, then my advice to you is to leave that 
person alone in your priorities, time, and thoughts. Because that person doesn’t exist yet. 

The moment that you are divided emotionally and spiritually, you have let your singlehood get in the way of God’s 
kingdom purpose for your life and well-being. If you are spending an inordinate amount of your time thinking about 
marriage, looking at wedding dresses, watching television programs about people getting married—or who are 
married—and as a result feeling frustrated and distracted, then you have been pulled off course of a spiritual focus. 

A successful single is one who maximizes his or her singlehood for the betterment of others, the advancement of 
God’s kingdom, and the manifestation of His glory. 

When God made Adam, Adam didn’t have a wife. He was single and satisfied. It wasn’t Adam who said, “I’m 
lonely, let God make a mate suitable for me.” It was God who noticed that Adam would fulfill his specific purpose 
better through the addition of Eve. Yet Adam was totally occupied with God’s purposes, living as a fulfilled individual. 
He wasn’t distracted from his job of naming things and carrying out his role in God’s establishment of earth. 
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Here is the question that every single man and woman should ask: “God, how do You want me to use the state 
that I am in until You change my state for Your maximum purpose?” When God answers that question—even though 
the desire to be married may still remain—you will have a passion and a purpose that will supersede any dominating 
thoughts you once held for marriage. 

It is easy to become distracted by unhealthy relationships, television programs, and even personal 
discouragement. However, God is trying to get your attention so that you can experience all the fullness that He has 
in store for you in this phase of your life. It is during this time of singlehood that you should be preparing yourself 
emotionally and spiritually in order to become the best you that you can be. You don’t just want to avoid marrying 
the wrong person someday; you want to avoid being the wrong person when or if you do get married. That requires 
time to focus on the race that God has mapped out for your own personal spiritual growth. 

AN UNDISTRACTED FOCUS 
Several years ago the Goodwill Games, an international track and field competition, were being held in Edmonton, 

Canada. During the four-by-one-hundred relay, a Jamaican athlete who was to run the third leg of the race for his 
team allowed his attention to wander as he waited for the baton to be passed. 

This usually focused runner happened to look up at the big screen that was televising another event and saw a 
friend of his getting ready to compete. The runner stared at the screen for just a few seconds, but as he did so his 
teammate came running up to him with the baton. Instead of a smooth handoff, the incoming runner collided with 
his distracted teammate, and the race was over for the Jamaican team. 

The message for us is clear. We need to stop looking at other people’s races and start running our own race. For 
singles, this includes keeping your focus on God instead of always looking around trying to find a partner. God is 
saying to single believers, “Focus on Me, and I will do your looking for you.” 

If you live in a large metropolitan where the roads often seem to be under construction or clogged with traffic, 
you learn that it doesn’t pay to go very far without tuning in to the latest traffic report. In Dallas where I live, the 
traffic updates often include a helicopter reporter, who can see beyond the traffic tie-ups on the ground and give 
drivers the big picture, including warnings of trouble ahead and alternate routes. When you are tuned in to a 
helicopter reporter, you hear things that other busy drivers don’t get to hear. 

The same is true if you pull up a traffic app on your smartphone and glance at it when you come to a stop in 
traffic. You receive a different, more comprehensive view showing where the traffic is the most congested on the 
roads that you are seeking to travel on. 

That’s what focusing on the Lord does for believers. When you are tuned in to the Lord in terms of undivided 
devotion to Him, you’ll hear things and see things that other people won’t hear or see because your heart is listening 
to Him. 

I love the story of the businessman and the Native American who were walking down a noisy street in the city 
one day. Suddenly, the Native American stopped and said, “Shhh. Listen!” 

The businessman said, “Listen for what?” 
“Don’t you hear it?” the Native American asked. “It’s a cricket.” 
The businessman said, “A cricket? I don’t hear anything.” 
But the Native American looked around and saw a cricket on the sidewalk. He reached down, picked it up, and 

showed it to the businessman, who was amazed. “I don’t believe it. Here we are downtown with all this noise and 
all these people, and you hear a cricket. How did you do that?” 

“I’ll show you,” the other man said. He took some change out of his pocket and threw it on the sidewalk. As the 
money clattered and rolled around, twenty people stopped to look. “You always hear what you’re tuned to hear,” 
the Native American said. 

A lot of singles will never find their mate because they’re tuned to their friends or the dating scene or something 
else instead of being tuned in to God. But He’s the only One who knows how to get Adam and Eve together. 

Single Christian, if you will set your focus on God and function for Him in the freedom He has given you, you won’t 
have to worry about Him finding you when He’s ready to link you with someone. Look to God, and let Him do your 
looking for you. 

One day way back before the days of cell phones and texting, I was at the airport trying to get to my gate for the 
flight out when I heard my name announced over the intercom: “Dr. Tony Evans, please go to the nearest white 
courtesy phone for a message.” 
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Now I was concentrating on something else because I had a flight to make and a destination to reach, so it took 
a few seconds for the reality to sink in that I was the one being paged. I went to the nearest phone and received a 
message from my assistant, Sylvia, who needed to contact me and knew I was still at the airport because she makes 
my travel arrangements. 

How did this phone call find me in the middle of thousands of people who also had flights to make and plans to 
keep? I was doing what I was called to do, on my way to minister the Word of God to people. I didn’t go to the airport 
to hang out and wait for a call from Sylvia. 

But when she needed to reach me, it was no problem because she knew where I was and because the airport has 
a system in place to reach travelers with important messages. And the fact that I was immersed in a sea of people 
in the middle of a noisy terminal was no obstacle at all. 

God may send you to an airport because He wants to take you somewhere and has a plan in mind to get you 
there. And when you as a single Christian decide that you are going to focus on Christ and His plan for you, if God 
wants to interrupt your plans and call your name with a message, He knows how to reach you. He knows how to 
reroute you. He can track you down, call you by name, and set you off in an entirely different direction than you ever 
even knew was possible. 

In the meantime, your job is to keep your focus on the Lord and keep moving ahead with His plan for you. Once 
you’re ready to fly high with the Lord, He is freed up to make a connection with you and for you. 

WEDDED IN THE LORD 
Obviously being single could be for just a season of your life. Marriage may be part of God’s plans for you. So as we 
conclude, here are some essential principles single believers need to practice as they consider a possible marriage 
in their future. 

It’s safe to assume that the majority of single people hope and expect to be married someday. It’s true that more 
women than in the past are able to have satisfying careers, earn a significant income, and experience the freedoms 
previously denied or limited to them, which has brought about a rise in the choice of singlehood in our nation. Yet 
many women—and working men too—still desire to be married. 

That’s good, because God created marriage and holds it in high esteem. But as I have pointed out, the Bible also 
makes it clear that those who are not married have not somehow fallen into a second-class-citizen status in the 
kingdom. 

In 1 Corinthians 7, Paul’s great chapter on singleness and marriage, he concluded by dealing with the case of a 
single person who desires to get married (vv. 36–40). This person may have never been married, or may be single 
again after a divorce or the death of a spouse. No doubt you fit in one of these three categories if you are unmarried. 
I call these three categories those who are single, those who wish they were single, and those who are single again. 

The apostle has some helpful instructions for each of these single men and women—and along the way Paul even 
adds a special word to people who are now married. 

A WORD TO THE SINGLE 
The first category of singleness Paul addressed is those who have never been married. “If any man thinks that he 

is acting unbecomingly toward his virgin daughter, if she is past her youth, and if it must be so, let him do what he 
wishes, he does not sin; let her marry” (1 Corinthians 7:36). 

This is a message to fathers whose single daughters are feeling their biological clock ticking and want to get 
married. A father in this case is not to try to prevent his daughter’s marriage. Now this assumes that the father has 
had input into the choice of a potential marriage partner, a major point we’ll deal with in a minute. 

Before we move to that, notice verses 37–38, which answer the question of what happens when a single woman 
is content to remain so and the father thinks this is the best option: “But he who stands firm in his heart, being under 
no constraint, but has authority over his own will, and has decided this in his own heart, to keep his own virgin 
daughter, he will do well. So then both he who gives his own virgin daughter in marriage does well, and he who does 
not give her in marriage will do better.” 

What is interesting about this passage is that in your Bible, the word “daughter” should be italicized. This is 
because it did not appear in the original text. Translators later added it in order to try and make the sentence more 
understandable in the English language. Yet if you leave the word “daughter” out altogether, it would read, “to keep 
his own virgin.” In that case, it could equally refer to a relational situation between a man and a woman. By that I 
mean that if a man and a woman are in a relationship that is starting to get heated sexually—and yet they are not 
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yet married—the man needs to marry her or break up with her, because the thing that he is not to do is mess over 
her. A man should never jeopardize a woman’s honor just to have a relationship with her. 

With the word “daughter” in the passage, this case presupposes that the daughter is also content to remain single, 
since it’s hard to imagine a caring father refusing to honor his daughter’s legitimate desires to get married and 
deciding to keep her single against her wishes. A woman who is not worried about getting married shouldn’t be 
pressured by others because singleness is a perfectly acceptable choice—and even “better” in the context of being 
free to serve Christ. 

But we’re assuming the case of a single person who desires to get married. When Paul talked about a father who 
“gives” his daughter in marriage, he had a lot more in mind than we normally think of. 

In today’s culture, a father sometimes doesn’t even meet his daughter’s future husband until the two are already 
serious, and then dad’s job is limited to paying the wedding bills and walking his daughter down the aisle to answer 
the preacher’s question, “Who gives this woman to be married to this man?” 

Things were radically different in biblical days. Paul was writing in a context in which marriages were typically 
arranged by the parents. In the biblical world, there was no thought that parents would not be involved in the 
marriage of their children. 

That’s because the family was viewed as a continuum from one generation to another, not as a bunch of isolated 
units who happened to be related. The continuation and well-being of the family was in part dependent on how 
successful each generation was in establishing solid marriages and homes. 

And so if a daughter in this context wanted to get married, her father was to get involved in the process of 
selecting and approving a potential mate. There’s a lot here to deal with, and you may already be raising questions, 
so stay with me. I think the following discussion will deal with the pertinent issues. 

First of all, as we saw earlier, the Bible tells singles not to be wife- or husband-hunting (see 1 Corinthians 7:27). 
This doesn’t mean a single person can’t meet others and establish relationships. The idea is not to buy into the 
world’s mentality that there’s something wrong if you’re not married, or depend on the world’s methods of finding 
a mate. 

So if a woman wants to get married, whom should she tell first of all? Her father, because he is to be actively 
involved in the process. 

Why? For a number of reasons. A young woman’s father is, or should be, the one man in her life who has her 
deepest interests at heart, who has been given the responsibility of being her spiritual leader, and who is in the 
position to evaluate a possible husband’s fitness from a man’s perspective and discern the direction and potential 
of his life. 

Now you may be saying, “Come on, Tony, you’re not saying we should go back to arranged marriages, are you? 
This is the twenty-first century, not the first century.” 

Well, my answer to that question depends on what is meant by arranged marriages. If we’re talking about cases 
in which two fathers, or two sets of parents, get together and pledge their children to each other before the two 
have met or have even grown up, that’s not going to happen in our culture (although it still happens in other 
countries). But if we are talking about serious parental involvement and approval in the mate-selection process, then 
yes, this is the norm that the Bible teaches. 

Some would say that this was no more than a social custom the way they did it in Paul’s day. But this is not the 
case. The principle of a father giving his daughter in marriage, in the biblical sense of preparing her for that marriage, 
was laid down at the first marriage when God created Eve and “brought her” to Adam (Genesis 2:22). 

God the Father walked Eve down the aisle, so to speak, and presented her to Adam, establishing the pattern that 
we still use in marriage ceremonies today. I’d like to suggest this is a theological matter and not merely a social 
custom. The Father approved his daughter’s marriage and then validated it by giving her away. 

In fact, I believe that every unmarried woman ought to have a male looking out for her marital interests. Ideally, 
that should be her father. But many fathers are absent today, and some others who are present are either not 
believers or are not spiritually attuned. 

In cases where believing women do not have a father who can fill that role, the church is to act as a father and 
look after their spiritual and marital interests. The Bible speaks of the church leaders as fathers among the body of 
Christ (see 1 Corinthians 4:14–15; 1 Thessalonians 2:11). 

What happens when the single person in question is a son and not a daughter? Many of the same principles apply, 
because sons also need to benefit from the wisdom and instruction of their parents. The New Testament doesn’t 
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address this issue directly as it does for women, but clearly a young man who has a godly father and mother would 
do well to heed their advice and follow their spiritual leadership. 

Of course, arranged marriages in biblical days did involve sons. The classic example is Abraham sending his servant 
to find a bride for Isaac (Genesis 24:1–4)—in this case a young woman named Rebekah whom Isaac didn’t even meet 
until the marriage had been arranged. 

Since we’re dealing with single women in the text before us in 1 Corinthians 7, let’s talk about a father’s role in 
helping his daughter to marry in the Lord. One reason for a father’s involvement is to make sure that his daughter 
doesn’t marry a man who turns out to be a fool. 

A younger person may be swayed by the externals, by the front that the other person puts up. But a father who 
is walking with the Lord can help his daughter see the real deal in a potential husband, and he can demand some 
serious commitments from the man who desires to marry his daughter. 

When I married my wife, Lois, her father had me write a letter outlining my basic commitments, and he still has 
it on file. My two sons-in-law had to write similar letters, which are in my file. We had to have some meetings and 
come to some basic agreements before they married my daughters. 

Single Christian woman, if you have a father who walks with the Lord and you are thinking about marrying 
someone your father doesn’t agree with, you are taking a massive risk. If you and your dad are on the same page 
spiritually and are committed to the Lord, then God will validate your marital choice through your father. 

With women’s full entry into the workforce and more people waiting longer to get married, many single women 
today are successfully established on their own. Sometimes a woman in this position will meet a man who doesn’t 
have a regular job, drives an old beat-up car, and is still living with his mama. 

Now what this woman doesn’t need is someone who will take her backward, or a guy who is only looking for 
someone to pay all of his bills. So there needs to be some evaluation of his situation, and a father can help his 
daughter measure this man’s potential and his spiritual condition. 

For example, maybe this man isn’t where he wants to be right now, but he’s showing signs of moving in the right 
direction. He may be in college working toward a degree, or he’s having to overcome some hard circumstances. A 
woman needs her father to help her evaluate a potential husband objectively because if she is in love with the guy, 
she may not see all of these things or may overlook some red flags. 

A father is in a good position to evaluate marriage potential because he knows what is involved in fulfilling the 
biblical instruction for a man to leave his father and mother and cleave to his wife. 

The Bible only speaks of a woman leaving her parents in respect to the man leaving his parents (Genesis 2:24). 
The reason is that a woman is always to be covered and protected by authority. She is to be covered by her biological 
father, or a spiritual substitute, until such time as she is given away in marriage to a man who is pledged to cover 
and protect her. A woman who desires to be married needs to take seriously the Bible’s admonition to follow God’s 
order and line of authority through her father. 

A WORD TO THOSE WHO WISH THEY WERE SINGLE 
We also need to address another group of people—those who aren’t single, but wish they were. These are people 

who say they didn’t realize what they were getting into when they got married, and now they want out. The 
unfortunate fact is that plenty of married people wish they were single again. 

These may be cases in which it is better to be single than to be married. It’s better to be single wanting to be 
married than it is to be married wanting to be single. You can change your single status, but you aren’t to undo a 
marriage simply because you want out. 

Once you’re married you are bound to your mate for life. Paul stated an important principle of marriage when he 
wrote, “A wife is bound as long as her husband lives” (1 Corinthians 7:39a). We’ve talked about the bondage of 
marriage versus the freedom of singleness, so we won’t go there again. 

People need to understand what they are agreeing to when they say, “I do,” because too many married people 
don’t anymore. Both partners in a marriage are bound to each other as long as they both live, because the principle 
works both ways. Marriage is easy to get into, but hard to get out of because you are bound. 

Now I know we have no-fault divorce today. Society may recognize divorce for incompatibility or irreconcilable 
differences, but God doesn’t recognize either of these reasons. So although the judge downtown may declare you 
divorced in such cases, in God’s eyes you are still married. 

God hates divorce (Malachi 2:16). The only conditions that may permit divorce are adultery or abandonment (See 
Matthew 5:31–32, 19:9; 1 Corinthians 7:15). Even then, one can forgive an unfaithful spouse who repents, and the 
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marriage relationship may be restored. (In cases of abuse, a separation may be necessary for the safety of the 
mistreated spouse, with the hope that the abuser, through counsel, can change and the marriage eventually be 
restored.) God also permits divorce in the case of spiritual death, discussed in the next section. 

A single person may say, “Hey, you’re scaring me about getting married.” Good! If you’re single, you’d better be 
sober-minded and a little scared about making this commitment, because once you’re married you are bound to 
your mate for life. 

Jesus once delivered some straight teaching on marriage and divorce in which He said that contrary to the popular 
view, it wasn’t okay for a man to divorce his wife for any reason. 

When Jesus was finished, His disciples said, “If the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not 
to marry” (Matthew 19:10). In other words, Jesus had scared them about being married, and He didn’t back off. We 
need to do some serious and sober thinking about singleness and marriage. 

 
A WORD TO THOSE WHO ARE SINGLE AGAIN 

Paul continues in 1 Corinthians 7:39: “But if her husband is dead, she is free to be married to whom she wishes, 
only in the Lord.” To close our study on singleness, we need to discuss the case of those who were once married and 
are now single again. 

The Bible only grants freedom from a marriage for adultery, abandonment, or when the death of a spouse occurs. 
Now the Bible recognizes two kinds of death that can end a marriage. The first and most obvious is physical death, 
which clearly sets the living partner free from the marriage. In that instance, there is no disagreement that the 
marriage covenant has ended. 

In addition there can be a spiritual death of the marriage. When God warned Adam not to eat from the forbidden 
tree, He said, “In the day that you eat from it you will surely die” (Genesis 2:17). Now the day Adam and Eve ate of 
the fruit, they did not drop dead physically, but they did die spiritually, and their relationship with God was broken. 

The Bible recognizes the reality of spiritual death and the separation that it brings in a relationship. Jesus said 
divorce was wrong “except for immorality” (Matthew 19:9), which brings death to a marriage. The Bible says that 
when there is sexual immorality, which is a form of spiritual death, the marriage dies. There can be forgiveness and 
restoration, but immorality clearly introduces spiritual death into a marriage. 

But the Word does not limit spiritual death to immorality within a marriage. On a broader scale it can include any 
lifestyle by any Christian that is contrary to the truth and detrimental to the kingdom of God. One example is found 
in 1 Corinthians 5:11, where Paul mentioned such things as drunkenness and swindling people. 

So how can it be determined if a marriage is dead and a divorce can be granted without violating God’s Word? 
The death must be recognized by the church, which pronounces that the union is dead and issues the death 
certificate. In the case of the incestuous man in 1 Corinthians 6, the church should have judged him because the 
church is God’s court and God’s coroner to determine if a death has occurred. 

The point of 1 Corinthians 6 is that the church should act on God’s behalf in matters that we normally take to the 
judge downtown. The church court should be a believer’s first court of appeal in a dispute. If a married person 
believes that his or her marriage is spiritually dead, that person should appeal to the church for a judgment. Our 
church in Dallas holds a church court every week to deal with matters that come up. 

In the case of marriage and divorce, the problem is that many people don’t want to go to the church court because 
it’s too tough. They want to go downtown, where it’s easy to get a divorce. But God doesn’t recognize a divorce until 
the church recognizes that spiritual death exists in the marriage, that one partner has been unfaithful or has 
developed a totally rebellious, unrepentant attitude. 

I realize this is more involved than we can discuss fully in this brief context. But I want you to see that it takes 
death to dissolve a marriage and set a married person free to marry again. 

You may be wondering why this is such a big deal. Let me encourage you to read Malachi 2:14–16, in which God 
told the people of Israel He hated divorce and that because they were divorcing their mates illegitimately He would 
not hear their prayers. Anyone who divorces for the wrong reasons leaves God standing at the altar too, because He 
says He won’t listen to them. 

But when a death has occurred in the marriage, the remaining spouse is free to remarry “in the Lord.” There is 
freedom of choice within that boundary. 
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What does it mean to be married in the Lord? Two concepts are at work here. The first is the stipulation that the 
person being considered for marriage needs to be a Christian. A believer and an unbeliever are never to be joined 
together in any close coequal partnership, including marriage. 

Paul warned in 2 Corinthians 6:14–15, “Do not be bound together with unbelievers; for what partnership have 
righteousness and lawlessness, or what fellowship has light with darkness? Or what harmony has Christ with Belial, 
or what has a believer in common with an unbeliever?” 

This concept actually comes from Deuteronomy 22:10, where God told Israel not to put an ox and a donkey 
together in the same yoke because they are different animals that won’t be pulling together. They were not created 
to work together. 

This is the picture of a Christian and a non-Christian joining together in marriage. They will not be pulling together 
equally, and they are going to have problems. 

A single man was at the airport one day when he met a nice woman. They began talking and really began to click 
with each other. Something was happening; a fire was starting to ignite. 

Finally the man asked the woman where she was flying to. It turned out she was flying north to Canada, while he 
was flying south to Mexico. He wanted the two of them to fly together, but it was impossible because they were 
going in opposite directions. 

If you’re a Christian you are heading in the opposite direction from an unbeliever, and the two of you can’t be 
yoked together without someone getting hurt. This is one area where far too many Christian singles are willing to 
compromise in order to get married. But the Bible forbids marriage between a believer and a lost person under any 
circumstance. Someone has said that if you marry a child of the devil, you’re going to have in-law problems. 

To be married “only in the Lord” means that you are not supposed to marry an unbeliever. Now, people today 
talk about their search for their “soul mates.” Keep in mind that is not the first mate you are supposed to be looking 
for. You are supposed to be looking for a “spirit mate.” Deuteronomy 22:10 gives us some insight, “You shall not 
plow with an ox and a donkey together.” The reason you don’t put an ox and a donkey together with the same plow 
is that they won’t pull together. They are two different types of animals. A spirit mate is someone who has the same 
goals and purpose as you do spiritually. This is the only thing that will keep a marriage together successfully over 
time. Because when the bodies get old and the souls wind up in conflict, you had better have the spirit left to hang 
onto. If that’s not there, then nothing will keep you together. 

The idea of marrying in the Lord and being equally joined with another Christian also has a deeper facet to it than 
just two people being saved and going to church. You should not only marry a Christian, but a Christian who is pulling 
in the same direction as you. 

It’s one thing to get married to a Christian, but it’s another thing to marry a Christian whose spiritual desires and 
commitments complement yours instead of contradicting them. 

For example, if you are committed to grow in your faith and you’re moving in that direction, you are going to 
want someone who wants to grow in Christ too. 

Earlier we used the example of a single person who feels called to the mission field. If you have such a desire, and 
you meet another Christian who has no inkling at all that God is calling him or her to the mission field, this difference 
ought to cause the two of you to go very slowly in your relationship. Otherwise, you may wind up pulling in different 
directions. 

This doesn’t mean that two people who want to get married must be alike in everything. That will never happen 
in the first place, and if it did they would be in for a very boring relationship. But it’s important that their differences 
are at least in the same direction. 

So the desire for marriage is legitimate. But Paul concluded his extended teaching on this subject by saying, “In 
my opinion she [a widow] is happier if she remains as she is; and I think that I also have the Spirit of God” (1 
Corinthians 7:40). This was not just a human opinion, but the revealed Word and will of God. In other words, Paul 
wasn’t just telling his personal bias, but was speaking under the Spirit’s inspiration. 

Under the Spirit’s direction, Paul literally states that a woman is “happier” if she remains single. Essentially, he 
says, “If she wants to get married, fine—that’s her call. But only if she marries in the Lord. Keep in mind, though, she 
is going to be happier if she stays single.” 

Ladies, understand that if you want to get married you are actually giving up some happiness. If you could spend 
only a moment listening in on what so many married couples go through just on the ride home from church, you 
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would think twice about wanting to get married. Sure, they might look all lovey-dovey dressed up in church praising 
the Lord, but sometimes the bickering and the fussing starts as early as reaching the pavement of the parking lot. 

I’m not saying that there is anything wrong with getting married. I’m just saying that Paul, inspired by the Holy 
Spirit, said you will be happier if you don’t. As a single, you are not in a lesser position. You are in a higher position. 
You are not in the reduced position. You are in the spiritually exalted position. Why do you think divorce rates are 
so high and have always been an issue throughout all time? Because married people realize they had it much better 
off when they were single. 

WHY HURRY? 
Single Christian—widow, widower, never married, or divorced—my counsel to you is don’t be in a hurry to get 

married. Don’t rush the process, and don’t rush off to the altar with someone who may not be God’s choice simply 
because you’re afraid you may not get another chance. Don’t be in such a hurry that you crash and burn. 

Let me remind you again of Ruth, who was a widow and successful. Ruth determined to pursue God, even if it 
meant giving up the legitimate pursuit of a husband and the security of marriage. 

Ruth went back to Israel with Naomi, assuming she would never get married again because she was a foreigner 
from Moab. But as she fulfilled her calling and served the Lord, the day came when she happened to glean in the 
fields of Boaz—and one of the Bible’s great love stories began to unfold. 

Ruth was in an obscure position, and humanly speaking was about as far from having marriage prospects as any 
woman in her day. But when God was ready, He found her, or rather, He made sure that Boaz found her. 

But let me point out that the story of Ruth is not the story of a single woman getting married. It is the story of 
two people who were used of God to carry on the line of the Messiah. Obed, the son born to Ruth and Boaz, was 
the father of Jesse, who was the father of David, through whom came Jesus Christ! 

God may have you single right now, but He may be preparing you for something that is much bigger than you 
could imagine! 

YOUR THREE CHOICES 
Let me give you a helpful formula for approaching single life. As a single Christian, you have three choices. Your 

first choice is to grumble about your lot and the lack of suitable potential mates and grumble that you aren’t married 
because you can feel your biological clock ticking. 

A second choice is to grab the next available person who comes along, regardless of that person’s fitness for 
marriage. That’s a bad choice, as we have seen. 

A third choice for you as a Christian single is to grow in grace and in your walk with the Lord. You can say to God, 
“I am going to walk with You no matter what, and I am going to trust You and wait on You for Your timing in my life.”  

What will your choice be? Make sure you make your choice based on your true value and worth because only 
then will you be making the right choice. 

A man one day was shopping at an antique store where the owner, a woman, had a beautiful table for sale. The 
price on the table was $600, yet the man thought he would try and get a deal so he offered her $400. They began 
having a conversation about the table, and she informed him that she wouldn’t take less than the asking price for 
this table. The man continued to ask for the discounted price, so the owner began telling him all of the unique 
qualities about this particular table. 

Their conversation continued for some time, and then the man asked if she would be willing to take $500. She 
said, “No, sir. In fact, we’ve talked so much about this table that I have been reminded of its true value. As a result, 
the price is now $1,000.” 

Unfortunately today far too many single Christians have forgotten their true value, and so they are willing to 
reduce themselves cheaply in their decisions, thoughts, and actions. What I hope you will do based on the time we 
have spent together looking at this important subject is to think long, hard, and biblically on your value. When you 
understand God’s view of singlehood and how much He cherishes and treasures you, you will hold your head up 
high while living single in His arms and care. 

One of the most successful singles in Scripture, as I’ve mentioned, is Joseph. In spite of the fact that he was born 
into a dysfunctional family, sold into slavery, falsely accused of rape and forgotten in prison—the refrain that we 
keep hearing about Joseph is that the Lord was with Him and made him a success, even as a single (Genesis 39:2,3, 
21, 23). 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 62 

He had no partner in his life, and yet he was still successful. The key to his success is that phrase: the Lord was 
with him. But this word “with him” was not in a general sense—omnipresence, after all, God was with everybody. 
But this phrase lets us know that God was specifically with Joseph in a unique. 

The key to your success as a single is this phrase. It is your intimate personal relationship with the Lord, and not 
just a general religious affiliation. 

There must be a greater focus on that relationship than on the circumstances you are in or the marital status you 
desire to have, but do not have. 

So powerful was Joseph’s connection with God that he was even able to forgive his brothers who had mistreated 
him. 

The capstone of his life is stated in Genesis chapter 50:19–21 when Joseph said to his brothers that they should 
not be afraid because their action had taken him to where God wanted him to be. He told them that what they 
meant it for evil, God turned it around for good in order to bring about this present result to preserve many people 
alive. 

Therefore during your ups and downs—or the roller coaster of your singlehood—make sure that you are 
practicing God’s presence daily. Make sure you are putting intimacy with Jesus Christ as your highest priority so that 
He can make you successful where you are even in the midst of negative circumstances knowing that He is using 
them to take you to your destiny. He is taking you to the place He has for you to glorify Him and to advance His 
kingdom for the benefit of others. 

While negative circumstances during your singlehood can seek to push you down and keep you under, your 
intimacy with Jesus Christ is like a beach ball being forced under water. It is only being set up to be propelled higher. 
Stick close to Jesus as you wait for Him to unfold the fullness of His plan for you life. 

Once you become committed to the principles of this book to wait on, work for and be wedded in the Lord and 
now that you know your in estimable value as a single, stay married to the Lord (Isaiah 54:5) if or until He changes 
your status. 

http://go.tonyevans.org/singlehood 
THE URBAN ALTERNATIVE 

The National Ministry of Dr. Tony Evans 
Dr. Tony Evans and The Urban Alternative (TUA) equips, empowers, and unites Christians to impact individuals, 
families, churches, and communities to restore hope and transform lives. 

We believe the core cause of the problems we face in our personal lives, homes, churches, and societies is a 
spiritual one; therefore, the only way to address them is spiritually. We’ve tried a political, a social, an economic, 
and even a religious agenda. It’s time for a Kingdom Agenda—God’s visible and comprehensive rule over every area 
of life, because when we function as we were designed, there is a divine power that changes everything. It renews 
and restores as the life of Christ is made manifest within our own. As we align ourselves under Him, there is an 
alignment that happens from deep within—where He brings about full restoration. It is an atmosphere that revives 
and makes whole. 

As it impacts us, it impacts others—transforming every sphere of life in which we live. When each biblical sphere 
of life functions in accordance with God’s Word, the outcomes are evangelism, discipleship, and community impact. 
As we learn how to govern ourselves under God, we then transform the institutions of family, church, and society 
from a biblically based kingdom perspective where, through Him, we are touching heaven and changing earth. 

To achieve our goal we use a variety of strategies, methods, and resources for reaching and equipping as many 
people as possible. 

BROADCAST MEDIA 
Hundreds of thousands of individuals experience The Alternative with Dr. Tony Evans through the daily radio 

broadcast playing nearly 1,000 radio outlets and in over 130 countries. The broadcast can also be seen on several 
television networks, and is viewable online at TonyEvans.org. 

LEADERSHIP TRAINING 
The Kingdom Agenda Pastors (KAP) provides a viable network for like-minded pastors who embrace the Kingdom 

Agenda philosophy. Pastors have the opportunity to go deeper with Dr. Tony Evans as they are given greater biblical 
knowledge, practical applications, and resources to impact individuals, families, churches, and communities. KAP 
welcomes senior and associate pastors of all churches. 

http://go.tonyevans.org/singlehood
http://tonyevans.org/
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The Kingdom Agenda Pastors’ Summit develops church leaders to meet the demands of the twenty-first century 
while maintaining the Gospel message and the strategic position of the church. The Summit introduces intensive 
seminars, workshops, and resources, addressing issues affecting the community, family, leadership, organizational 
health and more. 

Pastors’ Wives Ministry, founded by Dr. Lois Evans, provides counsel, encouragement, and spiritual resources for 
pastors’ wives as they serve with their husbands in the ministry. A primary focus of the ministry is the KAP Summit 
that offers senior pastors’ wives a safe place to reflect, renew, and relax along with training in personal development, 
spiritual growth, and care for their emotional and physical well-being. 
COMMUNITY IMPACT 

National Church Adopt-A-School Initiative (NCAASI) prepares churches across the country to impact communities 
by using public schools as the primary vehicle for effecting positive social change in urban youth and families. Leaders 
of churches, school districts, faith-based organizations, and other nonprofit organizations are equipped with the 
knowledge and tools to forge partnerships and build strong social service delivery systems. This training is based on 
the comprehensive church-based community impact strategy conducted by Oak Cliff Bible Fellowship. It addresses 
such areas as economic development, education, housing, health revitalization, family renewal, and racial 
reconciliation. We also assist churches in tailoring the model to meet the specific needs of their communities while 
simultaneously addressing the spiritual and moral frame of reference. 
 
RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT 

We are fostering lifelong learning partnerships with the people we serve by providing a variety of published 
materials. We offer booklets, Bible studies, books, CDs, and DVDs to strengthen people in their walk with God and 
ministry to others.20 

7 myths about singleness 
Contents 

Introduction 
 1  Singleness Is Too Hard 
 2  Singleness Requires a Special Calling 
 3  Singleness Means No Intimacy 
 4  Singleness Means No Family 
 5  Singleness Hinders Ministry 
 6  Singleness Wastes Your Sexuality 
 7  Singleness Is Easy 
Conclusion 
Appendix: Four Ways to Avoid Sexual Sin21 
 

Introduction 
It turns out there are many things we don’t know quite as well as we think we do. 

One of the most popular comedy shows in the United Kingdom is QI (short for “Quite Interesting”). Each week 
the panelists are presented with interesting and little-known facts to discuss. Part of the show is dedicated to 
“general ignorance,” things commonly assumed to be facts that are actually untrue. You do not, it turns out, have 
two nostrils, but four (two of them you can’t see). Mount Everest, it turns out, is not the tallest in the world (it is the 
highest, but not the tallest). King Henry VIII did not, it turns out, have six wives (it’s complicated). The earth, it turns 
out, does not have just one moon (there are all sorts of other nonman-made things floating around us that 
technically count as moons). And so it goes on. Oftentimes, it seems, we know a good deal less than we think. 

This is true not just of mountains, moons, kings, and nostrils but of singleness as well. Much of what we 
commonly assume to be the case with singleness is either flat-out untrue or, at the very least, really shouldn’t be 
true. Almost all these things are negatives about singleness, as we shall see. In much of our thinking, singleness, if 
not downright bad, is certainly not seen as good. One writer has noted the difference between Christian books on 
marriage and those on singleness.2 In the books on marriage, marriage is assumed to be a great thing, and all that 

 
20 Evans, T. (2013). Living single. Moody Publishers. 
21 Allberry, S. (2019). 7 myths about singleness. Crossway. 
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remains is to understand it better and perhaps be aware of one or two potential pitfalls that might arise. But books 
on singleness typically have a different starting point. Singleness is assumed to be pretty much awful; the point of 
the books is, therefore, to see if we might be able to eke out something just about tolerable from it. 

Even the way we describe singleness reflects this. It is almost always defined in the negative, as the absence of 
something. It’s the state of not being married. It is the absence of a significant other. This defining by negation 
reinforces the idea that there is nothing intrinsically good about singleness; it is merely the situation of lacking what 
is intrinsically good in marriage. 

I often see this when people are having some sort of introductory conversation. When someone asks, “Are you 
married?” or, “Do you have family?” and we answer in the affirmative, the person asking is delighted, and it sparks 
a fresh round of discussion about how you and your spouse met or the age of your children. But when answered in 
the negative, people often don’t quite know what to do with it, and the conversation grinds to a halt. Marriage is a 
conversational intersection, with all sorts of interesting avenues of discussion. Singleness is more of a conversational 
cul-de-sac, requiring an awkward maneuver to exit. 

It is worth pointing out what we mean by “singleness,” as this will have a significant bearing on our discussion. 
From the point of view of Christianity, to be single means being both unmarried and committed (for as long as we 
remain unmarried) to sexual abstinence. The Bible is clear that sex outside of marriage is sinful, something that is 
underlined in the teaching of Jesus. To be single is to refrain from any sexual behavior. If you’re single long term, as 
a Christian that means being sexually abstinent long term. 

This is very different from the predominantly secular culture around us, which holds that to be single involves 
the former (being unmarried) but not the latter (sexual abstinence). And since marriage is often seen as a constraint 
in many ways, being single in a secular context can be thought of as a positive boon. You have the freedom to find 
sexual fulfillment without any of the commitments that come with marriage. You are free to play the field in 
whichever way you think might make you happy. A prominent British journalist and broadcaster, Mariella Frostrup, 
described singleness as “solvency, great sex, and a guilt-free life.” 

So singleness for the Christian can look very different from singleness for someone who is not. It is little wonder, 
then, that so many think of Christian notions of celibacy and chasteness as unappealing. I just realized as I typed 
those two words, “celibacy” and “chasteness,” just how old-fashioned they seem. They sound more like they’d 
belong in Downton Abbey than in contemporary life. I suspect there’s a very simple reason for that: there are no 
equivalent contemporary notions today, so we can only borrow language from previous generations to describe it. 
Celibacy is, frankly, weird for most people today. Harmful, even. So with this cultural backdrop, it is no surprise to 
find so many within the church thinking along similar lines. 

This is where “general ignorance” quickly kicks in. Henry VIII didn’t actually have six wives. And singleness isn’t 
actually a bad thing. In the Bible it’s good. It’s even described as a blessing. In and of itself it’s a wonderful gift from 
God that should be affirmed and celebrated. Read on, and I hope you’ll find out why. Most of what we think we 
know is actually untrue. And the point of this book is that the goodness of singleness is something the whole church 
needs to know. It’s obvious that singles need to be clear about it, but so too does everybody else. The Bible’s teaching 
on singleness is given to all of God’s people. 

The most lengthy and thorough discussion of singleness comes in 1 Corinthians 7, and at first glance it seems to 
contradict the point I’ve just made. As Paul takes us through issues of marriage and singleness he turns to different 
sections of the readership and addresses them directly: “To the unmarried and the widows I say . . .” (v. 8); “To the 
married I give this charge . . .” (v. 10); “To the rest I say . . .” (v. 12). But here’s the thing: even as Paul addresses each 
of these groups specifically, he wants and expects the whole church to be listening in. I am not a widow (and can 
never be one). But the Scriptures addressed to them are still given to me. I must not skip over them. Similarly, though 
I am not a parent, passages directed to parents are still God’s word to me. The same is the case with Scriptures about 
singleness, even when directed to singles. God’s word to singles about singleness is something you need to know 
about, whatever your stage of life or marital status. There are two reasons for this. 

First, most of us who are married will one day be single again. We don’t like to dwell on this reality if we’re 
married. But think about it. It is rare for a married couple to die at the same time. As I write this, it is twenty-four 
years pretty much to the day since my grandmother died. Our family was devastated, and no one more so than her 
husband, my grandfather “Pop.” None of us was sure how he would cope, even with a large and supportive family 
who cherish him. Yet he has had to experience singleness for whole decades since she died. Pop is not far from 
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spending more of his life unmarried than married, which is something, given that they were married for over fifty 
years (he is only a few months shy of turning one hundred). 

Bereavement will return many who are married now to singleness again. It is sobering and sad to think about, 
but also necessary. Add to that the number of marriages that will end in divorce, and the proportion of those who 
will become single for a second time rises even higher. A ring on our finger now is no sure sign that we will not be 
single in the future. Better to think carefully and biblically about singleness now rather than later. 

Second, singleness directly affects all of us. The Bible repeatedly speaks of the local church as a body, which 
means that we aren’t free to come and go from it without obligation. No, Paul tells us, “For just as each of us has 
one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we, though many, 
form one body, and each member belongs to all the others” (Rom. 12:4–5 NIV). We’re a body. We belong to one 
another. What happens to part of us therefore affects all. If some struggle, it hurts us all. We’re invested in one 
another, and therefore I need to know what the Christian life is like for you in your situation, and you need to know 
what it’s like for me in mine. 

This applies far more widely than merely to issues of marriage and singleness. But it shows me that as a single 
person, I have a stake in the health of the marriages in my church family. And those who are married have a stake 
in the health of my singleness. It’s part of what belonging to one another involves. And when we think of the 
proportion of our local church that might be single, it makes it all the more urgent that we’re all on the same page, 
talking about the same thing, and heading in the same direction. It is in the interests of all of us, the whole church, 
single and married, to understand the positive vision the Bible gives us of singleness. 

But that’ll involve overturning some common misconceptions. 
1 

Singleness Is Too Hard 
In wider culture, singleness (as we have already noted) is not a problem in and of itself. But celibacy is. It is fine not 
to have married. It can even be a good thing—you are footloose and fancy-free. (Though I confess I’ve no idea what 
either of those terms actually means.) But to be without sexual or romantic intimacy is another matter. 

Two recent movies highlight this. Take the Steve Carell comedy The 40-Year-Old Virgin. The whole premise 
behind it is that to be a virgin at forty years old is utterly laughable. People are horrified when they find out. Some 
treat him like a child. After all, he’s not properly grown up yet. And, of course, the happy ending to the movie is that 
he finally does lose his virginity. Although the impact on him is overblown, the point is real: he’s now entered into 
one of the key things life is about. 

Another example is the movie Forty Days and Forty Nights. The tagline says it all: “One man is about to do the 
unthinkable. No sex. Whatsoever. For forty days and forty nights.” Think about that for a moment. Forty days and 
forty nights is neither an arbitrary length of time nor an arbitrary way of describing it. In the Gospel accounts Jesus 
was in the wilderness without food for “forty days and forty nights” (Matt. 4:2). Christians observing Lent typically 
give something up for the same period of time. Forty days and forty nights has become the standard unit for those 
who want to be serious about depriving themselves of something. We’re willing to go this long without chocolate or 
carbs or social media or TV. But to go this long without sex? Unthinkable. I’ve just calculated that I’ve done the 
equivalent length of time well over two hundred times. Once is unthinkable. Two hundred plus? Well, I am way off 
the charts. I heard someone describe long-term celibates like me as being like unicorns: you’ve heard of them, but 
you never think you’re going to actually meet one. 

Behind the comedy of such movies lies a serious belief, one that is widespread in the Western world today: 
without sex you can’t really experience what it means to be truly human. According to this thinking, our sense of 
personhood is directly attached to our sex life. To ignore this side of us, to deliberately not express and fulfill it, is to 
actually do harm to ourselves. It is a fundamental aspect of our humanity, and repressing it is not healthy. Those 
who are long-term single are not just quaint and old-fashioned; we might actually be deluded. Something is very 
wrong with us. 

Choosing to live this way is questionable enough, but there is a unique distaste for those who might, in the name 
of religion, require it of anybody else. Calling others to live sexually abstinent outside of marriage is now regarded 
as unnecessary and cruel. Those wanting to uphold the Bible’s teaching on sexual ethics are criticized for “enforcing 
celibacy” on others and, by doing so, causing considerable damage. 

All this means we need to be crystal clear about what the Bible really says about these things. 
Jesus on Sex and Marriage 
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One of the prevailing myths today is that Jesus was tolerant when it comes to sexual ethics. Sure, people tend to 
think, the Old Testament had some strict things to say about marriage and sexuality, and Paul was evidently having 
the theological equivalent of a bad-hair day when he was writing some of his letters, but Jesus was much more 
relaxed about these things and didn’t seem to have any of the hang-ups that his followers today are accused of 
having. 

But it is wrong to suggest Jesus had nothing challenging to say about sex. In fact, he takes the broad Old 
Testament sexual ethic and intensifies it. First, Jesus defines sex outside of marriage as sinful: 

For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, slander. 
These are what defile a person. (Matt. 15:19–20) 

Jesus is saying that it is all too possible to be defiled, to be spiritually unacceptable to God. The Pharisees he is talking 
to generally believed that defilement was a bit like catching a cold: provided you avoided infected people and places, 
you could stay healthy. So they went to great lengths to wash themselves ceremonially and to stay away from people 
they thought were spiritually unclean. But Jesus shows them that defilement is not primarily something external to 
us but internal. It is not outside of us and to be avoided, but inside of us and to be acknowledged—it comes out of 
the heart. Various attitudes and types of behavior reflect this, and Jesus provides a sampling of them: evil thoughts, 
murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false witness, and slander. 

This is not an exhaustive list but a representative one. And in the middle of it comes the phrase “sexual 
immorality.” It is a translation of one Greek word, porneia, which is what Matthew originally wrote. If that word 
sounds a little familiar, it is because we get the word pornography from it. At the time of Jesus, porneia referred to 
any sexual behavior outside of marriage. It would have included premarital sex, prostitution, adultery (which Jesus 
also lists separately), and same-sex behavior. Such sexual activity, Jesus says, defiles us. It is not the only form of 
behavior that does (as the rest of his list indicates), but it is one of the things. Sex outside of marriage is a sin. In 
other words, what, I suspect, is the vast majority of sexual behavior in our culture today, Jesus regards as morally 
wrong. He’s not so sexually tolerant, as it happens. 

But Jesus’s teaching is even more challenging than that. In his famous Sermon on the Mount, Jesus included 
these words: 

You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that everyone who looks 
at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart. (Matt. 5:27–28) 

In this section of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is contrasting the traditions of the religious teachers at that time 
with the heart attitude that God intends his laws to promote and his people to have. Evidently it was common to 
teach the law primarily in terms of externals, so Jesus shows that it was always meant to go much deeper. It is not 
enough, he shows us, merely to refrain from physically committing adultery. What God requires is honorable 
intentions and a godly attitude. It is not just about what we do (or manage not to do) but what and even how we 
think. Jesus doesn’t take the Old Testament law and go easy on his hearers; he dials it up for them. 

One more passage reflects this: 
And Pharisees came up to him and tested him by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s wife for any cause?” He 
answered, “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, 
and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh’? So they are no longer two but one flesh. What therefore God has joined together, let not 
man separate.” (Matt. 19:3–6) 

Jesus is asked about divorce, but his answer doesn’t cover divorce. Instead he talks about marriage. To do that Jesus 
goes back to Genesis 1 and 2. When he says, “He who created them from the beginning made them male and 
female,” he is referencing Genesis 1:27. Then he directly quotes Genesis 2:24: “Therefore a man shall leave . . .” But 
Jesus makes clear that by referencing these early chapters of Scripture, he is not merely seeking wisdom from the 
ancients. Notice it is “he who created them” who says, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and 
hold fast to his wife.” It is the Creator himself who provides these words of commentary on what marriage is. What 
we are seeing is, therefore, the Creator’s blueprint for human sexuality. This is not the best of human wisdom; it is 
our Maker’s design for us. 

That design clearly shows us that God’s template for marriage is one man and one woman for life. This, Jesus 
shows us, is the union that alone enables two people to become “one flesh.” This is not something designed to be 
undone or reversed. And as Jesus continues to unpack this, and its implications for how we think about divorce, the 
disciples respond in a telling way: 
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The disciples said to him, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry.” (Matt. 19:10) 
This is telling for a very simple reason. I’ve read these words countless times over the years but only really noticed 
just recently that when Jesus talks about what marriage is, he actually puts people off getting married. The disciples 
realize how serious marriage is. Maybe best to give it a miss, they think. It sounds a little too much like commitment. 
Their reaction is understandable, but it got me thinking. One of the perks of being a pastor is that I get to preach at 
weddings fairly often. But never has someone come up to me after I’ve preached on what marriage is and means 
and said, “Maybe it is better not to marry.” This makes me wonder if it was Jesus’s view of marriage I was actually 
teaching. His is not an easy standard when it comes to sex and marriage. 

Jesus’s response to the disciples seems to underline this: 
But he said to them, “Not everyone can receive this saying, but only those to whom it is given.” (Matt. 19:11) 

There is discussion among scholars about whether “this saying” refers to all that Jesus had just been teaching or to 
what the disciples have just said in response to his teaching. If it is to the former, Jesus is underlining how the 
Christian standard for marriage will not be for all; hence what he says next about the life of celibacy as the 
alternative. If Jesus is referring to the latter—to the disciples’ remark about it being better not to marry—he is saying 
that not all will be able to follow the way of life they are commending, although some do and hence the comments 
about eunuchs. Concerning one way, it is the Christian view of marriage that will be hard to accept; concerning the 
other, it is the Christian view of singleness that will be hard to accept. 

In one sense, it doesn’t make much difference. The fact is, marriage can be hard and so too can singleness. Each 
brings its own challenges. Neither option is the easier one, and the challenges of marriage are quite different from 
the challenges of singleness. But I suggest Jesus is referring to what he has just been teaching. It is a hard word for 
many to hear and receive.2 

If the disciples had hoped the strength of their reaction might make Jesus equivocate in some way, his response 
would have felt like a slap in the face. Jesus doesn’t soften his stance. He tacitly agrees with what they say about 
marriage. It’s difficult. So what’s the answer? Interestingly, it’s not cohabitation. 

It’s celibacy. 
Jesus continues: 
For there are eunuchs who have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs 
by men, and there are eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. 
(Matt. 19:12) 
Eunuchs were celibate men in Jesus’s day, particularly those who had been emasculated. Jesus goes on to show 

that some were eunuchs involuntarily: they were born that way or made that way by others. But alongside that, 
some were willing to forgo marriage by choice. Barry Danylak notes, “In using the term eunuch, Jesus meant more 
than someone simply not marrying but rather one’s setting aside the right of marriage and procreation. . . . Jesus is 
suggesting that there are some who will willingly give up the blessings of both marriage and offspring for the sake 
of the kingdom of God.”4 We will think more about this in due course, but for now we can simply note this: when 
the disciples raise the possibility of not getting married, Jesus talks to them about being eunuchs. As far as he is 
concerned, that is the only godly alternative to marriage. 

These are all challenging statements, but they are very clear. To summarize these three passages: 
Sex outside of marriage is sinful (Matt. 15:19). 
Sexual sin includes not just the physical act, but our thoughts and attitudes too (Matt. 5:28). 
Marriage is between a man and a woman, for life, and the godly alternative is to be celibate (Matt. 
19:4–5, 10–12). 

Jesus is therefore not as sexually tolerant as people today commonly imagine him to be. Far from relaxing the 
common Jewish traditions on sexual ethics derived from the Old Testament, he actually intensifies them. For those 
wanting to follow him, being unmarried very much involves singleness with sexual abstinence. 
The Goodness of Singleness 
That may clarify the terms of our discussion. But we still haven’t answered our central concern: Is biblical singleness 
too hard? Look again at Jesus’s exchange with his disciples following his teaching on marriage and divorce: 

The disciples said to him, “If such is the case of a man with his wife, it is better not to marry.” But he said to 
them, “Not everyone can receive this saying, but only those to whom it is given. For there are eunuchs who 
have been so from birth, and there are eunuchs who have been made eunuchs by men, and there are 
eunuchs who have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.” (Matt. 19:10–12) 
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Notice again the disciples’ premise: marriage sounds too hard. Jesus doesn’t contradict that. Marriage (as he 
presents it) is not easy. It is hard. It will not be the best path for everyone. That is why some choose to be like the 
eunuchs. Our starting point today is often the opposite. Celibacy sounds too hard, so we should make marriage more 
readily accessible, even redefining it so that more people can enter into it. But Jesus’s thinking seems to go in the 
opposite direction. Marriage can be too hard for some, so he commends celibacy. 

We also need to remember that Jesus made himself a eunuch for the sake of the kingdom. Jesus willingly became 
fully human for us. He willingly became a male. He was a sexual human being, as we all are. But he lived a celibate 
lifestyle. He never married. He never even entered a romantic relationship. He never had sex. Jesus was not calling 
others to a standard he was not willing to embrace himself. He wasn’t calling singles to sexual abstinence while 
knowing nothing of it himself. He lived this very teaching. 

But there’s more than even that. Jesus is not just an example of a nonhypocritical teacher. He is the example of 
the perfect man. He is the humanity all of us are called to be but which none of us are. He is the most complete and 
fully human person who ever lived. So his not being married is not incidental. It shows us that none of these things—
marriage, romantic fulfillment, sexual experience—is intrinsic to being a full human being. The moment we say 
otherwise, the moment we claim a life of celibacy to be dehumanizing, we are implying that Jesus himself is only 
subhuman. 

The significance of this came home to me recently. I was speaking to a pastor who was expressing reservations 
about calling same-sex-attracted members of his church to the sexual ethic we have just been outlining. He 
summarized his concern with these words: “How can I expect them to live without romantic hope?” I was grateful 
for his concern for them. Many married pastors can be blasé about what they’re asking of some of their unmarried 
church members. He, at least, was aware of the potential cost for them, and it mattered to him. But there was an 
assumption behind his concern that troubled me. The assumption was that we can’t really live without romantic 
hope, that a life without any potential for romantic fulfillment is unfair to demand and unbearable to experience. It 
assumes romantic fulfillment is fundamental to a full and complete life. 

Some time later I was preaching from 1 John and found myself teaching a passage that includes these words: 
By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from 
God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God. This is the spirit of the antichrist, which 
you heard was coming and now is in the world already. (1 John 4:2–3) 

There was an opportunity for questions from the congregation after the sermon, and someone asked whether there 
is, in fact, anyone today who denies that Christ has come in the flesh. Wasn’t that just a first-century heresy that the 
early church was able to see off? I was thinking for a moment about how to respond when I suddenly remembered 
that conversation with the pastor. It dawned on me that the very kind of thinking that claims a life without sexual 
fulfillment is not really an authentic way to live is actually saying that Jesus did not fully come in the flesh, that his 
was not a full human life. To say that it is dehumanizing to be celibate is to dehumanize Christ, to deny that he came 
fully in the flesh and that his humanity was a “real” one. 

A couple of times when I’ve spoken on this issue, people have questioned whether Jesus really was celibate. The 
Gospel accounts don’t explicitly say that Jesus didn’t have sex, so it’s a bit much to forbid others to do so on that 
basis. I’ve even heard some senior church leaders in my own denomination say this. 

It is a rather unusual approach to say that anything we’re not told Jesus didn’t do can be morally justified. There 
is no account in any of the Gospels of Jesus, say, punching a horse in the face. But the fact that the Gospels don’t say 
he didn’t do it doesn’t make me think I can thereby justify doing it myself. If someone responds to this (admittedly 
daft) example, that such behavior doesn’t fit with the Jesus we see in the Gospels, then I’d reply that this is precisely 
the point. It doesn’t. It is absurd to think of Jesus behaving this way. And the same is true of the notion that he might 
have had sex. This, after all, is the man (as we’ve seen) who presented a much higher standard of sexual ethics to 
his contemporaries than was commonly taught. Are we to think that Jesus would have explicitly and repeatedly 
taught one thing while doing the opposite? Quite apart from this is the constant reminder throughout the New 
Testament (very much reflected in the Gospel accounts) that Jesus lived without sin. 

So far, all we’ve really done is see how high is Jesus’s standard for sexual ethics and how his teaching on marriage 
makes it much harder than we might typically think. Hardly encouraging stuff. But the message of the Bible about 
singleness is much more than this. Paul is able to express ways in which singleness can be a good thing. There are 
ways in which it can actually be easier than marriage. He puts it both ways around: there are certain hardships we 
are spared if we are single and certain ways in which we are more free because of it. 
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Let’s deal with what we’re spared. Writing to the Corinthians, Paul shows how Christians are both free to marry 
and free to remain single. Though he is single and wants to commend his singleness to them (1 Cor. 7:7), there is 
nothing wrong with single people who are able to marry getting married: 

But if you do marry, you have not sinned, and if a betrothed woman marries, she has not sinned. Yet those 
who marry will have worldly troubles, and I would spare you that. (1 Cor. 7:28) 
Paul assumes that married life will include certain “worldly troubles.” This is by no means a criticism of marriage. 

Elsewhere Paul writes in the loftiest of terms about how marriage reflects the church’s spiritual marriage to Jesus 
(Eph. 5:31). It is not that Paul is down on marriage. It’s just that he is realistic. The character of life in this world is 
that marriage will not be easy. There will be some heartache that comes with it. 

It’s important for us to know this. From the earliest of ages we have been presented with the idea that the period 
following marriage is best described as “happily ever after.” While most of us know enough to realize life isn’t as 
simple as that, the fact is, we are exposed to endless stories as adults where the wedding is the end and climax, the 
resolution of the tension. It is the goal and destination. Once the couple finally gets together, the story is over. While 
not entirely “happily ever after,” it seems at least mainly “happily ever after.” 

I’ve been a pastor for about fifteen years, and a close friend to various married folks for a lot longer. I have seen 
a number of marriages at close hand and walked with married friends through some of the trials that have come 
with married life. It is good to have open and honest friendships in which both the ups and downs can be shared. 

There are some “worldly troubles” caused by marriage itself. 
One of the first couples at whose wedding I officiated has now divorced. I know of several marriages going 

through very serious problems. One friend was recently quite candid with me: he and his wife simply don’t like each 
other anymore. 

I know couples for whom married life turned out dramatically different from how they’d expected. One lady with 
a long-term incapacitated husband said to me one day, “This isn’t what I signed up for!” (Actually it is, I thought, but 
didn’t say.) I know another couple in which the husband has a condition that has dramatically weakened his arms. 
He is unable to button his own shirts, let alone lift his own children—a far cry from how he had imagined being a 
husband. I know of a Christian who married someone who wasn’t, and though she thought it wouldn’t matter, it has 
turned out to matter profoundly. I know another case in which a woman married someone who presented himself 
as a strong Christian but has shown himself to be far from it. 

Other “worldly troubles” relate to children. I’ve seen friends devastated by the news that they will not be able 
to have children. Suddenly all the expectations they had about what family life might look like for them came 
crashing down. Though they have had the blessing of being able to adopt multiple times, and regard their children 
as full family members, they know that the grandparents will never be able to say of their children, “He definitely 
has your eyes!” or “She has the family nose!” 

More than one couple I’m very close to has had children born with special needs and gone through the deep 
distress of not even knowing if these children were going to survive their first few days in the world. Other couples 
I know have experienced the searing pain of seeing a child stumble into serious sin or walk away from the faith 
entirely. One very dear family I know lost one daughter to cancer and another to suicide. 

I could go on. The point of all this is that there are both ups and downs in married life and that these are all griefs 
that, as a single person, I will never directly experience. That is not to be taken lightly. I will experience a measure of 
these pains as I seek to walk closely with friends through such times, but that is not the same as having to directly 
face these difficulties myself. 

None of this is to put us off marriage or to imply that it is simple a litany of woes. It is a gift from God and not to 
be despised. Paul describes those who forbid getting married as teaching the “teachings of demons” (1 Tim. 4:1–3). 
Marriage is intrinsically good. But like all good things in a fallen world, it is tarnished by sin and not without problems. 

The fact is, both singleness and marriage have their own particular ups and downs. The temptation for many 
who are single is to compare the downs of singleness with the ups of marriage. And the temptation for some married 
people is to compare the downs of marriage with the ups of singleness, which is equally dangerous. The grass will 
often seem greener on the other side. Whichever gift we have—marriage or singleness—the other can easily seem 
far more attractive. Paul’s point is to show singles that there are some downs unique to marriage—some “worldly 
troubles”—that we are spared by virtue of our singleness. Our common assumption—marriage is better or easier—
is simply not true. Seeing what I have seen in the last decade or so, I have to say I would choose the lows of singleness 
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over the lows of marriage any day of the week. I think being unhappily married must be so much harder than being 
unhappily single. 

But as well as the absence of some problems, Paul also talks about the presence of certain opportunities. 
Singleness is not just about what we’re spared but about what we’re given. 

I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to 
please the Lord. But the married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife, and his interests 
are divided. And the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy 
in body and spirit. But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how to please her husband. I say 
this for your own benefit, not to lay any restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure your 
undivided devotion to the Lord. (1 Cor. 7:32–35) 

If we are not careful, it is easy to misunderstand this passage. Paul is not saying that singleness is spiritual and 
marriage unspiritual. Nor is he saying that singleness is easy but marriage is hard. No, the contrast is between 
complexity and simplicity. Married life is more complicated; singleness is more straightforward. 

Paul reminds us of something of the character of marriage: both the husband and the wife are “anxious about 
worldly things.” Paul does not mean that in a pejorative sense. He is not saying that their focus is on ungodly things. 
He is saying that for the husband or wife, much of their attention is on the things of this world. This is at it should 
be. The husband and wife have a duty to each other and to any children. They are to think about how they can love 
and encourage each other. They are to be mindful of each other’s spiritual, emotional, and physical needs as well as 
those of any children they may have. The concerns of the married man or woman are split because of this. Life can 
easily feel like a swirl of immediate, pressing, and competing needs. Married people by necessity are engrossed in 
the things of this world. To live and act otherwise would be a dereliction of their responsibilities. 

For the single person, there is greater freedom. Our focus is less divided. Life is less complicated. We are able to 
give of ourselves in a way that married people are not. Paul is no doubt thinking of some of the ways he has seen 
this freedom in his own life and ministry. He has been able to travel widely, to spend extended periods of time in 
particular places, even risking his life for the cause of the gospel. None of this would have been the case if he was 
married. 

Paul is not saying that married people have concerns and single people do not, but that those concerns are 
necessarily different. The single life is not meant to be free of all responsibilities. We still have friendships and family 
that we need to honor. But as Vaughan Roberts writes, “we are pulled in fewer directions than those who are married 
and are therefore free to give more time to ‘the Lord’s affairs.’” Our lives as single people are generally less 
complicated than those of our married friends. 

I was talking to a married friend about some travel I had coming up. There was going to be a lot of long-haul 
flying. He immediately winced at the thought of it. I looked puzzled. 

“Don’t you just hate flying?” he asked. 
“No, I love it. I get so much work done. All those hours uninterrupted. I do some of my best studying and thinking 

on planes.” 
“Yes, I keep forgetting: you don’t have children with you when you fly.” 
Although this is a fairly trivial example, it made me realize that even in some of the mundane details of life, he 

and I see things from very different perspectives. Travel for me (especially on long flights) represents an opportunity 
to get lots of things done. For him, it represents finding ways to keep some small energetic people occupied for 
hours at a time. Apply that to many parts of life, and it becomes clear that life for me is much less complicated. 

There are dangers that come with this, of course. Paul is assuming we singles will be “anxious about the things 
of the Lord.” This is a battle for many of us. It is easy to channel our flexibility and energies into merely pleasing 
ourselves rather than God. A significant temptation for many singles, especially if we live on our own, is to become 
self-centered. I can easily become anxious about “the things of me.” It is easy to do what I want, how I want, when 
I want. I don’t have a “significant other” to have to flex around. If I want to go out, I can. If I want to have some space 
for myself, I can. For us singles it is much easier to eat when we want and sleep when we want. We need to remind 
ourselves, daily, that our singleness is not for us but for the Lord. It’s not for our concerns, but for his. 

I’m reminded of this when I stay with others. As I mentioned, I tend to travel a lot these days, and where I can, I 
try to stay in friends’ homes rather than in hotels. I prefer this not only for the company but because it gives me a 
set of people to whom I have to adjust. I might need to be home by a given time to fit in with family mealtimes. 
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There might be chores to help with. I can’t simply take over the living room and binge-watch TV if I’m feeling tired 
and antisocial. Even if it is just for a few days, living with others is—in all the right ways—inconvenient. 

None of this is to say that singleness is easy or that it is necessarily easier than marriage. It is simply to say that 
we are wrong to assume singleness is too hard. To do so easily overlooks the many ways in which marriage can be 
very difficult. It is not for nothing that the disciples said, “It is better not to marry.” There are some specific “worldly 
troubles” that come with married life. We must not overlook the ways in which singleness frees us up for undivided 
devotion to Jesus. It is easy to think of singleness as a burden, a constraint, restricting us from real life. Paul says the 
opposite: 

I say this for your own benefit, not to lay any restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure 
your undivided devotion to the Lord. (1 Cor. 7:35) 
Paul does not want to restrain us—literally, “to throw a noose around you.” We all too readily assume that is 

precisely what he is doing. Singleness, for him, is not primarily about what we do without (except for the “worldly 
troubles” that come with married life) but rather what we are free to do. He is commending singleness because he 
wants “good order,” the advantage of a more orderly, less complex way of living, which itself enables us to 
wholeheartedly serve the Lord. 

2 
Singleness Requires a Special Calling 

It is July, which in movie terms means we’re well into superhero season. Everywhere you look, there is the usual 
circus of sequels, reboots, sequels of reboots, and crossover movies bringing together characters from all the above, 
and then sequels of the crossover movies, which will then at some point presumably be rebooted. I just saw the 
latest version of Spider-man, someone who recently seems to have gone through more incarnations than the 
Buddha. It’s hard to avoid the impression that reboots are basically a studio admitting that even after several $100-
million-plus attempts, they still don’t quite know how to turn some drawings into a movie. Yet we evidently keep 
lapping it up. Virtually all this summer’s biggest hits have been superhero movies. 

It is easy to see the appeal. We’ve always been drawn to superheroes. I suspect the Old Testament book Judges 
has something to do with it. As a recent book reminds us, our popular-cultural narratives both “long for and echo 
the truth” God has given us. In Judges we see that part of the template God has given us of salvation involves the 
raising up of specially endowed individuals to come in and save the day. And, just like our modern-day superheroes, 
none of these figures alone seems able to cut it. Each has his own limitations and flaws, so more are successively 
introduced to pick up where the previous one left off, without ever giving the people what they ultimately need. 
This process in Judges shows us that we really need someone to come who (1) is not deeply flawed, and (2) death 
will not take from us. And it shows us why we seem wired to want superheroes. 

Just as the concept of a superhero dominates the summer box office, it can easily dominate the way we think 
about the biblical idea of singleness. Again, many of our default settings see singleness in terms of deficiency. It is 
the absence of a good thing—marriage, and the romantic and sexual fulfillment marriage seems to represent. Single 
people are unmarried, while we would never think of married people as unsingle. It is singleness that seems to be 
wanting and deficient. The only way to cope with it is if God gives you some special superpower. 

All of this means we can find ourselves quite out of sync with how Paul describes singleness in the New 
Testament. He speaks of singleness not just as being bearable but as being a gift from God: 

I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one of another. 
(1 Cor. 7:7) 
Paul has just been talking about marriage, specifically the obligation married people have to serve one another 

sexually (1 Cor. 7:3–5). So when he says, “I wish that all were as I myself am,” it is very clear what he is talking about. 
He is not saying he wishes all people were male or from Tarsus or called “Paul”; he’s saying there’s a sense in which 
he wishes all people were like him in his singleness. There are certain benefits and even advantages to it (which he’ll 
get to later in this passage). In one sense it’d be great if all believers were single. But that’s not how God has ordered 
and arranged things: “Each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one of another.” While singleness is good, 
it is not God’s purpose for everyone to remain single. Each has his or her own gift, meaning that each is either single 
(like Paul) or else married. His point is that both marriage and singleness are gifts, as far as Paul’s concerned. 
Marriage is a gift, and so too is singleness. 
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Most of us know someone who fails spectacularly to understand what we actually enjoy. (I once received a gift 
from a local friend so bad that it meant having to leave it at a thrift shop in another town to avoid the risk of the 
giver coming across it and realizing what I’d done.) 

But while single people may chuckle at the idea of God giving such a potentially unwanted gift, we need to be 
careful and recognize what and who it is we’re laughing at. God is no fool. He is not the uncle who still thinks you’re 
twelve when you’re well into your thirties and sends you childish gifts. He is the Creator who made you and knows 
you. He is the One who orders all things and does so for your good. To roll our eyes at what a well-meaning but 
mistaken relative gives us is one thing; to roll our eyes at omniscience is another. If we balk at the idea of singleness 
being a gift, it is not because God has not understood us but because we have not understood him. 

So what does this mean? What is the gift of singleness? 
The Nature of the Gift 
Given what we’ve already seen about the negative ways in which singleness has been viewed, many Christians have 
taken “the gift of singleness” to mean some special capacity to cope with it. It’s an unusual endowment that enables 
certain chosen people to survive as single. It’s like a superpower. 

And, like a superpower, we presume it must be rare and unusual. The whole point of superheroes is that their 
powers are abnormal. That’s part of the appeal. They are set apart from the rest of us. And so those with the gift of 
singleness must be a select group who can cope with singleness in a way the rest of us cannot. It seems to fit what 
Paul is saying and to fit our experience of what singleness is like. But there are a number of problems with this way 
of thinking. 

1. It is ultimately another way of denying the intrinsic goodness of singleness. Think about it: if singleness 
requires a special spiritual superpower just to survive it, it must be really terrible. Al Hsu compares the gift of 
singleness to anesthesia during surgery: “Between the lines is the idea that nobody would ever make a conscious 
choice to stay single if he or she had the opportunity to marry.”2 This reinforces a number of common and faulty 
ways of thinking, that a life without marriage is not really life to the full, and therefore that people desirous of such 
a life, even if for the sake of the kingdom, are ultimately choosing something quite unhealthy. Singleness, in and of 
itself, has nothing good going for it and so requires a special “gift” to make it bearable. 

2. It can encourage bitterness rather than the pursuit of godly contentment. For those who are single and 
unhappily so, this thinking can be a way of writing off the contentment others may have in being single—“they 
obviously have the gift of singleness, whereas I don’t.” 

3. It unwittingly permits disobedience. What if certain singles are convinced they don’t have the gift of 
singleness yet find themselves in a situation where the only opportunities for a romantic relationship involve sin? 
Imagine they have always been exclusively same-sex attracted, or that they are in a context where there are simply 
no eligible Christians of the opposite sex to marry. What is the answer? Either way, God seems to have gotten 
something wrong. And if the choice is rejecting the idea that they don’t have the gift of singleness after all, or 
rejecting the idea that same-sex or spiritually mixed partnerships are wrong, I know which they will most likely 
choose. I’ve seen it time and again. I think of a woman who married a non-Christian, justifying it, because “I know 
God doesn’t want me to be unmarried.” I think of another individual whose rationale for getting involved in a same-
sex partnership was, “I’m not called to celibacy,” and so effectively had no other choice. Notice in both cases it is 
ultimately God’s fault. He puts us in a situation where we have no capacity to obey him. 

But we know this is not how our loving heavenly Father works. He is one. He is perfectly integrated in all he is 
and says and does. His Word is never contradictory. Acceptance of one part of it never, ever involves denying another 
part of it. Obeying one word never involves disobeying another. To think any situation necessitates sin denies the 
perfect unity and integrity of God. It makes him like us, inconsistent and contradictory. It also denies his goodness, 
suggesting he is in the habit of stitching us up: calling us to do something and then withholding all ability to do it. 

4. It is hard to see why someone should not apply the same logic to marriage. I know one or two people right 
now who are really unhappily married. One, Steve (not his real name), and his wife exist together solely as coparents 
of their children. They don’t have a friendship of their own anymore. They don’t even like each other. It is easy for 
him to spend as much time away from home as he can. He is in Christian ministry and can therefore fill up his 
evenings and weekends with work to avoid what is a horrible situation at home. I know he looks on my singleness 
with enormous envy. What is to stop him from concluding, “I’m married, but I clearly don’t have the gift of marriage 
and therefore I need to leave my family”? This would be “tantamount to calling God the cause of divorce.” If there 
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is a “gift of singleness” that enables only some to thrive as single people, there is no reason to say there is no 
corresponding “gift of marriage” that enables only some married people to thrive in their marriages. 

The fact is, marriage is not easy. Thinking that singleness uniquely requires a special gift masks the extent to 
which marriage is also very challenging to sinners like us. It is not for nothing that the Book of Common Prayer warns 
that marriage is “not by any to be enterprised, nor taken in hand, unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly; but reverently, 
discreetly, advisedly, soberly, and in the fear of God.” 

5. Tim Keller also points out that this way of thinking about gifts does not fit with Paul’s teaching more generally: 
In his writings, Paul always uses the word “gift” to mean an ability God gives to build others up. Paul is not 
speaking . . . of some kind of elusive, stress-free state.4 
Gifts (as Paul will go on to explain later in his letter to the Corinthians) are about building up the church rather 

than feeling a sense of individual, personal fulfillment. It is about serving others and not about feeling a special sense 
of peace. Keller continues: 

The “gift-ness” of being single for Paul lay in the freedom it gave him to concentrate on ministry in ways that 
a married man could not. Paul may very well, then, have experienced what we today would call an “emotional 
struggle” with singleness. He might have wanted to be married. He not only found an ability to live a life of 
service to God and others in that situation, he discovered (and capitalized on) the unique features of the 
single life (such as time flexibility) to minister with very great effectiveness. 

The Goodness of the Gift 
This is good news. As Vaughan Roberts says, it means that “none of us is missing out.”6 All of us get something of 
the goodness of God. It doesn’t deny that there are challenges with both marriage and singleness. But it serves to 
remind us that, even in the midst of those challenges, we can taste something of the goodness of God. It protects us 
from the kind of despair that comes from thinking we’ve been locked into something that is utterly unbearable, or 
that God has made a huge mistake. 

What Paul says next in 1 Corinthians 7 also seems, at first glance, to reinforce the idea that singleness requires a 
special calling or gifting: 

To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is good for them to remain single, as I am. But if they cannot 
exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to marry than to burn with passion. (vv. 8–9) 

This hardly sounds romantic. Paul seems to be saying that if you struggle to control your sexual or romantic 
yearnings, then you should marry. It is hard to imagine a guy saying this on bended knee while proffering a ring to 
his girlfriend: “I’ve been struggling to exercise self-control as a single person, so I think I should marry rather than be 
aflame with passion.” It sounds as though Paul just sees marriage as a kind of release for uncontrollable sexual 
passion. It makes me think of those ramps they have on steeply descending roads for runaway trucks. If your sexual 
feelings are barreling out of control, then just swerve off into marriage and that’ll take care of it. It is all a far cry 
from the Paul who wrote the timeless paean to love in 1 Corinthians 13, which has become one of the most 
celebrated parts of Scripture; or from the Paul who could speak with such breathtaking grandeur about marriage 
being a picture of the relationship between Christ and the church. 

And yet this is surely part of the point. What Paul says here is not the only thing he has to say about marriage. 
He’s not pretending to provide here an exhaustive list of all that needs to be considered when choosing whether or 
whom to marry. His point is much more specific: if all other things are equal, then an overwhelming desire for sexual 
intimacy may be a reason to think about choosing to marry. 

And this needs to be considered alongside the other things Scripture says about how we go about finding an 
appropriate marriage partner. Not everyone struggling to exercise self-control in this area will necessarily be able to 
find someone appropriate to marry. The presence of significant sexual desires does not justify disobeying other 
biblical commands about, say, not marrying someone of the same sex or someone who does not share our faith in 
Christ. We can’t just take 1 Corinthians 7:9 on its own and deduce from it that God now somehow owes us some 
form of sexual intimacy. Paul’s point is that those who can marry appropriately are free to and, if their sexual desires 
risk distracting them from a wholehearted focus on the Lord, are encouraged to. 

It helps to bear in mind how many people in Paul’s time thought about these things. The ancient world tended 
to separate marriage from romantic or sexual fulfillment. Marriage was about matching up with someone of 
appropriate economic and social status and securing heirs. It was about business and posterity. For sexual or 
romantic fulfillment you turned not to your wife but to a concubine or a lover (and often to both). Paul’s point is 
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that you should turn to marriage to fulfill your passions not because he thinks that’s all marriage is good for, but 
because marriage is the only godly place for such passions to be fulfilled. 

The alternative to all this, according to Paul, is to “burn.” Needless to say, lots of trees have been felled in 
discussions about what exactly this means, but New Testament theologian and historian Paul Barnett seems to have 
the best analysis: 

In mind here is the “heat” of sexual passion which is absorbed, softened and cooled within the intimacy of 
the marriage commitment. Otherwise it would “burn” out of control, bringing destruction to all parties. But 
there may be at the same time a deeper meaning. Paul is thinking of “burning” as an image for hell fire. . . . 
It is easy to mock medieval images of hell. Yet the reality of eternal separation from God, which the image of 
fire portrays, is truly awesome. 

This certainly fits the wider context of this passage. Just two chapters earlier Paul has reminded us of the seriousness 
of sexual sin: 

It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that is not tolerated even 
among pagans, for a man has his father’s wife. And you are arrogant! Ought you not rather to mourn? Let 
him who has done this be removed from among you. (1 Cor. 5:1–2) 

Sin matters. And that means sexual sin matters. It calls for mourning, and even (in some cases) severe church 
discipline. 

So it is not as simple as to say that anyone experiencing ongoing sexual tension must get married. Otherwise, as 
Vaughan Roberts says, “many would need to get married at puberty.”8 

Two problems arise if we continue to think about singleness as being a special kind of calling. First, it will make 
large numbers of single people feel as though life hasn’t started yet. They’re single but don’t perceive themselves as 
having “the gift” of singleness. They’re in a situation they’re not designed for or called to. Life feels as though it is in 
limbo until God notices he’s accidentally “misfiled” us as being single and fixes things. That’s when things will feel 
like they’ve finally got going, but until then we’re just kicking about. 

Second, it can lead to undue pressure to get married, especially for those single people not perceived to have 
that gift. If you’re single and don’t have the “gift of singleness,” then you’re not pulling your weight. You should be 
married by now. 

One prominent Christian leader recently made the following remarks about singleness: 
Let me tell you the most devastating attack on marriage today is coming from singleness. Singleness is an 
assault on marriage. Marriage is the grace of life. As a pastor, I tell my people, “Look, if it keeps going this 
way, I’m gonna line all the girls on one side, all the guys on the other, we’re gonna just match you up and 
have a huge wedding.” This escalating self-preoccupation, personal ambition, personal development . . . that 
creates a kind of terminal singleness is devastating on obviously the family. . . . I just see singleness as a 
disaster. 

The speaker is expressing a godly concern, albeit in very poorly chosen language. Many people today are delaying 
marriage for entirely selfish reasons. Tim Keller identifies something of the same problem: 

Adults in Western society are deeply shaped by individualism, a fear and even hatred of limiting options for 
the sake of others. Many people are living single lives today not in the conscious lonely misery of wanting 
marriage too much but rather in the largely unconscious, lonely misery of wanting marriage too little, out of 
fear of it.10 

That this is happening is incontrovertible. United States Senator Ben Sasse has recently described it as part of a wider 
trend for extending the lifestyle of adolescence well into adulthood. 

Yet the underlying problem is not with singleness, but with selfishness. That Christian speaker was wrong to 
suggest that singleness is a disaster. The issue is what singleness is being used for. To call singleness itself a “threat 
to marriage” is to speak about it in a profoundly unbiblical way that I am sure would astonish Paul. It is also possible 
to marry for lazy and selfish reasons rather than for godly ones, yet I doubt anyone would think to say that marriage 
itself is a “disaster.” The issue is not the state of marriage or the state of singleness. Both are gifts. The issue is our 
heart and what is motivating us. We mustn’t blame selfishly deferring marriage on singleness any more than we 
should blame selfishness in marriage on marriage itself. 

This presents many pastors with a challenge, especially if they minister in contexts where there are large 
numbers of single people. There is a need to challenge those who defer marriage for ungodly reasons without 
demeaning those whose singleness is either not their choice or has in fact been chosen for the sake of the kingdom. 
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There is also a need to affirm the goodness and advantages of singleness without unwittingly playing into selfish 
motivations of those for whom singleness seems easier. 

Singleness, like marriage, is a good thing. It needs to be received appropriately and held in a biblical perspective, 
as does marriage. When we honor it, as God intends us to, as a good gift, then we won’t presume it needs some 
spiritual superpower to make it bearable. 

3 
Singleness Means No Intimacy 

It was the kind of email that breaks your heart. 
A friend of mine, who lives too far away, contacted me to say he was struggling to understand how the cost of 

singleness as a Christian could possibly be worth it. As far as he could see, an illicit relationship would be “the only 
possible way for me to enjoy the relational intimacy I’ve dreamt of my entire life.” He concluded, “I cannot imagine 
the shell of a life I would live without somebody standing by my side.” In the light of this deficit of intimacy, could 
singleness ever be worth it? 

My friend isn’t alone. In my own church family, one of the biggest causes of people drifting away from Christ has 
been entering into illicit relationships. For many of them, the assumption was that life as a single just isn’t viable. 
They needed intimacy. 

It has become an unquestioned assumption today: singleness (biblically conceived) and intimacy are alternatives. 
A choice to be celibate is a choice to be alone. No wonder for so many this seems too much to bear. Can we really 
expect someone to live without romantic hope? It sounds so unfair. 

As we have seen, the Bible is clear that the alternative to marriage is celibacy. When his disciples started to get 
cold feet about marriage, Jesus made clear to them that the only godly alternative was to be like the eunuchs, to be 
sexually abstinent (Matt. 19:10–12). 

But the choice between marriage and celibacy is not the choice between intimacy and loneliness, or at least it 
shouldn’t be. We can manage without sex. We know this—Jesus himself lived as a celibate man. So did Paul. Many 
others have done so as well. But we are not designed to live without intimacy. Marriage is not the sole answer to 
the observation, “It is not good that the man should be alone” (Gen. 2:18). 
Rethinking Intimacy 
So why doesn’t this seem to be the case? A significant part of this has to do with how we tend to think about intimacy 
today. In the West, we have virtually collapsed sex and intimacy into each other. Where you have one, you are 
assumed to have the other. We can’t really conceive of genuine intimacy without its being ultimately sexual. 

We do not need to look far to see evidence of this. A couple of years ago in the United Kingdom, we 
commemorated the centenary of the outbreak of the First World War. As part of the commemorations there was a 
radio series featuring extracts from the diaries and letters of some of the soldiers. One of the aspects that came 
through was the depth of friendship that developed between many of them, forged and strengthened no doubt by 
the horrors they experienced together. This in itself was fascinating. But what stood out to me was the reaction of 
some of the people commenting on these extracts: “Well, they were obviously gay.” Obviously, because they had 
deep affection, and deep affection must at root be sexual. 

C. S. Lewis as ever hits the nail on the head: “Those who cannot conceive Friendship as substantive love but only 
as a disguise or elaboration of Eros betray the fact that they have never had a friend.” That our culture imagines that 
intimacy occurs only in the context of sexual attraction goes to show how little our culture actually understands and 
really experiences true friendship. 

The Bible gives us a very different perspective. Intimacy and sex, while often overlapping, are not identical, nor 
are they always concurrent. It is possible to have a lot of sex and no intimacy. King David may well be an example of 
that. Consider these words of grief expressed by David after the death of his close friend Jonathan: 

I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; 
very pleasant have you been to me; 

your love to me was extraordinary, 
surpassing the love of women. (2 Sam. 1:26) 

Hearing those words today, many people roll their eyes. Ed Shaw comments, “Today it seems impossible for anyone 
to read this song without thinking that David and Jonathan must have enjoyed a sexual relationship. Didn’t you find 
yourself quickly sniffing out something homoerotic about them?”2 But this is neither necessary nor even likely. 
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What we know of David’s life and exploits sheds light on this. At the time he lamented the loss of his friend 
Jonathan, David had three wives (see 1 Sam. 25:42–44). His relationships with women were deeply complicated. The 
love of a woman, in David’s experience, was far from straightforward. And so his delight in  the closeness of 
Jonathan’s friendship is easy to imagine. Ed Shaw asks, “Why is it not possible that he enjoyed the non-sexual 
intimacy of his friendship with Jonathan (also a married man) more than the sexual intimacy of his relationships with 
Abigail, Ahinoam and Michal?” 

David’s words about the deep intimacy he enjoyed with Jonathan indicate not that it must have been sexual, but 
that the sexual relationships he had with the women in his life might have lacked real intimacy. 

We see the same dynamic today. Hookup culture means that it can be very easy to have sex with someone you’ve 
only just met and barely know. It is a huge error to mistake this for true intimacy. Sexual union is designed to express 
and deepen intimacy within marriage. It cannot, in and of itself, create it from scratch. Yet we often sense that it is 
meant to, and can easily feel that pursuing sexual closeness will provide the deeper intimacy we are looking for. I’ve 
seen this a number of times in pastoral ministry. Within all of us is a deep yearning to know and be known. It can 
sometimes feel as though sex will deliver this. It seems to be a means of exposing who we are to someone else. After 
all, older generations used to use the language of “knowing” as a way to speak of having sex. But divorced from real 
relationship, sex may be a form of physical intimacy, but only that. It will not provide the deeper intimacy we need 
in life. It is possible to have lots of sex and no real intimacy. 

But the reverse is also true. It is possible to have a lot of intimacy in life and for none of it to be sexual. Sexual 
and romantic relationships are not the only ones of genuine, life-giving closeness. We need to rediscover a biblical 
category of intimacy that has been neglected in our cultural context and sadly even in many of our churches—
friendship. 
Experiencing Intimacy in Friendship 
The news has recently been preoccupied with speculation about the reasons for the breakup of a celebrity couple. 
The split was announced some time ago, but fresh allegations are emerging of infidelity, possibly by both of them. 
So the gossip mills are at full tilt wondering who some of the third parties might be. 

We’re fascinated with which celebrities might be sleeping together. We’re not interested at all in which 
celebrities might be friends with one another. The former is newsworthy precisely because it is seen as having a 
higher order of significance. Sex is where real life happens. Friendship, on the other hand, has been hugely 
downgraded. 

Think about it. In recent years “friend” has gone from being a noun to a verb, and a verb that describes something 
pretty mundane. We friend someone when we add them to our list of contacts on social media. To give someone 
access to our profile page is to make them a friend. Hardly surprising that for many of us today, a friend is little more 
than an acquaintance, someone we nominally stay in touch with and might meet up with from time to time. 

But this is a massive downgrading of what friendship has meant to earlier generations, and what it continues to 
mean in many non-Western cultures today. There are a number of reasons for this downgrading, but not the least 
is that romantic and sexual relationships are now the primary place we look for any kind of intimacy, and all other 
forms of contact are relegated to a much lower place in our thinking. 

Even sixty years ago, C. S. Lewis could see that friendship had become “something quite marginal; not a main 
course in life’s banquet; a diversion; something that fills up the chink of one’s time.” He concluded, “Few value it 
because few experience it.”4 It is a trend that has continued right up to our own day. Christian theologian and writer 
Wesley Hill notes how the glut of recent “bromance” movies illustrates a deepening awkwardness many men in 
particular now feel about friendship: 

Films like Superbad and I Love You, Man, to choose only two of the recent array, show us the awkwardness 
of two men trying to achieve some kind of emotional closeness—to love each other, without saying the 
word—and at the same time avoid getting labeled as a couple. A tough gig, apparently. 
The sad reality is that there is now an appalling paucity of friendship in many of our churches. For our Western 

culture, and, sadly, for much of our church culture as well, friendship is largely dispensable. When it comes to 
intimacy, our focus is on the romantic and the marital. But this is all a far cry from what the Bible has in mind when 
it talks about friendship. 

Take the book of Proverbs, for example. Here we find a high view of friendship. Consider this: 
A man of many companions may come to ruin, 

but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother. (Prov. 18:24) 
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This seems diametrically opposed to the sort of way we typically think about friendship today. For many of us, 
friendship is kind of disposable. Friends are the people we hang around with for the season of life when we and they 
happen to be together. Proverbs is talking about something much more vital. The writer contrasts real friendship 
with two other kinds of relationship. 

First, the friend is differentiated from what the proverb calls a “companion.” The proverb assumes there are 
plenty of these around, and it seems to mean those who are more like familiar acquaintances rather than true 
friends. In other words, in life there are generally a good number of folk around who know us and are familiar with 
us, but who might not prove to be the people to count on when the chips are down. Actually, this is the exact 
category of people we tend to mean when we talk about friendship today—people we hang around with a fair bit 
but are not necessarily people we would open the deep things of our heart to. These are people who tend to come 
and go. 

I think of old schoolmates, guys I spent a huge amount of time with. On one level we all knew each other quite 
well. I could tell you who they’d dated, or some of the legendarily stupid things they had said or done, or what they 
liked, or what they were and weren’t good at. We had endless stories to tell about one another. But it was all rather 
trivial. I could tell you all those things about them, but I couldn’t necessarily tell you what their great hopes and 
dreams were, or what they most feared in life. Maybe in one or two cases, but certainly not for many. They were 
companions of a sort—people who are around for company, people to do stuff with—but they’re not what Proverbs 
is talking about. 

Little wonder as we all moved on and moved away that we didn’t really keep in touch. One or two I hear from. 
Occasionally someone resurfaces nearby, and we hang out a bit again. But by and large such people come and go as 
life moves on. We change jobs and acquire a new set of workmates. We move to a new area and find new neighbors. 
It’s not realistic to keep up with all the old ones on top of getting to know new ones, so there’s a sense of inevitability 
that as we move through different life stages and from one place to another, we tend to cycle through such 
relationships. 

The writer of the proverb seems to assume we can have “many” such folk around. That is certainly more true 
today than it’s ever been. Technology has made it easier than ever to have an abundance of companions. Social 
media keeps us in touch with dramatically more people than we could otherwise keep up with—all of those school 
friends and old work colleagues, the former neighbors, even people we’ve dated. Now we’re still nominally in touch 
and kind of in the loop with all of them. I don’t feel like I’ve lost touch when it takes all of three seconds to beam up 
their homepage and pretty much know exactly what they’re up to. 

But the danger is that this creates the illusion of true friendship without the actual reality of it. The average 
person has 237 Facebook friends, but what we have 237 of is far from what Proverbs would describe as “friends.” 
You may have lots of people around who sort of know what you’re up to, but that is a far cry from the soul-to-soul, 
spill-the-beans kind of friend that Proverbs is going to talk about. Having mates we can share time and have a laugh 
with is no bad thing, but in and of itself is not what Proverbs says we need in order to live well. 

The other relationship contrasted to friendship is that of close family. The proverb makes a distinction between 
a friend and a brother. The two are not incompatible, of course. But in the ancient world family was hugely 
significant. It was very much the primary social unit you existed in, expressed loyalty to, and depended upon. And, 
of course, families are very often the ones who are there for us when the chips are down. But the proverb is 
highlighting a key distinction. One of the peculiar glories of friendship is its entirely voluntary nature. There is a sense 
in which families are obligated to one another by virtue of their common blood. Friends opt in to one another freely. 
A friend is someone who has chosen you. The obligation is entirely self-imposed, which can make it all the sweeter. 
As C. S. Lewis once put it, friendship is “the least natural of loves; the least instinctive, organic, biological, gregarious 
and necessary. . . . The species, biologically considered, has no need of it.”6 My friend Ray Ortlund makes the 
distinction in this way: 

A brother is stuck with you. A brother is obligated to be some kind of safety net. That is what family is for. 
But a friend chooses you. When someone loves you at all times, good and bad, and they don’t have to but 
they choose to—that person is a friend. 
In our own day it might also help us to distinguish friendship from a third category of relationship—marriage. In 

some of the debates among Christians about same-sex relationships and the church, I’ve heard a number of people 
propose having some sort of “sexless marriage” for those who want to uphold the Christian sexual ethic while still 
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having some sort of romantic partnership with another person of the same sex. This, they say, avoids the supposed 
loneliness of singleness while upholding biblical standards for sexual behavior. 

The trouble with this kind of suggestion is that it implicitly assumes sex is the only main thing that separates 
marriage from other kinds of close friendship. This further underlines how we have misunderstood friendship and 
assumed “real” intimacy is in a sexual partnership. 

Marriage is not just a close friendship with sex added. Nor is close friendship marriage without sex. Marriage, by 
definition and necessity, must be exclusive. It is covenantal. Friendship is not. My friendship with even a closest 
friend is not threatened by the growth of a similar friendship with someone else. It is not a zero-sum game. In fact, 
the opposite is often the case. A couple of years ago a close friend and I were planning a hiking trip to Scotland. I 
was really looking forward to it: one of my favorite people in one of my favorite places, doing one of my favorite 
activities. As the trip approached he suggested another friend of his come and join us. I was initially disappointed, 
having been looking forward to some time with just my friend and me. But having his other friend with us added so 
much. They’d been college roommates together, and this friend knew a whole side to my friend that I did not and 
brought out a whole side of him I hadn’t seen before. It was better than it would have been had it been just the two 
of us. C. S. Lewis would not have been surprised: 

In each of my friends there is something that only some other friend can fully bring out. By myself I am not 
large enough to call the whole man into activity; I want other lights than my own to show all his facets. . . . 
Hence true friendship is the least jealous of loves.8 
So Proverbs introduces us to a category of close relationship that is neither mere company nor kin. As we see 

what this friendship looks like, we realize it is dramatically different from what we tend to think of as friendship 
today. According to Proverbs, two particular features of real friendship stand out: it is not fleeting or superficial. 
The Marks of Real Friendship 

Real, true friendship is not fleeting: 
A friend loves at all times, 

and a brother is born for adversity. (Prov. 17:17) 
The sort of friendship we need in life has a constancy to it. Again, the contrast here is with the brother: a brother is 
born for adversity. That’s when family really kicks in. We don’t even need to think about it. When kin is in trouble, 
you show up. 

Friendship is different. We mustn’t misunderstand the contrast. It’s not saying brothers are there for you in 
adversity in a way that friends aren’t. It’s saying friends are there for you at all times in a way that isn’t necessarily 
the case with a biological brother. Brothers don’t need to be especially close to be available in hard times. The 
relationship is not dependent on whether you have lots or little in common or how often you see each other. You’re 
there when there’s an emergency. But a friend is there always. There’s constancy to friendship. Friends are there at 
all times, through thick and thin, rain and shine. No matter what. The sign of a real friend is that they’re there for 
you in all seasons. That means they’re there for you when you’re at rock bottom: 

Wealth brings many new friends, 
but a poor man is deserted by his friend. (Prov. 19:4) 

When we find good fortune, we’re quickly surrounded by people who claim to be our friends. Lottery winners 
find they don’t need to be the ones making the effort to keep in touch with people; everyone is in touch with them. 
Everyone comes out of the woodwork and reappears in life. But when there is a reversal of fortune, these “friends” 
go as quickly as they came. 

We see this in Jesus’s famous parable of the prodigal son. The son in the story demands his share of the 
inheritance from his father and moves far away to indulge himself. Newly wealthy and up for a good time, there was 
no short supply of company for him. But when the money was all gone and he was destitute, he had to resort to 
scavenging food from a pigsty because “no one gave him anything” (Luke 15:16). Everyone vanished when the wealth 
had gone. Lots of people are friendly when they think you’re useful to them. They need you for something. The real 
friend doesn’t see you as a means to an end, so they stick around. They don’t just celebrate with you in your 
successes; they’re there for you in your failures. Real friendship isn’t fickle. 

Real friendship also isn’t superficial. A friend is not merely someone who knows your Facebook page. A friend is 
someone who knows your soul: 

Oil and perfume make the heart glad, 
and the sweetness of a friend comes from his earnest counsel. (Prov. 27:9) 
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“His earnest counsel” literally translates as “the counsel of soul.” This counsel is not superficial advice but is deep 
and heartfelt. This is friendship operating at a soul-to-soul level, and there’s nothing quite like it. A nice fragrance 
may do something to lift the spirits, but there is a particular sweetness to having an intimate friend give careful 
guidance to us. This is the case whether the counsel is positive or negative, easy to hear or deeply challenging. There 
is nothing like having a close friend, one of the people on earth who most knows and loves you, give you earnest 
direction in life. 

Nearly twenty years ago I started dating a girl from our church. Everyone liked her, and then everyone seemed 
to like me just on account of the fact that I was dating her. Well, not quite everyone. 

I was on a trip to southeast Asia with a team that included one of my best friends. We were sharing a room, and 
I vividly remember us both lying on our beds one night, staring up at the ceiling fan, while he gently but firmly told 
me why he wasn’t impressed with my new relationship. It wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but it was definitely what I 
needed to hear. It was a kind rebuke, a corrective to an attitude I shouldn’t have been having. He gave me counsel 
from his soul, and I’ve remembered it ever since, precisely because it was an expression of the depth of our 
friendship and his concern for me. It had a sweetness to it. We’ve talked about it many times since. I think of it as 
one of the enduring highlights of our friendship, because it is a gift to have someone who knows your soul, knows 
the best and worst about you, yet through it all is deeply committed to you. 

But this doesn’t happen without openness and vulnerability, which is one of the hallmarks of biblical friendship. 
When David writes, “The friendship of the LORD is for those who fear him” (Ps. 25:14), the Hebrew word for friendship 
can also mean “secret” (hence the ESV footnote “secret counsel”). Friendship is connected to secrecy. A friend is 
someone you tell your secrets to, someone you let in on the real things that are going on in your life. They’re the 
ones who really know what’s going on with you. They know your temptations, and they know what most delights 
your heart. They know how to pray for you instinctively. 

This is true intimacy. In our world, being deeply known and deeply loved often feel like alternatives. We worry 
that if someone really knew us, they might not love us as much. So as Tim Keller has said, we become our own public-
relations managers. We cultivate the sort of image we want the world to have of us. We deftly keep hidden what 
we don’t ever want people to find out about us. It is the character of much of life in this world and has been ever 
since Adam and Eve felt the need to start covering up around each other. There’s something vulnerable about being 
deeply known. So when we do find people we can share our inner selves with, it is a huge relief and a great gift. 

This view of friendship is reinforced by Jesus himself. In a startling passage Jesus describes his followers as 
friends: 

No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not know what his master is doing; but I have called 
you friends, for all that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you. (John 15:15) 

Notice Jesus’s reasoning. Jesus is telling us what he considers real friendship to consist of. A master-servant 
relationship, much like a boss-employee relationship in our own day, is primarily functional: one sets the work to be 
done, and the other goes off and does it. In neither instance is the boss or master under any obligation to explain 
himself fully or to open up about what is really on his heart or mind—“the servant does not know what his master 
is doing.” 

But a friend does open up. This is Jesus’s point. 
Yes, he is the leader and his disciples are to follow him. But we will miss something vital if we leave it just like 

that. He is our master, our Lord; but he is not just that to us. Jesus says that, unlike the servant or subordinate, we 
do know what he is doing. And, remarkably, he has not just opened up an itty-bitty amount but completely to us. All 
that he has to share with us from the Father, he has shared. He’s not holding back vital things from us. There’s no 
need-to-know dynamic or hierarchy of clearance. As far as he’s concerned, what he knows, we now know. He has 
let us in entirely. It is beautiful. He is the friend par excellence. 

By its very nature friendship is a wonderful form of intimacy. The friend is the person who knows you at your 
sparkling best and shameful worst and yet still loves you. To be so deeply known and so deeply loved is precious. 

This is what we all need. Proverbs commends friendship not because it is a nice bonus in life, but because it is 
key to living wisely in God’s world. 

A man of many companions may come to ruin, 
but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother. (Prov. 18:24) 
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This proverb does more than just set friendship apart from family or loose companionship. There’s a closeness, an 
intimacy, to friendship without which we become vulnerable to ruin. Proverbs has so much to say about friendship, 
precisely because it is a key component of wisdom. 

So it matters to all of us. I’ve spoken a number of times on this issue in church contexts and more than once have 
had the sense that many of the married people were thinking to themselves, It’s so good for the singles to hear 
teaching on this. But the fact is, all of us need friends—married people every bit as much as singles. I’ve seen more 
than one marriage run into difficulty because the couple had looked entirely to each other to meet all their friendship 
and intimacy needs and had not pursued good friendships alongside their marriage. It’s not always easy to foster 
close friendships when you’re established as a family, but it’s a vital discipline to open up family life to others around 
you. 

When we find we’re able to cultivate these Proverbs-type friendships, we find it’s possible to enjoy a huge 
amount of intimacy in life. It is deep intimacy any of us can enjoy and yet many around us never experience (sadly 
even sometimes within marriage). 

As a single person, there is a depth of intimacy my married friends enjoy that I am not able to experience—to 
share pretty much all of life with one other person. But it is not as simple to say that I have less intimacy in my life 
as a result. Singleness gives me a capacity for a range of friendships I wouldn’t be able to sustain if I was married. I 
have close friends ranging from twenty years younger than I to twenty years older, covering a geographical and 
cultural range. 

A more flexible lifestyle makes it possible to see them in a way I couldn’t imagine if I had my own family to look 
after. Some time ago, a couple I am close to called me to say they’d just had some sudden bad news from their 
doctor and were clearly very distressed. Being single made it relatively easy for me to drop everything, throw a 
toothbrush in an overnight bag, jump in the car, and go visit them. It meant a lot to me to be able to do that. Another 
couple I know lost a child to suicide. I was able to stay with them for a few days. It was a sad privilege to be with 
them in a time of such deep trauma. 

Singleness lends itself to this kind of intimacy; it provides the opportunity and freedom for it. So while I might 
not know the unique depth of intimacy a married friend enjoys, there is a unique breadth of intimacy available to 
singles that married friends would not be as able to experience. 

4 
Singleness Means No Family 

Some time ago I randomly met someone I hadn’t seen for about ten years. As we caught up on a decade’s worth of 
news, I asked about her kids. When I’d known her before, she’d had two teenagers, who were now in their late 
twenties, so I asked what they were up to. 

“One of them is married, and the other is engaged. So they’re both sorted.” 
I was glad to hear they were doing well. But my mind stuck on that last word—sorted. 
I guess I know what she meant. But it was hard to avoid the implication. What did that say about me? Am I 

unsorted? 
Comments like this, often unintentionally, tend to imply that we singles are a little like loose threads that have 

been left dangling and need to be tied up. It’s like we’re still awaiting processing. Once people have become 
established in their own family unit, they’re good to go. They’re ready for life. Or—as my friend put it—sorted. 

There are a couple of problems with this. One is thinking that having your own family unit means you’ve now 
somehow future-proofed the rest of your life. But we know that’s not the case. I’ve already mentioned examples of 
some of the “worldly troubles” married people can face. 

But the other problem (and the focus of this chapter) is the assumption that being single means you don’t have 
family. As we saw in the previous chapter, the Bible speaks of friendship as a wonderfully intimate way of relating 
to others. But it is not the only nonsexual means of enjoying intimacy. It is common for people to assume singleness 
means closing the door on having family. But, again, this need not be the case. Just as the Bible has a different 
conception of friendship, it also has a very different way of helping us think about family. 
How Jesus Reconstitutes Family 
We see this reflected throughout the New Testament. Jesus suggests it even early on in his ministry. Someone brings 
up the matter of Jesus’s physical family—his mother and half-brothers. 
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He answered them, “Who are my mother and my brothers?” And looking about at those who sat around him, 
he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of God, he is my brother and sister 
and mother.” (Mark 3:33–35) 
Jesus reconfigures how we are to think about family. His real family is defined along spiritual rather than 

biological lines. We become part of his family when we follow the will of God. It is our spiritual orientation rather 
than our physical birth that now becomes ultimately defining. 

This is foundational to what the New Testament goes on to say about family as the people of God. It means, if 
we’re Christians, that if we have the privilege of belonging to a physical family, we mustn’t think it is our only family. 
And if we don’t have any physical family, we’re not to think we have been left with no experience of family life at all. 
Actually, Jesus says this should not be the case. Quite the opposite, in fact. 
How Jesus Promises Family 

Take a look at one of Jesus’s most remarkable but lesser-known promises: 
Peter began to say to him, “See, we have left everything and followed you.” 

Jesus said, “Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or 
father or children or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this 
time, houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age 
to come eternal life.” (Mark 10:28–30) 

In this passage we have just had the well-known encounter between Jesus and the rich young man. He bounded up 
to Jesus, seemingly full of enthusiasm for getting on board the Jesus train but was not willing to leave behind what 
Jesus required him to. And so he left the encounter sorrowful. It is all very poignant. 

But Peter immediately senses an opportunity to be Peter and jumps in with, “See, we have left everything and 
followed you.” Now we can’t hear the tone of Peter’s voice, so we need to be careful in trying to ascertain his 
motives. It is entirely possible, for example, that he is speaking out of despair: “Jesus, you do know we actually left 
things to follow you, right? You know we all had careers and stuff going on back home, right?” But given what we 
see elsewhere in the Gospel accounts of Peter’s impetuousness and capacity for casting himself as the spiritual hero, 
he’s almost certainly bragging in this verse. A promising would-be follower has just failed discipleship 101, so Peter 
reminds Jesus of who his star pupils are: “Jesus,” says Peter, eyes gazing at the far horizon in case anyone’s 
Instagramming any of this, “We were willing to lay it all down for you. Everything.” He’s already imagining the 
museum someone will one day open, commemorating this staggering display of discipleship. 

Either way, Jesus’s response is stunning when we stop to think about it. The trouble is, we often don’t. Because 
this little section comes hot on the heels of such a famous encounter, it is often skipped over in Bible notes and 
sermons. By the time the preacher is done explaining the science of why a camel can’t pass through the eye of a 
needle (even if you stick it in a blender first), there’s no time to go into this quick back-and-forth between Jesus and 
Peter. But notice some key things. 

First, Jesus assumes people will leave things to follow him. It is basic discipleship. It is what he has always said. I 
love this about Jesus: he never buries things in the small print. Jesus is front and center about the cost of following 
him. Discipleship is wonderful, but it’s not meant to be easy. Jesus isn’t sensitive to good marketing; he just says it 
like it is. 

Second, Jesus assumes the most costly things to leave will be relational and familial, having to leave behind 
certain patterns of intimacy or our whole family and kin. For some disciples this is literally the case. People from 
some backgrounds know that the moment they follow Jesus, they will be forever shunned by their families. Imagine 
that. Never again being able to see your brothers and sisters. Never really knowing what your nieces and nephews 
grew up to be like. Not seeing your parents and relatives or the home and land you grew up in. Jesus’s words are not 
metaphorical but literal for so many of those who follow him. Discipleship is costly. Sometimes it’s really costly. 

But, third, notice how Jesus responds to all this. He doesn’t tell them to just grit their teeth and wait for the age 
to come when it will finally be worth it. No. Jesus shows them it will be worth it even in this life. Whatever someone 
might have to leave behind to follow him, he will replace, in godly kind and far greater measure. Even those who 
leave whole family networks behind for the sake of Jesus will receive back from him vastly more—a hundredfold. 

If I can put it this way, this is the true prosperity gospel. Jesus doesn’t promise us greater wealth and prosperity 
if we follow him. He doesn’t promise a glowing property portfolio if we go all in with him. He doesn’t say that for 
every dollar you give him, he’ll give you back a hundred. No. Just as the cost is cast in relational, familial terms, so 
too is the blessing. Jesus promises us family—“houses and brothers and sisters and mothers and children and 
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lands.”1 (And, yes, a side order of persecutions too, whether we ordered it or not. That just comes as part of the 
bundle.) 

It is an extraordinary promise. Whatever relational cost our discipleship may incur, however much family we may 
lose in the course of following Christ, Jesus is saying that even in this life it will be worth it. Following him means an 
abundance of spiritual family. Nature may have given us only one mother and one father; the gospel gives us far 
more. 

Remarkable though they are, Jesus’s words are really an expansion of what God had always promised to do. In 
fact, it’s who he is, as Psalms reminds us: “God sets the lonely in families” (Ps. 68:6 NIV). 

It’s easy to read a verse like that and think, “Aw. It’s so nice that God does that.” But the fact is, it’s actually 
deeply challenging, because we’re the families of Psalm 68 in which God is placing the lonely. We are the mothers 
and fathers, sisters and brothers, and sons and daughters that Jesus is promising in Mark 10. It makes Jesus’s promise 
quite unusual: there’s a sense in which it depends on us to fulfill it. Those who would otherwise be alone are grafted 
into the community life of his people. When God draws people to himself, he draws them to one another as well. 
The people of Jesus Christ are to be family. 

We see this reflected throughout the New Testament, where the church is repeatedly spoken of as a family. One 
of the apostle Paul’s favorite terms for the local church is “the household of God”: 

So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of 
the household of God. (Eph. 2:19) 
I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, if I delay, you may know how one 
ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God. (1 Tim. 3:14–15) 

There is not meant to be anything nominal about this way of speaking. It is common to use this language of family 
in church circles—calling one another “brothers and sisters”—without really thinking about it. But it is not meant to 
be honorary. Nor is it “just a bit of good PR” to make our churches sound friendly. It is real and meant to be lived 
out as such. 

Paul gives us an example of what this can mean in practice. Writing to Timothy, a younger pastor, Paul says: 
Do not rebuke an older man but encourage him as you would a father, younger men as brothers, older 
women as mothers, younger women as sisters, in all purity. (1 Tim. 5:1–2) 

This is revealing. Timothy is to look at the people in his church as family and treat them accordingly. But there is 
more than that. He is not just to treat them as family but as close family. Paul doesn’t say, “Treat older men as great-
uncles, or, “younger men as distant cousins.” They’re not distant family, but immediate family. 

This changes everything. Distant family we can get away with seeing only irregularly, maybe once a year or two 
at a big gathering. You sense the connection, and it means something, but there is no deep investment in the other 
person. But immediate family implies a much tighter connection. We are to be there for one another and lean on 
one another. We have a stake in one another. What happens to one affects all of us. 

This has some significant implications for how we think about family in general. We may well have been blessed 
by our biological, nuclear family. Maybe you’re married, and maybe you have children. This is a precious gift and one 
that you have solemn responsibilities toward. But it is not your only kind of family, or the only set of people to whom 
you owe such a significant amount. If you’re a Christian, the fellowship to which you belong is your family too. And 
while that might feel like it creates a tension or competition, the opposite is actually meant to be the case. These 
two types of family are designed to be overlapping and interlocking in a way that helps each to flourish in a way that 
wouldn’t otherwise be the case. 

In my part of the world (southern England), just as in many other relatively prosperous parts of the West, the 
assumption is that nuclear families are the basic unit in which we are meant to do life. With one, you’re sorted; 
without one—well, you kinda need one. And because this is the case, many people simply assume these family units 
are meant to be self-contained and self-sufficient. The aspiration is to have a wife or a husband, 2.5 children, a black 
Labrador, and a nice house. Once all this is acquired, you have what you need for doing life, so you then pull up the 
drawbridge and live happily ever after. 

A sign of this is the way we increasingly esteem privacy. The wealthier we become, the more we physically 
demarcate and separate our family unit from the rest of the world. The drawbridge, meant metaphorically, becomes 
as literal as we can afford it to be. We want our family life to be sequestered. This attitude all too easily spills into 
the church as well. 
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But the self-sufficient nuclear family is not a concept we see in the Bible. Instead, we see that our spiritual family 
needs our biological family, and our biological family needs our spiritual family. If church is our family, then the 
boundary of our physical family life should be porous and flexible rather than fixed and inviolable. 

It is easy to see how this can help those of us who are single. It can be a great blessing to be involved in the 
physical family life of others. 

I’ve seen this to be true for myself in so many ways. There are some families I am particularly close to. One or 
two of these, with younger kids, will frequently ask if I’d like to be involved in the bedtime routine, anything from 
brushing the children’s teeth to reading them a bedtime story and praying with them. It’s great fun. A friend’s little 
daughter often asks me to do this whether I’ve volunteered or not. Now, not every single person is the same as I. 
Some will find rolling up their sleeves and getting stuck into the rhythms of someone else’s family only serves to 
remind them that they don’t have one of their own. But it’s a slice of family life I enjoy being part of. 

Another family I spend a lot of time with was recently heading into what they knew would be a particularly crazy 
week, so I offered to help out and do the school run for them for a few days. I figured it would be one less thing for 
them to have to organize. 

“We couldn’t ask you to do that!” 
“You didn’t—I offered,” I replied. 
For them it is a daily chore. But for me it is a novelty to do this for a few days. I never get to do a school run. 

What parents often find part of the mundane grind of daily life, some of us singles might actually enjoy. Plus it’s a 
great way to chat with their kids and find out what their school life is like. I find out who their friends are and what 
classes they most love and hate (and get to pick up the latest colloquialisms). I know how to pray for them a whole 
ton better after even a short journey in a car. 

Other times I might come around and cook for everyone. Much as I love having people over, sometimes it’s way 
more practical for me to bring the cooking to the family than to get all of them to my place at the same time. It is a 
way to hang out together without much disruption to them. 

Things like this make a family feel inclusive. They’re not just having you around; they’re opening up their family 
life to you and letting you join in. Andrea Trevenna describes another way in which families can reflect this more 
porous view of family life: 

I love it when I go round to married friends’ homes and see not only (or even) their wedding photos, pictures 
of their children and whole-family holiday snaps, but also photos of other families and friends (sometimes 
including me!). This reminds me that “family” doesn’t just mean the nuclear family, that I am not on my own, 
and that as a Christian I am part of a wonderful wider family.3 
This might sound a little weird, but I feel reassured when families feel able to have arguments around me. It 

doesn’t mean it’s necessarily fun to be there when it’s happening, but it confirms that they see me as part of normal 
life. None of them is putting on any special behavior when I am around. Sometimes it’s actually not making a fuss 
over a visitor that can make them feel more special and at home. They’re not being given a specially vetted version 
of family life; they’re being included in the real deal, warts and all. 

This also serves, of course, to help singles realize that family life is not idyllic. There are certainly times when all 
the kids are being cute and precocious. But at other times there is open warfare. It is the same with marriages. I’ve 
seen enough marriages sufficiently to know that it is not all a stroll in the park. Couples do not live “happily ever 
after” once they’ve said their vows. It helps singles to see a realistic image of what life is often like on the other side 
of the fence. 

This is the difference between what the Bible means by hospitality and what often passes for it in Western 
culture. Too often what we’re really doing is not hospitality but entertaining. We’re putting on a good show. We’re 
showing someone the Instagram version of our home life rather than the actual version of it. A sign that this is the 
case is that hospitality becomes infrequent and extravagant. But in the Bible, hospitality is opening up our real lives 
to others (often and especially the stranger) and inviting them in. You don’t technically need a physical space to 
invite people into (which in crowded cities is something many increasingly can’t afford). It is as much about doing 
life with others, wherever and however we happen to do it. 

This is something all of us are called to do. Some will have a particular ministry in this area, but it is required of 
all believers: 

Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints and 
seek to show hospitality. (Rom. 12:12–13) 
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Hospitality clearly matters. Paul puts it up there with praying and helping the poor as an obligation for all 
Christians. Peter says much the same thing: 

Show hospitality to one another without grumbling. (1 Pet. 4:9) 
Peter not only reminds us we need to do it but that we’re not to do it begrudgingly. We’re to do it gladly. Peter is 
not so much telling us to do a certain kind of thing but to be a certain kind of person: someone who is willing and 
eager to share life and home with others. It is even important enough to be a qualification for anyone in church 
leadership: 

An overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, 
hospitable, able to teach, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. (1 
Tim. 3:2–3) 
I have seen people disqualified from church leadership because of drunkenness and marital infidelity, but I’ve 

never heard of hospitality even being considered in a would-be pastor. Yet Paul lists it alongside these other failings 
as being just as much a deal breaker. 

By calling us to show hospitality, the New Testament is not requiring us to add yet more to our already 
overloaded schedules but to think of ways to fold others into what we are already doing. The impact of this can be 
huge: 

Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares. (Heb. 
13:2) 

This is a reference to some events in the life of Abraham, when he took in some strangers without realizing they 
were actually the Lord and his angels (Gen. 18:1–8). The general point the writer of Hebrews is making is that 
hospitality is something that God can use in all sorts of ways we never would have expected. We must never 
underestimate what can be achieved for the kingdom of God around the kitchen table. It is a place God loves to use. 

The importance and impact of hospitality should not surprise us. There is nothing arbitrary about the fact that 
this is required of Christians, or that God loves to use it so powerfully. When we think about it, hospitality is a 
profound expression of what the gospel is. It reflects exactly what God has done for us. Look at how Paul describes 
the work of Christ: 

Remember that you were . . . separated from Christ, alienated from the commonwealth of Israel and 
strangers to the covenants of promise. . . . But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been 
brought near by the blood of Christ. (Eph. 2:12–13) 
In other words, we have all been saved by divine hospitality. We were far away from God but have now been 

brought into his presence, into his very household. God has taken us in and seated us at his table. And he has done 
all this through the blood of Christ. He was forsaken and left out so that we could be folded in. The sign that we have 
received this kind of hospitality is that we offer it to others. 

It is easy for singles to sometimes think that all the initiative must lie with the families, and certainly it is often 
easier for a family to extend a meal by an extra portion than for a single to cook for an additional four or five, but 
that is no reason for any of us to sit around waiting for families to do all the reaching out. We need to find ways of 
getting alongside and taking initiative too. 

But for those of us who do have our own physical family, it is worth asking who we regularly include in our family 
life, who we’re opening ourselves to. If we have a spare room, are we using that to be a home to others? Not all 
families will be able to open up to the same extent and in the same way, but I suspect many of us could be doing 
more, maybe much more, than we are. 

Look again at the “hundredfold” blessing Jesus is promising: 
Truly, I say to you, there is no one who has left house or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children 
or lands, for my sake and for the gospel, who will not receive a hundredfold now in this time, houses and 
brothers and sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecutions, and in the age to come eternal 
life. (Mark 10:29–30) 
Think about the “houses” and “fields” Jesus is talking about. He is not promising his followers an expansive 

property portfolio. He is not talking about real estate but about something much more precious: homes that are 
being shared. Just as we are the mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, and sons and daughters he is promising 
to those who lack them, so also we are to provide houses and fields. 

So ponder this question for a moment or two: Other than a neighbor in case of an emergency, who else has a 
key to your home? In other words: is there anyone apart from those who have your surname whom you truly regard 
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as family? Anyone who is family enough that they have the freedom to come around any time, without an invitation 
or even advance notice, just as your own blood family does? 

A couple I know very well recently did just this for me—they gave me a key to their apartment. “This is yours 
now—you’re family.” They didn’t mean it to be a grand moment; they just tossed a key in my direction. But it felt 
significant. I was incredibly touched. And it is not the first time someone has done this for me. 

Much of this book has been written at a desk that’s become a regular workplace in a friend’s house a few hours 
from where I live. It has become a second home. It is a wonderful place. From the moment I arrive to the moment I 
leave, the dog doesn’t leave my side but faithfully accompanies me from room to room. The cats clock where I am 
and eventually, and often silently, park themselves nearby too. One of them decides I’ve done enough work for the 
time being and sprawls herself across my laptop so that my fingers are freed from the keyboard to pet her. Once the 
dog realizes play is on offer, he jumps to his feet, tail thumping against everything in range (including the cats), and 
we all go exploring in the woods outside for a few minutes. 

The animal affection alone is lovely to bask in, but it is the family here that makes it feel like home. We’ve been 
close for many years now, and have gone through deep tragedy and wonderful joy together. Soon after they moved 
here, they not only invited me to visit but said they wanted me to leave some clothes and toiletries in one of the 
closets so I wouldn’t need to pack for future visits. So although I don’t own a single square meter of real estate 
anywhere in the world, it turns out I have many homes and fields. 

As my friend Rosaria Butterfield puts it, “the gospel comes with a house key.” 
I also have sons and daughters, in a certain kind of way. 
I was just staying with another family I know well. It was the start of the new school year for kids, and the evening 

before the first day back, the local elementary school had an open evening so that families could come in with their 
kids and meet the teachers and break the ice again after a long summer break. My friend’s eleven-year-old twin boys 
insisted I come too as they wanted to show me their school. One of them was feeling a little apprehensive about 
starting back at school, so I was keen to do anything that might help. But it turned out the twins didn’t just want me 
to see where they went to school; they wanted each of their teachers to meet their English friend. It was very 
touching. 

Some of this might sound as if the benefit is only one way. But in reality it is a win-win. Last year I gave a talk on 
some of this to a group of pastors in another region of the country. A day or so later, someone I barely know wrote 
to me. He wasn’t at the meeting and isn’t a pastor, but he wanted to thank me for what I said. He is a single man, 
and one of the pastors at the meeting was a friend of his and had just given him a house key. Then a few months 
later someone came up to me and said he’d been at that same talk I’d given. It turned out he was the pastor who 
had given out that house key. He wanted to thank me for the challenge, because it had been such a blessing since 
then to have this friend more involved in his family’s life. 

The fact is, it is good for the families themselves to have others folded into their life. Such inclusion helps not 
just the people you include but the family as well. This is the way God designed it to be: the physical and spiritual 
families we belong to need each other. It’s not just that others need your biological family; your biological family 
needs them too. The boundary of your family life needs to be porous for your family’s own good. 

This is worked out on many levels. A mother once told me how much she loved spending time with singles at 
church. It’s too easy, she said, to surround herself only with other mothers whose kids are at a similar stage to her 
own. While there’s value in sharing the similarities—they can compare notes and encourage one another—the 
danger is that parenting can absorb the whole of the parent’s life and identity. This mother said that meeting with 
singles reminded her that life is going on out there beyond the realms of childcare. Catching up with the singles she 
knows gives her a lifeline to the wider world she senses she could easily lose contact with. 

I think too of the opportunities I have as a single man to encourage my friends who are married (which is the 
vast majority of them). One way I can use my singleness is to commit to praying for them as husbands. I don’t have 
personal experience of marriage to offer them, but I know enough of what Scripture says to know what they should 
be aiming for as husbands and to know how much they’ll need support and accountability to get there. 

But the involvement of others in family life can particularly help children. I can still remember the first time I was 
asked to be a godfather. I was only in my early twenties, and a slightly older couple with whom I’d become good 
friends were bracing themselves for the arrival of their second child. They asked me to be the godfather. What struck 
me was the reason. They said it wasn’t about birthdays and presents (which is just as well; if her age corresponded 
to the number of birthdays I’ve remembered, she’d be the only toddler with a driver’s license). Instead, they said, 
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“We need you to pray for us as parents. And we also want you to be someone she can talk to when she’s older and 
doesn’t feel she can talk to us.” 

They assumed that there’d be times in their daughter’s life when they might not be the best people for her to 
talk to. I thought that was very wise. The fact is that no two parents can be everything their children need them to 
be. Stating this reality should not be controversial, but I often feel congregations bristle when I say it. It should be 
obvious. All parents are limited, and all parents are sinful. They can’t possibly hope to be the best at everything their 
kids are going to need. Once again we see the myth of the self-sufficient family at work. Parents can have the 
unrealistic idea that their children are flawless. (As someone once put it, those who call their baby an “angel” clearly 
don’t understand babies or angels.) 

Parents can also have an unrealistic idea about what their parenting can achieve. Every parent has areas of 
natural capability and areas of natural weakness. None of us is a full and complete human being in ourselves. So 
every parent has blind spots. A child who gets her primary spiritual input only from her parents will only really grasp 
a somewhat incomplete or skewed version of the Christian life. No parents are going to get every aspect of it right, 
so kids having the input of other people in the wider church family is not a luxury but a necessity. Hopefully this is a 
role youth and children’s leaders naturally take at church. But it is good to have family friends involved in the spiritual 
formation of children too. Kids can then see in the details of how others live that this Christianity stuff is not just 
what their parents think, and that other people follow Jesus too. And because each couple and each family have 
their own eccentricities, the input of other honorary aunts and uncles can have a moderating effect. As Ray Ortlund 
observes, “Our various family backgrounds left every one of us at least a little weird.”5 It takes humility to realize it, 
but your children stand a much better chance of becoming well-rounded if it’s not just you they look to in life. 

It is also one of the ways we see Jesus’s promise in Mark 10 of disciples being given children as a result of 
following him. As I’ve said, it’s a wonderful privilege to be involved in the family life of some of my friends. To be 
given any kind of spiritual role in the lives of children is an enormous responsibility. Parents need to be careful in 
thinking about who has this kind of input. In this day and age especially, we are all too conscious of the danger of 
the wrong people being involved in our family life. Our children are vulnerable. It is good to be mindful of this and 
discerning about whose input we allow them. But while it is a significant danger, it is not the only one. While having 
the wrong sort of input is a justifiable concern, so too is having no other input at all. 

In a couple of weeks I will go on vacation, and I can’t wait. It’s not because I’ve been busy and am looking forward 
to a break (though I have been, and I am). Nor is it because I’m going anywhere glamorous and exotic. People make 
jokes about the place I plan to vacation. Many of them live there. I don’t need shots to be allowed admittance, and 
there’s no risk of running into celebrities. I’m going to one of the least glamorous parts of the UK. No, what I’m most 
excited about is who I’m going there with. Every year a gang of about fifteen of us go away together for a week. The 
group has been doing this for about fifteen years now, with the occasional addition and subtraction over the years. 
We’re normally comprised of two families, with six kids between them, aged five to fifteen, and three or four singles. 

All of us love it. We’re a large group, so we don’t have to do everything together. If someone wants time alone, 
he or she can easily slope off without feeling antisocial. What the younger kids are into is not necessarily what the 
rest of us want to do. A couple of the guys are steam train enthusiasts and, for some reason, need to spend at least 
a day of their vacation riding on the sort of steam engines the rest of the world happily evolved away from several 
generations ago. (Admission: we all secretly love it.) There’ll be a day or so at the beach, and another just hanging 
out at the house. 

What makes it work is that it is a win-win. The parents love it, as it gives them a bit of a break from cooking for 
a whole family each day and peers to catch up with. Kids love it because there is no shortage of people to hang out 
and play with. And singles like me love it, as it gives us an excuse to do the sort of things we can only really get away 
with if there are kids around, like digging sandcastles or defenses against the incoming tide. It’s one of my favorite 
weeks of the year. It’s a family holiday, regardless of whether or not we technically have a family. 
How Jesus Provides Family 
Some time ago I was planning a sermon series on Paul’s letter to Titus. The first sermon covered just the first four 
verses, where Paul introduces himself and greets his recipient. It’s the part of New Testament letters we tend to skip 
over on our way to the main content, so I thought it would be interesting to pause and give a whole message on 
what Paul had to say about himself and his friend Titus. Stopping and noticing the detail of even familiar Scriptures 
is where I often find myself learning significant lessons. 

Take how Paul describes himself: 
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Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ. (Titus 1:1) 
Not unusual in terms of what Paul normally says about himself but radical when we stop and think about it. “Servant” 
(as my Bible’s footnote points out) really means “slave.” “Apostle” is someone especially authorized by Jesus to 
speak and write on his behalf. What’s interesting is how easily, for Paul, servitude and authority go together. It is a 
distinctively Christian way of thinking. Some of us are parents or bosses or group leaders at church or are just the 
natural ringleaders that others tend to follow. But if we’re Christians, it means we are to use that authority 
exclusively and maximally for the sake of others. That is the template given to us in Christ, who expressed absolute 
authority through absolute servitude. It is what has now gripped his apostle and is to so grip us that we treat any 
natural position we’re given in life as a means of spending ourselves for the good of others rather than ourselves. 

That one verse alone gave me a huge amount to think about. But it was what Paul said about Titus that I found 
even more striking: 

To Titus, my true child in a common faith. (Titus 1:4) 
Again, Paul compresses big truth into the space of few words. (Paul would have been great on Twitter.) Were it not 
for the fact that I had to get half a sermon out of these words I probably wouldn’t have looked at them so closely. 
But they’ve truly become life changing. Paul describes Titus not as “my dear workmate and colleague” or even as 
“my dear friend.” He calls him “my true child.” 

This challenges how we typically think of Paul. We tend to think of how he was single, never married, and didn’t 
have kids. But that’s not entirely true. Paul was single. He wasn’t married. But he did have children. Titus is his “true 
child.” And this is not some first-century equivalent of saying, “Hey, kiddo.” Paul literally describes Titus as his 
legitimate begotten. This is not airy-fairy language to make Paul feel better about himself as a single. It is real. Paul 
had led Titus to faith in Christ. Something generative happened as a result of Paul’s ministry to him. Titus was not 
only a fellow believer with Paul or a fellow brother in Christ. He had become, spiritually, Paul’s begotten. 

There are times when singleness is hard. One of those times can be when you reach the age where virtually all 
your friends have kids and you don’t. (This can be painful for childless couples too, of course.) It hit me a few years 
ago at a good friend’s wedding. I was watching the father of the bride dancing with his daughter. Her sister told me 
he’d taken some dance lessons especially for this. He wanted to be able to share this moment with his girl, a final 
fatherly moment before she started a new home and new family life with her husband. It was lovely to see. But 
painful too. I realized I would never have a daughter to dance with on her wedding day. I don’t know why that 
suddenly hit me—the idea had never occurred to me before. But there it was, and it cut me up deeply. 

Another single friend mentioned to me that, for her, it was the time she spent with a friend looking at this friend’s 
pictures of a daughter’s graduation. That was what suddenly hit her—never celebrating the graduation of her own 
child. It might be any number of things for each one of us. A sudden, unexpected moment of bereavement. So a 
verse like this one in Titus is an amazing encouragement. There is a kind of parenthood available to us even as 
unmarried singles. Titus is Paul’s begotten. 

And, as it turns out, Titus was not an only child. Paul did a lot of begetting. Look at what he had to say about 
Timothy: 

Timothy, my true child in the faith. (1 Tim. 1:2) 
Timothy, my beloved child. (2 Tim. 1:2) 
You then, my child. (2 Tim 2:1) 
Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the Lord. (1 Cor. 4:17) 
Paul could even become a spiritual father while in prison. He writes to Philemon, “I appeal to you for my child, 

Onesimus, whose father I became in my imprisonment” (Philem. 10). In fact, so widespread was Paul in his spiritual 
begetting that even whole churches were fathered by him: 

For though you have countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. For I became your father in 
Christ Jesus through the gospel. (1 Cor. 4:15) 
My little children, for whom I am again in the anguish of childbirth until Christ is formed in you. (Gal. 4:19) 

But it would be a mistake to think of this as some kind of sappy consolation prize for those who miss the real thing. 
Titus is Paul’s real son, “my true son.” Not a sort of, kinda like, or equivalent of, but legitimate. 

None of this is out of the blue. The trajectory of Scripture has been pointing this way for a long time. Long ago 
God told his people that there is a blessing available to the childless even greater than that of physical children: 

For thus says the LORD: 
“To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, 
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who choose the things that please me 
and hold fast my covenant, 

I will give in my house and within my walls 
a monument and a name 
better than sons and daughters; 

I will give them an everlasting name 
that shall not be cut off. (Isa. 56:4–5) 

This perspective explains Jesus’s intriguing response to a woman who yelled out from a crowd about how blessed 
Mary was to be his mother: 

As he said these things, a woman in the crowd raised her voice and said to him, “Blessed is the womb that 
bore you, and the breasts at which you nursed!” But he said, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word 
of God and keep it!” (Luke 11:27–28) 

Children are a great blessing. The Bible underlines that repeatedly. Children are a responsibility, for sure, but they 
are also a great gift from God. 

But if any parent had cause to be called “blessed,” it’s Mary. She had all the regular joys of motherhood—a 
bouncing baby, the thrill of the first tooth and the first step. But hers was also a unique blessing. Her boy was no less 
than the eternal Son of God. The One who filled her womb and then fed at her breasts was God himself. You can just 
imagine Mary’s Christmas family newsletter wiping the floor with everyone else’s. So no wonder this nameless 
woman in the crowd calls out to Jesus in this way. Mary was blessed. 

She was. Uniquely so. But what brought Mary greatest blessing is something that any of us can share with her. 
Jesus says there’s a blessing greater than that of a parent, even than that of being a parent to the Son of God. And 
that is to be an obedient Christian. If you hear the Word of God and keep it, you are more blessed than any parent 
of any child. But there is more. 

If the blessing of physical sons and daughters is not itself the greatest blessing, then it’s also the case that physical 
children are not the only—or even the greatest—kind of children we can have. Men and women produce physical 
children. But the gospel itself also produces offspring. We see this in how Isaiah foretells the death of Jesus: 

It was the will of the LORD to crush him; 
he has put him to grief; 

when his soul makes an offering for guilt, 
he shall see his offspring. (Isa. 53:10) 

Commenting on these words John Piper writes, 
When the Messiah dies as “an offering for guilt” and rises again to “prolong his days” forever, he will by that 
great saving act produce many children: He will “see his offspring.” In other words, the new people of God 
formed by the Messiah will not be formed by physical procreation but by the atoning death of Christ. 
The result of this is that those who mourn at not being able to physically reproduce can know the blessing of 

being involved in producing spiritual offspring. As Piper goes on to say, “Single people in Christ have zero 
disadvantage in bearing children for God and may, in some ways, have a great advantage.”7 Hence Paul’s language 
about Titus and others being his begotten. 

Isaiah shows us a further distinction between physical and spiritual progeny: 
“Sing, O barren one, who did not bear; 

break forth into singing and cry aloud, 
you who have not been in labor! 

For the children of the desolate one will be more 
than the children of her who is married,” says the LORD. (Isa. 54:1) 

Not only will the barren lady be able to rejoice at being able to have children; those children will in some way be 
“more” than those of normal physical birth. This relates not only to the multitudes we can father in Christ (as Paul 
did), but also to the extent of the legacy such spiritual parenting produces. Barry Danylak concludes: 

Like Isaiah’s barren woman, Paul’s legacy was greater than that of any physical parents’, for Paul’s progeny 
were those begotten in Christ through the limitless power of the gospel for an eternal inheritance in heaven. 
Blood, they say, is thicker than water. But the blood of Jesus is thicker still. Better than a lifelong legacy is an 

eternal one. 
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This opens up the prospect of parenting to all who are single in Christ. Regardless of our marital status we can 
be involved in bringing forth the spiritual offspring of the gospel. So it is that John Piper can say: 

Paul was a great father and never married. And does he not speak beautifully for single women in Christ in 1 
Thessalonians 2:7 when he writes, “We were gentle among you, like a nursing mother taking care of her own 
children”? So it will be said of many single women in Christ, “She was a great mother and never married.”9 
We see a wonderful example of this in C. S. Lewis’s classic story The Great Divorce. The narrator is taken by a 

guide around heaven and at one point sees an enormous procession. There is a line each of boys and girls; he sees 
musicians, dancing, celebration, and even giant angels. At the center of it all, and in whose honor it is all taking place, 
he sees a beautiful lady. She is, the guide explains, someone of significant greatness. On earth she was unheard of, 
a woman called Sarah Smith who never had any biological children. But in heaven she is “one of the great ones,” and 
the large number of young men and women flanking her are, in fact, her sons and daughters. The guide explains: 

Every young man or boy that met her became her son—even if it was only the boy who brought the meat to 
her back door. Every girl that met her was her daughter. . . . Her motherhood was of a different kind. Those 
on whom it fell went back to their natural parents loving them more. 

Sarah Smith didn’t have any biological children on earth but was a spiritual mother to many. 
The greatest example of this kind of spiritual parenting is, of course, Jesus himself. Writer Bethany Jenkins 

comments: 
As a Christian, I worship a man who was a biologically childless parent. Jesus Christ never married, never had 
kids, yet he said: “Behold, I and the children God has given me” (Heb. 2:13). And consider what the prophet 
says of him: “When his soul makes an offering for guilt, he shall see his offspring. . . . Out of the anguish of 
his soul he shall see and be satisfied” (Isa. 53:10–11). Jesus never held a son or daughter in his arms, but he 
nonetheless came to bear children, to give birth to a people—like me and perhaps you—who now bear his 
family resemblance.11 
In a recent series of tweets, Matthew Lee Anderson concluded that the church needs to think more expansively 

about the whole concept of parenthood: 
Within the community of the church . . . “parenthood” is a vocation open to all, including singles and the 
infertile. It is an ecclesiastically centered way of cultivating maternal and paternal love in its deepest 
orientation, namely, toward the kingdom. If this is true, then there are aspects of parenthood that are 
disclosed to single and infertile people. It is not a realm closed to them. 

This helps to answer an important concern sometimes raised about singleness in the church, that it somehow 
represents a neglect of the responsibility given to humanity at the start of the Bible. 

In the biblical account of creation, as soon as God creates humanity he commissions them to do the work for 
which he has created them: 

God blessed them. And God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every living thing that moves 
on the earth.” (Gen. 1:28) 

These newly minted image bearers were given clear instructions about their new home. They were to have dominion 
over it, later unpacked in Genesis 2:15 as “to work it and keep it”—to develop it and care for it. And they were to fill 
it—to “be fruitful and multiply.” These image bearers were to cover the planet with this image. The whole earth 
needs the human touch. It’s a big world, and at that point there were only two people. Lots of multiplying needed 
to happen. 

It’s commonly called the “creation mandate,” humanity’s responsibility to the world in which we’ve been placed. 
It represents our collective vocation from God. This is what we’ve been made to do. All of us. It’s a big deal. Little 
wonder that doing constructive work (paid or unpaid) and starting families instinctively mean so much to us. We’re 
all meant to be rolling up our sleeves and doing what we can to contribute to the ongoing flourishing of our species. 

So singleness can easily appear to be a bit of an obstacle to all this. Those of us who will only ever be single will 
not be taking part in the multiplication God has called us to do. I’m on track to remain unmarried and childless. My 
little branch of the family tree is not going to continue through me. I will be a genealogical dead-end. A genetic cul-
de-sac. I will be contributing no more Allberrys to the world. 

Little wonder, then, that we singles can be thought of as not pulling our weight, spiritually speaking. The very 
concept of singleness is a threat to this ongoing aspect of the creation mandate. While some people can’t help being 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 90 

single, maybe we should do all we can to keep that number of us as small as possible, and certainly not commend 
singleness. 

But while it’s undoubtedly true that I’m not directly helping to fill the earth, it’s not the whole story. There are 
less direct ways in which we singles contribute to the fulfillment of the creation mandate. Multiplying and filling is 
more than simply reproducing. Many people who are unable to have children adopt. Many who never have children 
(either biologically or through adoption) nevertheless play a vital part in the care and nurture of others. I may not 
be directly causing population expansion, but I am a vital part of the growth of other people through friendship and 
involvement in their lives (just as they are a vital part of my growth). As we invest constructively in the lives of others, 
we are contributing tangibly to the creation mandate. Children need not only to be born but to be raised, taught, 
provided for, and nurtured. In most cases this needs more than just the parents. We may not be adding to the 
number of people out there, but hopefully we are contributing significantly to the quality of the people the earth is 
being filled with. 

And it’s not just children, of course. We continue to care for and nurture one another throughout our whole 
lives. This too is part of the “filling” process. 

But there is another element in all this. The creation mandate needs to be read in the light of the Great 
Commission. The task given us at creation is now, because of the fall, somewhat incomplete. Humanity is in rebellion 
against its Creator, and the world has been cursed because of it. Genesis calls humanity to make more people, but 
Jesus calls his new humanity to make disciples (Matt. 28:19–20). For the earth to be filled with the image of God, 
people need to come into relationship with—and growing likeness of—the One who is the perfect image of God, 
Jesus Christ. We cannot fulfill the original intention of the creation mandate without reaching people with the gospel 
and building them up in Christ. This is where the mandate of Genesis 1 reaches its final fulfillment, and as we’ve 
seen, singles have a vital and distinct part to play in this as they give themselves to the family life of God’s people 
and, through the work of the gospel, find themselves spiritually reproducing those who, like Paul with Titus, they 
can describe as a true son or daughter in the faith. 

5 
Singleness Hinders Ministry 

Yesterday someone taught me how to play the game croquet. If you’re not familiar with it, croquet involves using 
wooden mallets to hit wooden balls through hoops. It all looks quintessentially English. There’s a nice lawn and 
people idling around, and occasionally someone clonks a ball here or there. You half expect to hear people talking 
about the colonies while one of the staff from Downton Abbey turns up with afternoon tea. 

But beneath the genteel veneer it is all viciously tactical. Yesterday we played as two teams against each other. 
I’d just been whacking my ball as hard as I could in the direction of the next hoop, but apparently there’s more to it 
than that. Waaay more. At one point my teammate stopped and admonished me: “If you want to go fast, go alone. 
If you want to go far, go together.” I’d evidently been neglecting The Team. 

He claimed it’s a Chinese proverb, but according to recent research (me Googling it this afternoon), Al Gore said 
it was from Africa. But then in an episode of 30Rock he also said he made that up. Either way it’s the sort of thing 
that’s the stuff of corporate teamwork seminars, in between chanting “There’s no ‘I’ in team” and someone who 
sounds like Michael Scott from The Office telling you that TEAM stands for “Together Everyone Achieves More.” 

But it’s also the kind of sentiment that lies behind a lot of thinking about single people and church ministry. 
Do Pastors Have to Be Married? 
The fact is, there aren’t a whole lot of single people in pastoral ministry, and this sort of gets at why. If you want to 
go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together. This is, on many levels, entirely understandable. Scripture gives 
us the expectation that pastors will be married. Paul describes the requirements of those who would serve as pastors 
as follows: 

An overseer must be above reproach, the husband of one wife, sober-minded, self-controlled, respectable, 
hospitable, able to teach, not a drunkard, not violent but gentle, not quarrelsome, not a lover of money. He 
must manage his own household well, with all dignity keeping his children submissive, for if someone does 
not know how to manage his own household, how will he care for God’s church? (1 Tim. 3:2–5) 

Pastors need to have appropriate gifting (being able to teach) and appropriate character so as not to bring the gospel 
into disrepute. But alongside those two stipulations Paul adds that the pastor “must be the husband of one wife.”  

The passage itself provides some rationale for this. The church, like the family home, is a household. The pastor’s 
track record in managing his own household will give some idea of how he will manage the life of the local church. 
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The two are sufficiently analogous that ineptitude in the former damages credibility for being able to effectively 
cope with the latter. The stresses and strains of handling the dynamics and discipline of family life are a good testing 
ground for the larger-scale household management of pastoral ministry. 

A similar rationale comes in Paul’s letter to Titus: 
The husband of one wife, and his children are believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or 
insubordination. For an overseer, as God’s steward, must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or 
quick-tempered or a drunkard or violent or greedy for gain, but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, 
upright, holy, and disciplined. He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able 
to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. (Titus 1:6–9) 

Again, Paul’s expectation is that pastors will be married. The pastor must be the husband of one wife, and someone 
whose own home life supports the credibility of his ministry. But there are reasons beyond this for why it might be 
to everyone’s advantage that a pastor be faithfully married. 

A friend of mine took up a role leading a Christian ministry, and it was clear from the beginning that there were 
going to be some significant challenges in managing the staff team and casting the right sort of vision for the ministry 
as a whole. I remember talking to him several months into the role, when he said how much his marriage had helped 
him cope with some of those challenges. He had, he said, so much more emotional capacity as a result of his 
marriage. He could cope with more than if he’d been on his own. His wife’s emotional support and protection 
enabled him to work with challenges he likely would not have survived as a single man. If you want to go fast, go 
alone. If you want to go far, go together. Many others can testify similarly. 

Christian leader Al Mohler reflected on the difference being married made to his early life as a pastor: 
I was called as pastor of a small country church when I was engaged to be married. This sweet church took a 
risk with a young seminary student who was anxious to be married and just waiting for the date to arrive. I 
can testify that my ministry was transformed the moment I showed up back at the church with Mary, my 
wife. My relations with church members of both sexes took on a much more natural shape, and this was 
amplified with married couples of all ages. When children came, my ministry in later years was also deepened 
and widened.1 
Being married and having children makes it easier to identify with and minister to those with families in a local 

congregation. Little wonder that many churches look for new pastors to be people with families. In my own church 
the vast majority of members are married with children. It is a huge swathe of the church family to risk being unable 
to relate well pastorally. 

It needs to be said that there are also less godly reasons some churches don’t want to have single pastors. Some 
worry that there must be something wrong with or weird about a pastor who is not married. And, frankly, too many 
churches assume having a married pastor effectively means they’re getting a second staff member for free. 

Most churches do not put on their advertisements for pastors, “Single people need not apply,” but it is easy to 
see why it might be harder for single pastors to find employment. One said this of his search for a pastorate: “Once 
I say I’m single, never married, I never hear back.” Many others would be able to say the same thing. 

But we mustn’t be too quick to rule out singles as pastors, even of a flock that is mostly married. In the passages 
quoted above, 1 Timothy 3:2–5 and Titus 1:6–9, Paul is commending marital fidelity rather than ruling out those who 
are not married. His expectation is that people will be married—and therefore need to be the right sort of married—
rather than prescribing that they must be. 

If we take those Scriptures as being wholly prescriptive, then we need to recognize that they are being 
prescriptive of far more than marriage. Both passages, after all, speak of the need for pastors to manage their 
children well. So if we’re to be consistent, we need to rule out not only pastors who are not married but also pastors 
who are married but without children. And, strictly speaking, given that Paul talks about children as plural in both 
passages, we must also rule out pastors who have only one child. So if we think there is biblical warrant here for 
disqualifying pastors for being single, then we also need to disqualify pastors who are married but have fewer than 
two children, and (presumably) pastors who are widowed and no longer have a wife to be married to. 
Can Single Pastors Serve Married People? 
It is also not necessarily the case that singleness precludes being able to help those who are nonsingle. As I’ve said, 
the church I belong to is mostly married with children. When I first arrived there to be one of the pastors, I was 
conscious of this and wondered if it would be a significant hindrance to people being able to receive my ministry. 
What I discovered was that there were ways in which being single actually helped. 
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One of the things I’ve noticed as an Englishman who spends a lot of time doing ministry in the United States is 
that I am perceived as neutral on many of the intramural debates that happen within that part of the Christian world. 
I am not seen as particularly belonging to any one network or denominational tribe and can therefore move freely 
between them in a way that might not otherwise be easy. The distance I come from creates an openness to what I 
may be able to give. It’s not that I don’t have positions of my own on many of the matters these groups differ over, 
but coming into the discussion from “outside” provides an air of neutrality. 

I’ve noticed a similar dynamic when it comes to ministering to people with families. I remember catching up with 
a couple from church who had recently had their first child. I asked them how it was all going, and from having spent 
lots of time with new parents I knew that being able to get sufficient sleep can be a significant challenge. So I was 
surprised by what they said about sleep: “Well, we can talk to you about this, but not to any of the other parents 
round here.” 

The fact is, they were getting plenty of sleep. Somehow (and they didn’t have an explanation for this), their baby 
was sleeping the whole way through virtually every night. But they said it was the sort of thing that actually made 
things tense with other parents at church. 

This was my introduction to the idea that there are certain ways being single makes it easier for people to talk 
about their experiences of marriage and parenthood. Sometimes they wish to talk about issues that are contentious 
among parents. I quickly learned that within the parenting world, there are any number of intramural disagreements: 
what kind of routine to establish for a baby; whether to follow this or that philosophy of early-childhood parenting; 
when, if, and how a mother should return to work; what sort of schooling is favored for a child. Disagreements over 
home schooling or state schooling or fee-paying private schooling quickly get very tense. And like lots of debates 
around parenting, people can take things personally. If people disagree with you, it feels like they’re saying you’re a 
bad parent, which, in a culture that prizes family self-sufficiency and therefore calls for virtual omnicompetence, is 
an accusation no one wants to receive. 

It is not that I don’t have opinions about any of these things, but as a single person I don’t appear to, and certainly 
not to the point of investing my own flesh-and-blood progeny in any particular side. Sometimes not being a parent 
is better than being the type of parent other parents disagree with. 

At other times some have the need to talk about struggles and failures in family life. Because of the belief that 
marriage means “happily ever after” or the prevailing views of our self-sufficient culture, it is easy for people to feel 
self-conscious about problems they might have in family life. “Surely marriage is meant to be the solution to my 
problems,” they think, “so if I am really struggling maybe I’m not doing it right?” One couple admitted to me that 
they felt safer talking to me about their marriage because they feared that other married people would compare 
them to their own marriage and judge them. 

Singleness can also make it easier to speak from the pulpit about some aspects of family life. One of my married 
pastor colleagues noticed that if he speaks on the hardships of marriage, church members start to wonder if it means 
he’s having a difficult time with his own marriage at home. While it is good to be able to have experience to speak 
from, sometimes people assume it means you must be speaking from experience even if you’re just making a general 
observation from Scripture. 

This leads to something that is commonly overlooked. What matters most in ministering to marrieds and parents 
is not personal experience but faithfulness to Scripture. At the end of the day, what the congregation most needs to 
hear is not the wisdom a pastor might have accumulated over the years as a husband or father but God’s wisdom 
revealed in his Word. It’s worth saying that single people can often be guilty of the same mistake—feeling cynical 
any time a married pastor deigns to speak on singleness (even though any married pastor will have experienced 
singleness at some point). 

If someone thinks it’s laughable that I find myself preaching on passages directed to husbands and wives or to 
parents, they’re assuming that human experience matters more than divine wisdom. It doesn’t occur to many of 
them that the very passages they’d prefer to hear a married person speak from were in most cases written by an 
apostle who was himself single. I suspect that many churches that gladly have Paul as an apostle would not have 
appointed him as a pastor. 

In churches with more than one teaching pastor, having at least one who is single can also be advantageous. If 
the primary examples of the Christian life that many of us see in church are always married ones, it can reinforce the 
idea that being married necessarily accompanies Christian maturity. It is good for church members to see examples 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 93 

before them of gospel-focused singleness as well as gospel-focused marriage. It is a way of demonstrating what Paul 
said about both marriage and singleness being honorable gifts of God. 
 
 
Is Singleness Actually an Advantage in Ministry? 
So pastors being single is not prohibited by Scripture, nor is singleness necessarily a hindrance to effective gospel 
ministry, even in contexts where the majority of people are married. But there is another reason that singleness 
might, in fact, be an advantage in ministry. Paul describes it at length in his famous treatment on marriage and 
singleness in 1 Corinthians: 

I want you to be free from anxieties. The unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to 
please the Lord. But the married man is anxious about worldly things, how to please his wife, and his interests 
are divided. And the unmarried or betrothed woman is anxious about the things of the Lord, how to be holy 
in body and spirit. But the married woman is anxious about worldly things, how to please her husband. I say 
this for your own benefit, not to lay any restraint upon you, but to promote good order and to secure your 
undivided devotion to the Lord. (1 Cor. 7:32–35) 

There was an obvious parallel for Paul and his readers here with the way many eunuchs served in the ancient world. 
For kings, eunuchs were desirable servants because they had no heirs. They would not be able to establish any rival 
dynasty to the king’s. But more than that, as Barry Danylak writes: 

The eunuch was also a model of devoted service because he was without the distractions of marriage and 
family. No personal family matters competed for his allegiances. He could afford complete, unhindered 
loyalty to his king and his king’s concerns.3 

Danylak therefore wonders if Jesus commended the eunuchs (see Matt. 19:12) because “the historical figure of the 
eunuch was a paradigmatic model of what such undivided loyalty to the king looked like in the ancient world.” 

Paul can therefore talk about the unmarried person being “anxious about the things of the Lord.” What these 
“things of the Lord” are, Paul also describes as “how to please the Lord.” There is a way a single person is able to 
give him- or herself to the work of God’s kingdom that is unencumbered from the proper concerns that should 
occupy someone who is married. What this looks like clearly varies from person to person. Much depends on the 
skills and opportunities God has given us. 

Personally speaking, I can see some clear ways in which singleness has enabled me to serve Christ that would 
not be the case if I were married. I am able to be away from home more easily; I don’t have to think about the impact 
of my absence on a wife or children. This has meant that I’ve been able to serve in a much wider range of contexts 
and for greater periods of time than someone who is married. When I am at home, I can be more available to my 
church. It is easier to drop things at a moment’s notice if there is an urgent need or someone who needs visiting. I 
am able to be freer with some of my weekends and evenings. 

From a logistical point of view, it is much easier to be flexible as a single person than as a married one. Trying to 
get a young family out the door is virtually an all-day event. By the time things have been packed for every 
conceivable eventuality and the last kid has finally got her shoes and coat on, someone decides he now needs the 
bathroom, and by the time he’s finished, someone else will too. I’ve seen parent friends of mine physically age in 
the time it takes to get a clutch of infants from one side of the front door to the other. Trying to maneuver a family 
is like trying to turn a Mack truck around. 

By contrast, some of us singles can turn on a dime. The day of a friend’s wedding a while ago, I suddenly realized 
I’d lost track of time and had only ten minutes to get ready and leave the house. The only challenge was working out 
what to do with the remaining four minutes once I was ready. Sometimes we singles can be not only more flexible 
but also more responsive than our married friends. 

There is a danger here, of course. This kind of freedom, when it comes with enthusiasm for ministry and lots of 
energy, means we can neglect giving time we need to building up friendships and investing in community. I know 
many single people in Christian ministry who have struggled with this. Church events typically take place on weekday 
evenings and over the weekends, so this can restrict opportunities to develop and build ordinary friendships in the 
wider community. If singles live at home alone, then there is not the same built-in social unit that those with their 
own families can automatically fall back on. A quick meal with someone before heading out for an evening meeting, 
or even some snatched time with someone for a quick catchup, needs to be planned and arranged in advance. If we 
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don’t plan things ahead of time, a day off can easily roll around, and we find we have nothing to do, and it is too late 
to find someone to make plans with. 

This can be even more difficult for those on the more introverted side of things. If we have invested heavily in 
others during the week, we may feel relationally “spent” by the time it comes to a day off, and it can be too easy to 
use the day to recover energy on our own. If this becomes habitual, then the lack of deep friendship and community 
will brew into a crisis. This is something churches need to give thought to, so that singles in pastoral ministry have 
enough time and sufficient relational capital set aside in a given week to build friendships. 

Similarly, if the single person lives alone, sometimes the only time to realistically catch up on chores is a day off. 
Laundry, housework, grocery shopping, and fixing things around the house all take time, as many a housekeeper 
knows. Many in pastoral ministry have a spouse to help, a wife who doesn’t work and who kindly carries most of this 
noble, God-honoring task. Single pastors may need more than the standard time off from ministry in order to do this 
work. Some churches provide singles on their staff an extra half-day off from church work for this very reason. The 
danger otherwise is that churches might seek to maximize the flexibility of their singles without supporting them in 
these other areas. Provision by a church family for the singles on staff needs to go beyond mere remuneration. 

In sum, singleness doesn’t necessarily make someone better suited to church ministry. It is not better than being 
married, just as being married is not better than being single. God is so much smarter than we are. Someone like, 
say, Tim Keller would never have been so profoundly used by God were it not for his marriage to Kathy, who 
supports, sharpens, and grounds him. Nor would someone like, say, John Stott have been so profoundly used by God 
were it not for his singleness, enabling him to give himself so deeply to so many people in so many places. Just as 
marriage by itself isn’t a qualification for gospel ministry, so also singleness by itself isn’t a hindrance. 

6 
Singleness Wastes Your Sexuality 

A friend of mine has an interesting spoon. (Bear with me.) It’s slightly larger than a teaspoon and has a large hole in 
the middle, making it incapable of holding—let alone carrying—the sort of substance that typically requires a spoon. 
My friend has no idea where it came from. And so for entertainment he keeps it in his sugar bowl, waiting for 
unsuspecting guests to attempt productive engagement with it. Some will quietly (but unsuccessfully) persevere 
with it, not wanting to make a fuss and assuming the fault must somehow be theirs. Others will immediately point 
out how the spoon is ridiculous and insist on something better suited to the task at hand. 

But the spoon, my friend eventually discovered, was an olive spoon. It was meant to be like that. The hole in the 
middle is to drain the fluid as you lift the olive to your mouth. You can’t make sense of the way the spoon is without 
understanding what it’s for. It is true of my friend’s olive spoon and it is true of our sexuality. 

This much is self-evident to just about everybody: we’re sexual beings, and our sexuality is meant to mean 
something. I’ve not met anyone who disputes these two basic statements. But unless we know what our sexuality is 
for, we won’t understand how it is meant to be used. The best we’ll end up doing, like my friend with his spoon, is 
to try to get some passing entertainment from it. As it happens, the actual shape of the Bible points us to the purpose 
of why we’re sexual beings. 
Why God Gave Us Sexuality 
Genesis famously opens with an account of God creating our world. The scale is sweeping and cosmic. We see the 
beginning of literally everything. Matter is formed, shaped, ordered, and regulated. Life in all its staggering variety 
is poured into the world. Yet even here, within such abundant and lavish variety, there is order. Things are made 
according to their kind (see Gen. 1:11–25). It is not just a mass of undifferentiated matter nor even a flat kind of 
uniformity. There are kinds of things and variety within those kinds. God is the master conductor, bringing in each 
section of the orchestra and adding it to the symphony of creation. 

The climax of all this creative activity is the entrance of humanity. It is always easy to assume the climax of 
anything is the moment when we show up, but in this case such an assumption is clear from the text. Up until this 
point there has been a rhythm and pattern to the work of creation. We’ve had “let there be’s,” evenings and 
mornings, and “it was good’s.” This abruptly changes at the point when people come on the scene: 

Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness. And let them have dominion over the fish 
of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over the livestock and over all the earth and over every 
creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 

So God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; 
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male and female he created them. (Gen. 1:26–27) 
We notice the difference immediately. Rather than God simply announcing something into existence, there is a 
moment of divine deliberation. He verbalizes his intent to do something. And rather than the repeated “Let there 
be,” we now have “Let us make.” This is not routine. Something different is happening here, and it warrants special 
attention. God’s involvement in this particular act of creation seems especially personal. 

The reason why is immediately given. This creature, unlike anything else in creation, is going to be uniquely like 
God. If everything God makes is to some extent a reflection of who he is, it is the case with humanity in a way it is 
not with anything else. For the first time something is made that will image God in his own creation, something that 
will uniquely correspond to who he is and what he’s like. 

A significant aspect of this image bearing is highlighted for us in the passage: God makes us as male and female. 
One of the features of the creation account in Genesis 1 is the introduction of various pairings. N. T. Wright describes 
these as “binaries,” and he writes, “It’s all about God making complementary pairs, which are meant to work 
together.”1 

The account opens with heaven and earth, immediately alerting us to the fact that the physical world we see and 
touch is not where all the action happens. There is an above and beyond, and the pairing with the earthly indicates 
there is meant to be some kind of correspondence between these two spheres. As the account continues, we’re 
introduced to further pairings: light and darkness, day and night, sea and dry land. All of these, we know from basic 
experience, interact with and complement one another. “And then the story reaches its great climax with the 
creation of human beings in the image of God: male and female together.” The relationship between this final pair, 
male and female, will provide a clue to what will happen with the first pair, heaven and earth. The account concludes 
with God resting on the seventh day, showing us that while we might be the climax of God’s creative work, we are 
not the climax of creation itself; God’s rest and satisfaction is. 

What happens next would surprise us if most of us weren’t so familiar with the text.3 Having had the wide-angle 
view of creation, we find ourselves in a garden with a man and a woman. We go from the universal to the particular. 
Adam is created by God, commissioned by him, shown to be inadequate on his own, and is given Eve as his perfect 
counterpart. They are brought together, and the opening plotline of the Bible is a wedding: 

And the rib that the LORD God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. 
Then the man said, 

“This at last is bone of my bones 
and flesh of my flesh; 

she shall be called Woman, 
because she was taken out of Man.” 

Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one 
flesh. (Gen. 2:22–24) 
The question is why. Given the grand scale of what has just happened, why are we now in what, by comparison, 

seems like a cramped garden, watching a man marry a woman? That this is where the Bible plotline starts is hugely 
significant. What happens between this man and this woman gives us insight into what God has planned for the 
universe. There is a pattern here. As Ray Ortlund puts it, “After the heavens and the earth come together in the first 
creation, a man and woman come together in the first marriage.” The union of the man and the woman in marriage 
is going to point us to the eventual union of heaven and earth in Christ. N. T. Wright sums it up neatly: 

The coming together of male plus female is itself a signpost pointing to that great complementarity of God’s 
whole creation, of heaven and earth belonging together.5 

This becomes more and more apparent as the Old Testament unfolds. God, we discover, is not just a moral authority 
bearing down on us or a sovereign ruling over us. He is a bridegroom wanting to win us. 

The prophets frequently use marital language to describe God’s relationship with his people; he is the groom, 
and they are the (frequently wayward) bride. When they turn from him in disobedience and worship other gods, 
they are committing spiritual adultery, something which provokes some of the most vivid and searing passages in 
the Bible. 

When Jesus enters the stage in the Gospels, he refers to himself in the third person as “the bridegroom”: 
People came and said to him, “Why do John’s disciples and the disciples of the Pharisees fast, but your 
disciples do not fast?” And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with 
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them? As long as they have the bridegroom with them, they cannot fast. The days will come when the 
bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast in that day.” (Mark 2:18–20) 

In other words, Jesus is that same divine bridegroom who has been pursuing his bride all through the Old Testament. 
He has come not just to be a teacher, clarifying what had been misunderstood about God among the teachers of his 
people. He is not just an example of someone who knew how to live God’s ways and embody God’s purposes. He 
has come as a savior, and this shows us what kind of savior. He is not a savior who is happy only to lift us from the 
water, plop us back onto dry land, and be done with us, nor one merely willing to extend the act of saving into an 
ongoing kind of nodding acquaintance. As savior, he intends to be a husband to the people he’s rescued. 

This is reflected all through the New Testament. Paul reminds his readers that their relationship to Jesus is 
analogous to that of a sexual union between a man and a woman: 

Do you not know that he who is joined to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For, as it is written, “The 
two will become one flesh.” But he who is joined to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. (1 Cor 6:16–17) 
The “one flesh” union reflects something of the “one spirit” union believers have with Christ. In Ephesians Paul 

talks about marriage and how husbands and wives are to honor one another, and then he abruptly pulls back to 
show them that what he’s really talking about is Jesus and the church: 

“Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and hold fast to his wife, and the two shall become one 
flesh.” This mystery is profound, and I am saying that it refers to Christ and the church. (Eph. 5:31–32) 

The mystery behind human marriage is—as we now see it’s always been—Christ’s relationship to the church. 
And, of course, at the very climax of Scripture we have the marriage supper of the Lamb and his people, followed 

by a vision of heaven and earth finally united as the new Jerusalem comes down from heaven to earth like “a bride 
adorned for her husband” (Rev. 21:2). Heaven and earth at last become united, and marriage is the language that 
best describes it. 

Human marriage, then, reflects the big story of the Bible. As Ray Ortlund puts it, marriage “is the wraparound 
concept for the entire Bible.” It illustrates the big thing God is doing in the universe: making a people for his Son. 
Ortlund continues: 

The eternal love story is why God created the universe and why God gave us marriage in Eden and why 
couples fall in love and get married in the world today. Every time a bride and groom stand there and take 
their vows, they are reenacting the biblical love story, whether they realize it or not.7 

And this story provides the key to understanding our sexuality. 
This reminds us again of why the Bible repeatedly insists on the heterosexual character of marriage. For marriage 

to be a reflection of Christ and the church, it must be between like and unlike, male and female. Change this 
arrangement, and you end up distorting the spiritual reality to which it points. Alter marriage, and you end up 
distorting the gospel it is meant to portray. 

N. T. Wright concludes an article on the heterosexual nature of marriage in this way: 
The biblical picture of man and woman together in marriage is not something about which we can say, “Oh 
well, they had some funny ideas back then. We know better now.” The biblical view of marriage is part of the 
larger whole of new creation, and it symbolizes and points to that divine plan. . . . Marriage is a sign of all 
things in heaven and on earth coming together in Christ. 

Having a Gospel-Focused View of Marriage 
This vision of marriage helps us keep it in healthy perspective. Grasping what it points to means two things. 

First, we won’t demean or trivialize it. It points to Christ and his people. We’ll therefore take it seriously. In the 
old language of the Book of Common Prayer, it “therefore is not by any to be enterprised, nor taken in hand, 
unadvisedly, lightly, or wantonly, to satisfy men’s carnal lusts and appetites, like brute beasts that have no 
understanding; but reverently, discreetly, advisedly, soberly, and in the fear of God.”9 It matters and, married or not, 
all of us need to uphold it: “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled” (Heb. 
13:4). 

Given the unique dignity of marriage to reflect the gospel in this way, it is no surprise that so much of the health 
of a society depends on the health of its marriages. But while we have unique reason as Christians to esteem 
marriage, the very thing that grants it such special significance also protects us, second, from making too much of it. 
It is not to be idolized. Marriage is not ultimate, but it points to the thing that is. Marriage itself is not meant to fulfill 
us but to point to that which does. The real marriage is the one we find in Christ. Our marriages on earth are just the 
visual aid of this. 
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The original Zoolander movie has this as its central premise: the more good-looking you are, the more stupid you 
are. The main character, Derek Zoolander, is a “ridiculously good-looking” male model and therefore significantly 
endowed when it comes to stupidity. At one point in the movie, a group of people decide to build a school in his  
honor. They present him with their architectural model of what will eventually be constructed. Zoolander walks in, 
looks at the model, and is livid. 

“Is this a school for ants?” he bellows at them. “It needs to be at least three times bigger than this!” 
He thinks he is seeing the actual school. He has mistaken the model for the reality. 
And we do the same with marriage very, very easily. We mistake it for the fuller reality and ultimate satisfaction 

to which it points. Even in our Christian circles, we do this All. The. Time. We expect from our earthly marriage what 
we will find only in our spiritual one. 

One of the perks of being an ordained pastor is that I get to participate in weddings from time to time. It’s a great 
privilege and usually a great encouragement. But over recent years I’ve noticed a growing and concerning trend: 
hearing someone (normally the groom) say things of his spouse that a believer should say only of Christ. Just recently 
I heard a Christian guy talking about his bride-to-be. By all accounts she is a wonderful Christian lady. But at one 
point he said, “She is the light of my world,” and I suddenly felt very uncomfortable. The fact is, you are not loving 
your bride if you expect her to be something only Jesus can be. You may think you are honoring her, but in fact you 
are doing something profoundly unloving. She was not created to be the light of this man’s world. She couldn’t be 
even if she wanted to. He is putting a burden on her that she was never designed to bear. Putting it bluntly, if you 
marry someone expecting him or her to fulfill you, you’re going to be a bit of a nightmare to be married to. You’re 
demanding something only Jesus can deliver. You are thinking your marriage is what will fill your life and complete 
it. That will only disappoint you and utterly crush the poor soul you’re married to. 

A good friend of mine who has been happily married for over forty years recently said to me, “My marriage is 
much better than I ever expected or deserve it to be. But it is not enough.” That wasn’t a complaint. It was a healthy 
recognition of something that too many people (married or otherwise) are unaware of. 

Several months ago I had the privilege of leading the wedding ceremony of a lovely young couple. It was an idyllic 
occasion, but in the middle of the sermon I felt led to say this to them: “If at some point you find your marriage is a 
disappointment to you, please bear in mind that’s because it’s supposed to be. It’s not meant to fulfill you, but to 
point to the thing that does.” Seeing this ultimate significance of marriage as pointing to our union with Christ is 
vital. Nothing gives marriage more dignity, but nothing better protects us from investing ultimate significance in it. 
Having a Gospel-Focused View of Singleness 
My first ride in an ambulance, like most people’s, was completely unexpected. For a few days I’d been struggling 
with painful abdominal cramps, and assumed it was some form of food poisoning that would eventually subside. It 
wasn’t and it didn’t. The pains became more intense, so I went for a walk-in examination at my local doctor’s. The 
waiting room was full; this wasn’t going to be a quick visit. I sat there, doubled over in pain, and as soon as the doctor 
appeared to call in the next patient the entire room pointed to me and said, “You need to see him next.” It takes a 
lot for English people to let someone skip the line. 

About two minutes and one careful prod in the stomach was all it took for the doctor to realize what was wrong: 
my appendix was on the point of bursting. He sent for an ambulance and off I went. It was the most physical pain I’d 
ever been in, but it still felt kinda exciting to be in an ambulance, knowing it was speeding through traffic with the 
lights and siren blaring. Needless to say, once I was where I needed to be (on a surgeon’s table) it was all very 
straightforward from there. A short convalescence back home and soon I was on my feet. 

Life without an appendix, of course, is not something one has to adjust to. Other than now being a few ounces 
lighter, nothing changed. Whatever role it might once have played, it is now pretty much vestigial. The body works 
just fine without it.  I haven’t missed it at all. 

It might be easy to think of our sexuality in similar terms. Given what we’ve seen about how marriage points to 
the relationship Jesus has with his people, where does that leave those of us who are unmarried? If we are to live 
lives of celibacy, does that mean our sexuality is now playing no active role in our lives? Are people like me wasting 
our sexuality by not giving expression to our sexual desires? If so, it seems odd that this vital aspect of our humanity 
is now seemingly redundant. If God made us sexual beings, how can it be good that we don’t in any way fulfill that 
aspect of who we are? Our married friends can feel satisfied that they’re honoring their sexual feelings, giving 
expression to them in a godly way and in the proper context of marriage, and thereby honoring their sexuality as it 
points beyond itself to its ultimate referent in Christ. 
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It is understandable to think this way. I have done so myself at various points, and regularly meet people who 
still do, especially singles. They feel as though this negation of sexual activity in some way makes them incomplete 
and dissatisfied. It doesn’t feel right to have something so apparently significant just sitting there unutilized. It would 
be like a phenomenal pianist never having access to a keyboard. Seems like a waste. But this is not the full way the 
Bible would have us think about our sexuality. The meaning of marriage in no way exhausts the way in which our 
sexual desires, met or unmet, can play a constructive role in our lives and be a means of honoring the gospel. 

On one occasion Jesus was asked about the nature of marriage in the coming kingdom of God. The Sadducees, 
who didn’t believe in the resurrection of the dead, thought they had found a knockout blow to those who did: 

Teacher, Moses said, “If a man dies having no children, his brother must marry the widow and raise up 
offspring for his brother.” Now there were seven brothers among us. The first married and died, and having 
no offspring left his wife to his brother. So too the second and third, down to the seventh. After them all, the 
woman died. In the resurrection, therefore, of the seven, whose wife will she be? (Matt. 22:24–28) 

The Sadducees were referring to the Old Testament practice of levirate marriage. In the Old Testament, to die 
without children was a disaster. Children were not just one’s legacy; they represented a spiritual inheritance and an 
ongoing place in the land God had promised. To the Sadducees, this practice made nonsense out of the belief that 
there was going to be a resurrection of the dead. We’ll get to that in a moment, but we need to deal first with the 
fact that for many people today, this practice made a mockery of something closer to home: it implied that a childless 
widow was to be passed around the family line like an heirloom. 

One of the things we need to realize is that in the Old Testament, this reflects not a low view of the first brother’s 
wife but a high view of her—she was not to be left destitute. God had shown himself to be a redeemer of his people, 
and embedded in his law are commands that show that he wanted them to be redeemers too. For a man to marry 
his brother’s widow meant she would have a place and inheritance among God’s people. One of the most famous 
examples in Scripture is when Boaz married Ruth. He was her kinsman-redeemer, a member of her family who could 
legitimately redeem her. Taking on the responsibilities of kinsman-redeemer wasn’t easy; it was a huge act of 
kindness and potentially very costly. (A relative closer than Boaz passed on redeeming Ruth for this very reason.) By 
doing so, Boaz points forward to the ultimate redemption that comes through Christ, the one who became our kin 
so that he could redeem us at great cost. 

Back to the Sadducees. They have Jesus in what they think is a theological headlock. God’s law itself made the 
idea of the resurrection untenable, as they think their hypothetical situation shows. But Jesus won’t have it. 

Jesus answered them, “You are wrong, because you know neither the Scriptures nor the power of God.” 
(Matt. 22:29) 
They thought the Scriptures backed them up, but Jesus accuses them of biblical illiteracy. They don’t actually 

know the Bible beyond the handful of verses they assume confirms their thinking. And more than that—they don’t 
know the power of God. They’ve thought up a scenario that they are convinced a resurrecting God can’t handle, a 
thought experiment God wouldn’t have thought of. They have no sense that God’s hand is so much bigger than 
man’s. Their Scriptures are full of blank pages, and their God is no more powerful than what their imaginations can 
conceive of. 

Jesus continues: 
For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven. And as for 
the resurrection of the dead, have you not read what was said to you by God: “I am the God of Abraham, and 
the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob”? He is not God of the dead, but of the living. And when the crowd 
heard it, they were astonished at his teaching. (Matt 22:30–33) 

They didn’t have microphones to drop in those days, but you get the idea. God’s famous refrain throughout the Old 
Testament had clearly been lost on them. Just because Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had died didn’t mean that God 
was done with them. Their stories were not finished yet. He was still their God, and they were still his people. Only 
a small mind can imagine that God’s promises and purposes are constrained by human life spans. 

But the key point for us is the first one Jesus makes. There will be a resurrection—there will be a physical life 
to enjoy in the coming kingdom of God. And one of the characteristics is that there will no longer be human 
marriage. Jesus compares the way we will be then to angels. We mustn’t miss the point he’s making. We’ll be like 
the angels, not in the sense of being all winged and floaty (he’s talking about a physical resurrection, after all), but 
like them in respect to their marital status. The Sadducees had been mistaken in assuming (1) there would be no 
resurrection, and (2) that if there was a resurrection life, it would correspond exactly to life now. But the resurrection 
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is not just an extension of our physical life; it is a transformation and fulfillment of it. And, says Jesus, that means 
(among other things) there will be no more marrying. That aspect of life, it turns out, belongs only to this realm. 

We need to let this sink in. Jesus is not just saying that there won’t be any more interminable photo shoots, or 
any more awkward wedding lines, or any more hokey father-of-the-bride speeches. He is saying that there will be 
no more earthly marriage. Marriage, as we practice it now, will have served its purpose. Life then is a fulfillment 
of all that marriage now is meant to point to. 

My parents, like virtually all parents, have pictures of me and my brother in various prominent places around 
their home. I discovered recently that they always take along a couple of these pictures when they travel. Wherever 
they are, home or away, they like reminders of their family. But they don’t bring them along when they take a trip 
with me or come to visit. When you have the physical reality, you don’t need the picture. 

Marriage is a picture of Christ and the church. So when we enter into the fullness of our relationship with him, 
when the church is finally presented to him as his perfected bride, the institution of marriage will have served its 
purpose. We will have the reality; we will no longer need the picture. As Glynn Harrison reminds us: 

The Bible does not teach that there will be no marriage in heaven. Rather, it teaches there will be one 
marriage in heaven—between Christ and his bride, the church. 
Our marriages are therefore temporal and momentary. They are not eternal. The state in which we will spend 

countless billions of years in ultimate bliss will not be as people married to one another. Outside of our relationship 
with Christ, we will be single. We can presume other forms of human connection will be present in the new creation. 
I take it that the friendships that lie at the heart of healthy marriages now will continue into eternity. But the marital 
constitution of them will not. 

This reminds us that marriage now is not ultimate. It will be absent in the age to come and is not vital in this 
present time. This reality is reflected in the life of Jesus himself. The most fully human and complete person ever 
to live on this earth did so as someone who was single, and yet he called himself “the bridegroom.” The marriage 
he came for was the one all of us who are in him will enjoy with him for eternity. His singleness on earth bore 
witness to this ultimate marriage he had come to establish. 

Singleness for us now is also a way of bearing witness to this reality. Like Jesus, we can live in a way that 
anticipates what is to come. Singleness now is a way of saying that this future reality is so certain and so good 
that we can embrace it now. It is a way of declaring to a world obsessed with sexual and romantic intimacy that 
these things are not ultimate and that in Christ we possess what is. 

Single Christians who abstain from sex outside the marriage bond bear witness to the faithful nature of God’s 
love with the same authority as those who have sex inside the marriage bond. . . . Denying yourself can be 
just as potent a picture of a thing’s goodness as helping yourself to it. . . . Both single and married people 
who abstain from sex outside the marriage bond point to the same thing. They both “deploy” their sexuality 
in ways that serve as a sign of the kingdom and the faithful character of God’s passion.11 

If marriage shows us the shape of the gospel, singleness shows us its sufficiency. 
This is why the church needs single people. Not as a supposedly endless source of free babysitting, but to remind 

us that the joy and fulfillment of marriage in this life is partial and can only be temporal. The presence of singles who 
find their fullest meaning and satisfaction in Christ is a visible, physical testimony to the fact that the end of all of 
our longing comes in Jesus. 

But this doesn’t mean our sexual feelings are redundant, dangling unfulfilled like the equivalent of an appendix. 
The sexual consummation we long for can (if we let it) point us to the greater consummation to come. Our sexual 
feelings remind us that what we forgo on a temporal plane now, we will enjoy in fullness in the new creation for 
eternity. Sexual unfulfillment itself becomes a means of deepening our sense of the fuller, deeper satisfaction we 
await in Jesus. It helps us to hunger more for him. 

Glynn Harrison puts it this way: 
Whether we are married or single in this life, sexual desire is our inbuilt homing instinct for the Divine, a kind 
of navigation aid showing us the way home. You could think of it as a form of body language: our bodies talk 
to us about a greater reality of fulfillment and eternal blessing, and urge us to go there. 

This is liberating. It means my sexual feelings don’t need to be met for their purpose to be fulfilled. When I feel that 
deep sense of longing, that feeling of sexual restlessness and frustration, I am to think of that ultimate restlessness 
that comes when we live apart from our Creator, a restlessness that has its answer in the one who promised deep 
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and abiding rest for all who come to him. Sexual sin feels like the answer to that restlessness, but like all of sin’s 
pleasures, it is only temporary and fleeting. 

Celibacy isn’t a waste of our sexuality; it’s a wonderful way of fulfilling it. It’s allowing our sexual feelings to point 
us to the reality of the gospel. We will never ultimately make sense of what our sexuality is unless we know what it 
is for—to point us to God’s love for us in Christ. 

 
 
 
 
 

7 
Singleness Is Easy 

It wasn’t the conversation any of us had expected. 
I was in New York City, visiting a church I regularly attend when I’m in town. Two friends and I happened to be 

sitting near each other at church that morning and got chatting after the service ended. None of us had lunch plans, 
so we decided to grab some food together, and before long we were deep in conversation about our experiences of 
singleness. I need to point out that single people don’t forever talk about their singleness. In my experience, most 
of us don’t talk about it enough. Remarkable about this conversation was not that we were talking about it, but that 
we were doing so in such an open way. 

I don’t recall how the topic came up, still less how it got on to the fears each of us had around our own singleness, 
but once we’d started, it was hard to stop. I hadn’t ever spoken about these things before, and I’m not sure my two 
friends had either. It was raw but also cathartic. By the end we felt exhausted but also relieved—relieved to have 
been able to have the conversation, and relieved that none of us was alone in experiencing the anxieties we gave 
voice to. C. S. Lewis once said that friendship typically begins when someone says, “What, you too? I thought I was 
the only one!”1 

So far in this book, I’ve been trying to respond to the many ways in which I think singleness is undervalued. 
Throughout the history of the church, the pendulum has swung one way and then the other when it comes to 
whether marriage or singleness is most worthwhile or spiritual. Today there is little doubt which way it has swung: 
we have an enormous tendency to undervalue biblical singleness in the church and wider culture. So, much of the 
corrective involves showing how singleness isn’t as awful as we tend to think it is. 

The danger of this exercise is that we end up thinking singleness is just a blast. Reading earlier chapters might 
have left some of us thinking singleness is just a constant festival of deep and interesting friendships and freedoms—
none of the constraints and heartaches of family life, no significant other with whom to discuss every plan and idea, 
fewer dependents to feed and clothe. Singleness can sound much more fun and much less expensive. 

Marriage and singleness, as I hope we’ve seen, are both good gifts from God, ways in which we can experience 
God’s goodness, but in a fallen world they’re gifts that come with unique difficulties. Neither is easy. Both are painful. 
Each has its ups and downs, and the ups and downs of each look different to those of the other. So the danger is 
that we compare the downs of our own situation with the ups of the alternative. We singles easily look at the ups of 
marriage and compare them to the downs of singleness, and it is just as easy for married people to do the same in 
reverse. 

So having spent time necessarily underlining the (often overlooked) ups of singleness, we need to look at some 
of the downs. These cover everything from minor inconveniences to the kind of anxieties my friends and I discussed 
that lunchtime, which can keep us up at night. 
The Difficulties of Singleness 
There are the everyday things. Christian leader and writer Kate Wharton says this: 

When we have to fill in a form and tick a box marked “single”; when we have to pay a sing le room 
supplement for a holiday; when we are faced with “2 for 1” supermarket offers that we know we’ll end up 
throwing away; when we steel ourselves to enter a party alone; when we need someone to hold the other 
piece of flatpack furniture we’re building; when we come home to an empty house and there is no one to 
tell about the highs and lows of our day—at these times, and at many others, being single can feel like the 
raw end of the deal. 
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None of these particular examples feels like a big deal on its own. But life is often the sum of trivial things, and 
the small details eventually add up and can have a large cumulative effect. Sometimes it is the small everyday things 
rather than the big dramatic moments that can be most painful. It’s the little daily reminders that we are doing on 
our own what feels like we should be doing with others. At times these are easy to brush aside, and we can just get 
on with things. But at other times it can feel overwhelming. 

My good friend Ed Shaw describes times when the pain of singleness feels unbearable. He calls these times 
“kitchen floor moments”: 

I call them that because they involve me sitting on my kitchen floor. But I’m not doing something useful like 
scrubbing it, although it could always benefit from that. Instead I’m there crying. And the reason for my tears 
is the unhappiness my experience of same-sex attraction often brings. The acute pain I sometimes feel as a 
result of not having a partner, sex, children and the rest.3 

Ed Shaw’s experience is not unique to those who are single because of same-sex attraction, as he is. Many know the 
pain of going without “a partner, sex, children and the rest,” whatever the reason for their singleness might be. 

I remember when I turned twenty imagining what life would be like by the time I turned thirty. My ambitions 
seemed fairly modest at the time: I hoped I would be in some form of pastoral ministry and that by then, I would 
also be married and a father. I figured it was the kind of aspiration that pleases God and that he’d therefore enable 
it. I turned forty not too long ago. Needless to say, things don’t turn out the way we always expect or hope. 

We all know that, of course. But there can come particular times when we begin to realize we’re not where we’d 
hoped and expected to be. That’s a painful threshold to cross. There was a season in my twenties when it seemed 
everyone I knew was getting married. It seemed that every Saturday between May and September was yet another 
wedding with the same group of guests, my same crumpled suit, and me feeling more and more like an endangered 
species as the only single in a world increasingly full of couples. There was the speculation about who would be next. 
Then there came the well-meaning but slightly awkward speculation about when my turn might come. But even 
worse than people speculating about when you might get married is when they eventually give up speculating about 
when you might get married. And worse than the realization that life isn’t going according to how you’d planned is 
when you begin to realize that it probably never will. 

Aside from not meeting your own expectations is the issue of not meeting those of people around you. In the 
secular world, people are waiting longer and longer to marry. But in the Christian world, it is still a rite of passage, 
one of the signs you’ve grown up. 

I remember a friend of mine getting married while we were both at seminary, after which the professors began 
treating him differently. If I ever asked for an extension to a deadline for a paper or to be excused from a class, there 
was a virtual inquisition. But my friend’s being married meant he was given immediate permission, no questions 
asked. It was as if he’d joined an exclusive club and just needed to flash the “Married” card to be given a free pass 
on everything. 

Another friend of mine had had a tricky relationship with his father for many years. His dad, being a high achiever, 
was constantly frustrated that his son was not rising up the ranks as rapidly and as far as his old man thought he 
should. But that changed overnight when my friend got engaged. He couldn’t understand why his father was treating 
him so differently. But it was obvious. Getting engaged, in his dad’s eyes, meant that he had finally grown up. It 
was as if he’d suddenly aged ten years. Marriage was a sign of maturity. So remaining unmarried can alter how 
others perceive our maturity, and we feel the pain of that perception. 

Doubtless there are those for whom immaturity is the reason for prolonged singleness. Perpetual adolescence 
is an increasing issue in the West. But some using singleness as an excuse to avoid the responsibility of marriage 
does not mean that singleness is the problem or that all who remain single are necessarily so for that reason. I 
remember being at a wedding once when an older man turned to me and said, “Are you still single?” 

Being single in our twenties and early thirties can be wildly different from being single in our late thirties and 
forties. In our twenties, life can easily seem like an episode of Friends. Most of our friends are not yet married, and 
it is relatively easy to be in and out of one another’s lives on a daily basis. Students have a few years of sharing dorms 
or houses with good friends; everyone is around and available. You don’t really have to do anything on your own if 
you don’t want to. Friendship is on tap. Even the mundane things—laundry, running errands, housework, cooking—
end up being done with others. There is a wonderful camaraderie to it. 

But once peers get into serious relationships and then marry, the dynamics of friendship can change dramatically. 
The basic unit of the social life shifts from a group of friends to couples. The frequency with which you see one 
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another changes too. Friends you formerly saw virtually every day, you start seeing only once a week, then maybe 
once a fortnight, then once a month, and eventually only occasionally. Marriage isn’t the only reason; there’s an 
adjustment from a flexible student life to a less flexible work life, maybe with a commute added in too. But few 
things change friendship quite as dramatically as marriage. 

To an extent, this is entirely appropriate. Marriages require time to grow effectively. But the moment someone 
enters a serious relationship, all other friendships can be significantly demoted. I think of one guy who was a great 
friend of mine during my early twenties. We got together multiple times a week. And then he started dating, quickly 
got married, and just disappeared. I never saw him. He was like Frodo from Lord of the Rings—the moment he put a 
ring on, he vanished. I’ve seen this happen a few times. Once a serious relationship is established and a couple gets 
married, friendship with others becomes a low priority. With one friend, this was worsened because it was his wife 
who tended to arrange what little socializing they did, and typically it involved her friends rather than his. One thinks 
of the response to the invitation from a character in one of Jesus’s parables: “I just got married, so I can’t come” 
(Luke 14:20 NIV). 

It is no surprise that weddings can be a little bittersweet for single people. We’re genuinely happy for our friends 
as they marry, but there can also be a sense of loss. It is the start of a new era for the couple, but the end of an era 
for our friendship. A single friend of mine in his late forties recently said that the marriage of one of his closest friends 
“felt like a bereavement.” It feels as though you’ve been demoted. 

One writer, Carrie English, describes feelings of rejection that come when attending the wedding of friends: 
Two people announcing publicly that they love each other more than they love you. . . . There’s no denying 
that weddings change friendships forever. Priorities have been declared in public. She’ll be there for him in 
sickness and in health, till death do they part. She’ll be there for you on your birthday or when he has to work 
late. 

Being platonically dumped wouldn’t be so bad if people would acknowledge you have the right to be 
platonically heartbroken. But it’s just not part of our vocabulary. However much our society might pay lip 
service to friendship, the fact remains that the only love it considers important—important enough to merit 
a huge public celebration—is romantic love. 
Even when a friendship is maintained with a married friend, it often becomes lopsided. The married friend no 

longer needs you as much as he or she did. My observation is that most friendships involving someone single and 
someone married are significantly asymmetrical. I have seen this in three main ways. 

First, it tends to be me, as the single person, who takes most of the initiative in the friendship. This is not 
always the case; I can think of a couple of married friends who will want to poke me in the ribs the moment they 
read this. But with many of my friendships, I tend to make the first move. This is understandable, as I am the one 
looking for some company when I have a free evening or weekend. My married friends don’t have the same need 
for immediate company. I get that. But over time it can start to hurt, and it can make you wonder how long you 
might have to wait for them to initiate contact. Some of my friends have said something along the lines of, “You 
know where we are, and you’re always welcome. Don’t wait for us to invite you.” On one level, this is very touching. 
But when several say it, the cumulative effect, on darker days, is to make me hear it as, “We’re not going to be 
thinking of you or pursuing you. We don’t necessarily need you. And so you’re going to have to reach out to us if you 
want to come over. And it will always need to be you coming to us rather than the other way around.” This leads to 
the next point. 

Second, it tends to be me, the single, visiting them, the married. And, again, this is mostly understandable. It is 
easier for one person to travel to two than for two to travel to one. This is even more so when you factor in children; 
it is exponentially harder for all of them to come to me. I’ve seen families trying to leave the house. D-Day looked 
more straightforward logistically. I get that. And, as a number of children have discovered, my toy collection tends 
not to compare to theirs. When I want to cook dinner for married friends with kids, I’ll often offer to cook it at their 
home. I know some friends’ kitchens better than my own. That’s not a problem; I love doing that. It means we’re 
actually likely to get much more time together than if they had to wait until after the kids were sorted for the night 
in the care of a babysitter. 

Similarly, there are some close friends who live far away. I’m thinking of the couple who recently gave me a key 
to their apartment in New York City and another American family who moved to England but managed to move to 
the wrong end of it. In both cases, my work takes me to their neck of the woods quite often, so I wouldn’t expect to 
see them on my doorstep nearly as often as they find me on theirs. 
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The issue is friends who could visit but never actually do. I have married friends living in close proximity—even 
some without kids—who rarely come to my home. The problem is what this communicates—that while they like 
having you occasionally guest star in their lives, they’re not necessarily interested in being part of yours, in getting 
to know your home and life and church and friends. It can become lopsided. Seeing someone in their own setting is 
a way of getting to know them much more fully. You see where and how they do life and get to know the people 
they do life with. After entering into someone’s world, you find yourself asking about their friends and family 
members. You know who their pastor is and can laugh about some of the idiosyncrasies of their church family. This 
is what enables someone to feel truly known. If no one enters into our world, we can feel like mere accessories in 
others’ lives. 

Both these points—the fact that singles most often initiate get-togethers and experience them in the world of 
their married friends—are often expressions of the third asymmetry, and also a deeper and often more painful 
one. The fact is, in all likelihood, singles need their married friends more than their married friends need them.  
That’s not to say that married friends don’t need their single friends at all; it’s just a different kind—or a different 
level—of need. As a single person, my friends are a lifeline. They’re like family. They are the ones with whom I feel 
most known and loved. Some are members of my church; others are long-term friends who live elsewhere and I 
know from different contexts. I need them. Hugely. But the fact is, they don’t need me in the same way. Many of 
them are the equivalent of family, but since they have families of their own, the familial sense I have toward them 
is not necessarily reciprocated. That might be good and right, as far as it goes, but it can also be painful at times. 

I recently visited a close friend, and as I was leaving, we talked about when we would next see each other. 
“When are you free?” I asked. 
“I guess we’re probably looking at three months’ time,” he said. Life was busy. 
I was heartbroken. Three months’ time? 
A bit of context: he is one of my closest friends, and he’s said many times that I am one of his. We’ve known each 

other for many years. In fact, few people know each other as well as we do and enjoy such openness. It’s a rare gift. 
His home is a seventy-five-minute drive from my home, and that’s not merely down the street, admittedly. But it’s 
not like we have to cross time zones to see each other. I’ve driven farther than that just for a good curry. 

Three months seemed a very long time. Life was busy—I get that. But it wasn’t that he was heading overseas or 
preparing to go through a major life event such as having a baby or moving to a new home. It was normal stuff 
making life so busy rather than anything exceptional. What hurt was that he seemed kind of fine with the three-
month interim. He said it in a somewhat apologetic tone. Yet while it wasn’t ideal to him, it clearly wasn’t a huge 
problem either. It felt like he was saying he could quite easily do without me. No biggie. But I can’t get by with seeing 
such close friends only once every three months. It made me realize that while my close friends feel essential to me, 
I might not necessarily feel essential to them. That can really hurt. What they are to me, their families are to them. 
I exist much lower down their list of needs. 

That becomes all the more apparent if and when they end up moving away. I am close to a family that lives a 
five-minute walk from my house. We’ve been good friends for years. We eat together once a week on average. 
We’ve gone on holidays together. We’ve known each other well enough and long enough to have developed a 
natural ease and familiarity with one another. They’re the kind of people I can quite happily spend time with doing 
nothing at all. I’m quite serious. It’s not unusual to find us sitting together all reading books and barely talking for 
a couple of hours or so. We have an unspoken rule that it’s entirely okay to doze off on each other’s couches. (I 
remember one occasion we spent most of an afternoon all sitting in the living room dozing at the same time. It 
was glorious.) More than once I’ve taken myself around to their house just to sit at their kitchen table to do some 
work while they were getting on with whatever they were doing. 

Some of this might just be my personality type, but having people to do nothing with is quite important for 
singles. There are times when I feel emotionally tired but really want company, so it’s great to have friends you see 
often enough that you don’t need to spend your time together just catching up. If one problem is friends you barely 
get to catch up with, another is friends you only catch up with. It’s easy for married friends to forget this, because 
they already have people to do nothing with, and having people with whom to do nothing is not necessarily a need 
they’re conscious of. 

All this to say that I am terrifically close to the family around the corner. I’m writing this while on a ministry trip 
to Australia. Due to some truly bad planning on my part, I was alone on my birthday last week while in transit. 
Knowing I’d be spending my birthday alone, the daughter of this family made me a quiz to do on the plane. I opened 
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it up and saw that there were ten rounds of ten questions. Some rounds were about stuff she knows I am interested 
in (Star Wars, US politics, Thai food), but most were about things we’d done together—trips we’d taken, and even a 
whole round just on funny things her dad had said and done (like when we lost him on vacation in Central Park 
because he accidentally joined a group of German cyclists, or when he nearly drove us all off a cliff in the Pyrenees). 
It made me realize just how much life we’d done together over the years. 

I share so much about this friendship to give you a sense of the pain I feel at the prospect of their move away—
not to the next town or even the next county, but to another part of the country several hours away. In fact, they’re 
moving while I’m on this trip. I’m gutted. They’ll still visit me, and I’ll still visit them, but because of the distance we’ll 
only be able to manage it when we have at least a couple of spare days to make the journey. Gone are the 
spontaneous get-togethers after church, or the times when I’ve needed someone on whom to try out a new recipe, 
or when they’ve needed a guest to justify lighting the fire. Gone are the times when they’ve invited me during a busy 
work season to come and eat and then run, even texting me as they were about to serve up so I could come around 
just in time. It’s hard to imagine not having them nearby anymore. I know that for the next few months it’s going to 
sting whenever I walk past their road. 

When such friends move (and if you’ll excuse the cliché), it feels like they’re taking a bit of my home with them. 
And when this happens a number of times over successive years, I feel like I’m Voldemort with relational Horcruxes 
scattered all over the place. 

A couple of summers ago I experienced the double-whammy of two close friends moving overseas, each for 
work-related reasons. As it happens, they were probably the two people from among all my friends who most took 
initiative in getting together. Their going hasn’t meant they’ve dropped off the map. I still get to see them. Each of 
us has been able to visit the other, sometimes more than once. And because of the distance, when we do see each 
other now, it is typically for a few days rather than a few hours, so we are able to get well beyond just quickly catching 
up. But it’s not the same as having them in easy reach. Each lived less than an hour away from me before they 
moved. One of them (who was single and therefore a bit more mobile) I would see pretty much weekly, often at 
short notice if one of us was at a loose end and in the mood for company. It’s that week-to-week nature of 
proximate friendship that I’ve missed the most since they’ve moved. I’d give anything to have them back in the 
area. 

But more than that, a friend moving away is hard because of what it often represents. People move for all sorts 
of reasons: a new job, proximity to family; cost of living. But whatever the reason, it is another way of reminding us 
that however close our friendship is, it’s not close enough to make someone think twice about upping sticks and 
moving off. Even what had been in some cases the most porous family boundary is now suddenly hardened. The 
family goes. You stay. That’s the deal. Now, I’m not complaining about that or denying that there is no distinctive 
obligation that comes with having a blood family. But the exercise of those very obligations is a reminder that what 
your friends have with their families, they don’t have with you, and you might not have with anyone. 

People will move for family or for economics, but no one moves for friends. All of this underlines the fact that 
there’s a commitment that comes with family that is lacking in the way most people think about friendship. 

There are times when these pains can be overwhelming. A couple of years ago I had a bit of a meltdown. It had 
been brewing for a while. I was serving in a church role that had become increasingly difficult for me to do, and I had 
ministry responsibilities in broader contexts that altogether were taking me beyond my emotional capacity. I was 
recovering from a nasty virus and wrestling with post-viral fatigue. I had very little energy or strength, and I was 
beginning to sink. 

But the trigger for the real downward spiral was seemingly innocuous. I was preparing to change jobs in a few 
months’ time. The plan was to stop working for my church and start full-time with a different Christian ministry. 
While I didn’t need to leave the area (or even leave my church), I did need to find another place to live—not in 
another town or another community but someplace in my hometown. It was hardly going to be a life event. 

But in my sleep-deprived and increasingly anxious mind, this move began to represent something unavoidable 
and sinister. I was (it vividly seemed) looking for a house in which I would live alone and eventually die. It sounds a 
little silly now, a couple of years later and in a happier frame of mind, but I can still reach back in time and feel my 
way into that mind-set. I was dreading old age. It was as though the future had telescoped into the present, and 
lonely old age was about to come upon me. I lay awake wondering who I’d do life with then, and who would look 
after me. I wondered if anyone would even notice if I fell down the stairs and couldn’t get up. I could imagine (and 
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at some points couldn’t stop imagining) being one of those people who dies but no one notices for weeks until the 
mailbox overflows or the smell gets too bad. 

What was driving these intense anxieties that were blown out of proportion was the feeling that even close 
friendships had become provisional. There are no guarantees, since people can move at any point, or marry, or have 
some other commitment that supersedes their friendship with me. So, I reasoned, no matter how fond of me a good 
friend seemed to be, they would drop me when work or family warranted it. 

This anxiety reached full volume, and there was nothing I could do to turn it down. It was the lens through which 
I saw everything. Even the encouragement of others during this time seemed to reinforce the anxieties. When one 
friend said, “Sam, as long as I’m in Maidenhead, you have a friend you can turn to,” all I heard was that he would be 
my friend only until he moved, which (in my head) he inevitably would. Another friend said, “You know where we 
are. Don’t wait to be invited,” and what that told me was they weren’t going to think of me enough to initiate an 
invitation; I would have to approach them. Someone else told me I was welcome in their house anytime for the next 
couple of days but not after that as they had family coming to stay, which reminded me that I wasn’t part of their 
real family. It became all-consuming, and I was unwell for some time. 

Thankfully the intensity of those anxieties subsided. I was given some time off work. I sought help. I turned to 
the Psalms and learned something of what it means to know God as a refuge. Things got better. I started to 
appreciate again the friendships I had rather than focusing on what I thought I lacked. 

But those anxieties, while thankfully diminished, have never really gone away. There are times when they still 
trouble me. When I sat having that impromptu lunch with two friends from church in New York, we started to share 
our particular fears about long-term singleness. It was cathartic to do so, and I was helped to find out I wasn’t the 
only one to feel these concerns. We also started to share what helps us get through times of anxiety and to keep a 
healthy perspective. For me, there are certain things I repeatedly need to remind myself of. 
The Trustworthiness of God 
I am grateful to my friend Kathy Keller for reminding me that God doesn’t give us hypothetical grace but only actual 
grace. The point is that when we imagine all those worst-case scenarios, we are imagining them without factoring in 
the presence and grace of God that would be there if they actually happened. As Kathy wrote in an email once, “God 
doesn’t play that game. He doesn’t inject hypothetical grace into your hypothetical nightmare situation so that you 
would know what it would actually feel like if you ever did end up in that situation.”5 He only gives grace for our 
actual situation. Replaying these scenarios over and over in our mind is therefore not at all helpful and actually 
factors out what God would be doing were it to ever happen. What we’re imagining is actually life in that situation 
without God’s presence. Better to find something else to fill our minds with. C. S. Lewis makes a similar point when 
he says, “Remember one is given the strength to bear what happens, but not the 101 different things that might 
happen.” 

One of the Scriptures I found myself returning to during that time of meltdown, and which is still a wonderful 
comfort, is Psalm 139 and these well-known words: 

O LORD, you have searched me and known me! 
You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 

you discern my thoughts from afar. 
You search out my path and my lying down 

and are acquainted with all my ways. 
Even before a word is on my tongue, 

behold, O LORD, you know it altogether. 
You hem me in, behind and before, 

and lay your hand upon me. 
Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 

it is high; I cannot attain it. (Ps. 139:1–6) 
In this psalm David is reveling in how thoroughly God knows him. It sounds almost claustrophobic. 

Some read these words and find them sinister and threatening, as though we are constantly under a menacing 
divine surveillance. But in fact they are liberating. During the height of my anxiety I saw a counselor and was able to 
gain some insight into what was fueling it all. I began to understand my fears and how they were affecting me. It 
gave me enough of a foothold to be able to know something of how to respond to them. This was hugely helpful. 
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But even now I can’t pretend to have gotten my head fully around it all. All of us are deep waters; some of our fears 
go back a long way. We’re complicated creatures. We can’t always get to the bottom of our insecurities and pains. 

So it is a great comfort to know that God has searched us and knows us. He is able to see into us far beyond our 
own capacity to do it. All that we can’t understand about ourselves God is not only aware of but knows thoroughly 
and intimately. He knows my fears better than I do. And he knows my needs better than I do. When I am anxious, it 
is because I’m worried God doesn’t know what I actually need and might not pull through for me. I worry that he 
might not provide the friendship and companionship I long for, or that he might not know how much I need this and 
might somehow overlook it. So this is what I cling to and tell myself repeatedly: 

God knows me more than I know myself. 
God loves me more than I love myself. 
God is more committed to my ultimate joy than I am. 
So I can trust him. 
I also remember that the provisionality I both feel and fear about friendship applies to everything else as well. It 

is actually no less true for married people. Not all marriages survive. Spouses die. I know people who have lost 
spouses relatively early. Getting married is no guarantee of companionship and care for life. Neither is having kids. 
Life in this tragic and fallen world is fraught for all of us. No one situation provides any ultimate security. Whatever 
our station in life, we live with uncertainty. It’s not a problem of singleness; it’s a problem of life. The only guarantee 
is that Christ will never leave us or forsake us. He is the only one we can be sure will stick by us. 

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, 
I will fear no evil, 

for you are with me; 
your rod and your staff, 
they comfort me. (Ps. 23:4) 

This is the part of Psalm 23 no one puts on inspirational posters. We’re not in lush meadows and green pastures 
now. We’re in the grittiness of life. We’re reminded not just that Christ is with us through all of life, but that there 
are some places only Christ can accompany us. In the darkest recesses of the valley of the shadow of death Christ 
will be with us. Not even the closest friend or spouse on earth can walk with us through death. At some point on our 
journey, every human friend will leave us and be unable to accompany us any farther. 

As I reflected on these passages and truths, it began to dawn on me that what I was actually craving in my soul 
is not found in the best of earthly friends or the greatest spouse. I realized that even if I had the best kind of friends 
this world could offer, it wouldn’t be enough. It never could be. Our deepest aches and yearnings for intimacy will 
only ultimately be met in Christ. That’s not to minimize the importance and goodness of friendship in this world, 
whether in marriage or outside of it. Such human intimacy is a wonderful gift from God and something each of us 
needs. But while we don’t want to minimize this, we do need to relativize it. It will never be ultimate. We will always 
need something that is whole levels of magnitude more. 

Think back to that friend of mine who said that his marriage “is much better than I ever expected or deserve it 
to be. But it’s not enough.” He wasn’t indicating a deficiency in his marriage; he was recognizing the limits of even 
the best kind of intimacy this life has to offer. If marriage is actually the answer to our deepest longings and needs, 
then it turns out all the married people I know aren’t doing it right. As Andrea Trevenna writes, “Ask an honest, 
married Christian, and they’ll tell you that marriage cannot bear the weight of having all our hopes, dreams and 
longings placed upon it.”7 

When we realize this, we make an important discovery. The key to contentment as a single person is not trying 
to make singleness into something that will satisfy us; it is to find contentment in Christ as a single person. The key 
to contentment as a married person is not trying to build a marriage that can make us content; it is to find 
contentment in Christ as a married person. This is liberating. It means that my contentment is not contingent on my 
marital status, or on the number and depth of my friendships. These are not the most significant determiners of 
what will make life ultimately work. We need to consider the force of these words of Jesus: 

I am the bread of life; whoever comes to me shall not hunger, and whoever believes in me shall never thirst. 
(John 6:35) 
I’ve read those words many times over the years, and largely missed the point of them. I always read it as though 

Jesus was just adding yet another line to his résumé. We’ve got that he’s the Good Shepherd, and the way, the truth, 
and the life. Now we can add to the list that he’s also the Bread of Life. But Jesus is not the Bread of Life simply in 
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addition to all the other things he is, but in opposition to all the other things we’re tempted to mistake for it. He’s 
not informing me; he’s rebuking me. 

We miss this because we don’t understand bread. The problem is that bread is something we like but not 
something we need. I had lunch out with a friend recently, and the waiter came and offered us some bread for the 
table. We declined, preferring to wait for the food that was coming. So when we hear Jesus say, “I am the bread of 
life,” we think he’s asking if we would like a bit of religion for the table. 

In Jesus’s time (and in some places today) bread was a staple. People ate it all the time, not because they were 
all crazy about bread but because, for the most part, bread was all there was to eat. No bread meant no life. You’d 
spend the hours of your day working to make sure you’d have bread to eat. If you didn’t have bread, you died. It was 
as simple as that. So when Jesus says he’s the bread of life, he’s saying that he’s to our soul what bread is to a starving 
stomach. He’s saying he is the only one who can satisfy us at the very deepest level. It’s a way of saying that all the 
other things we’re tempted to think are crucial to getting life right are not. Sex. Marriage. Romance. Deep friendship. 
It’s not that they don’t matter at all, but that they don’t matter that much. 

One thing that has changed in my life because of this is something I barely even noticed. Early on as a Christian I 
prayed fervently for the gift of marriage. I was desperate for it. But some time ago I noticed that it had been a long 
time since I’d prayed for it. I hadn’t consciously decided to pray for it less; it had just gradually become less and less 
important to me, and without realizing it, I wasn’t thinking about it as much anymore. Marriage didn’t become less 
good; it just became less significant. I was realizing that, as a Christian, there isn’t anything ultimate I am missing out 
on by being unmarried. It is a good gift from God, but not an essential or necessary gift. What I most need I already 
have in abundance. I was starting to find my contentment in Christ. 

None of this necessarily makes singleness easier. The difficulties are still difficult. At some point, another really 
good friend will tell me he’s decided to move to Uzbekistan, or someone will get married and disappear off the grid. 
It might be that I end up having to move away and start from scratch somewhere else. All these things will hurt 
deeply. There may be times ahead when circumstances feel unbearable again. I’m not going to pretend future 
meltdowns won’t happen. But I know that it’s not my capacity and strength I need to depend upon. It’s God’s. Think 
of these wonderful words Paul prayed for his friends in Ephesus: 

That you may know . . . what is the immeasurable greatness of his power toward us who believe, according 
to the working of his great might that he worked in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him 
at his right hand in the heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above 
every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the one to come. (Eph. 1:18–22) 
Paul is praying that his friends would know something of the greatness of God’s power. It is immeasurable. We 

are able to measure the strength of all sorts of things. I can tell you about the world’s most powerful drink, the most 
powerful chili sauce, the most powerful poison, the most powerful bomb ever detonated. All these things are 
stupendously strong. But they can all be measured. In each case there is a scale or measurement, a means of 
determining their strength compared to other things. But God’s power is immeasurable. There is no unit of 
measurement and no scale that can be applied to it. 

Paul says this strength has been fully demonstrated once before. God has flexed this muscle in the past, when 
he took Jesus from the grave and exalted him to the heights. This power could break death to pieces and thrust 
Christ to the ultimate supremacy. Listen to how Paul describes him: Jesus is “far above all rule and authority and 
power and dominion, and above every name that is named.” You got that? There is literally no room for anyone else 
there. And in case we spotted some potential wiggle room, Paul adds, “not only in this age but also in the one to 
come.” No one comes close to Jesus. No one ever will. This is ultimate and irreversible, unsurpassable and 
permanent. And God’s power did it. That is how strong God is. 

There’s an old joke about the pope making an official visit to New York City. He arrives, and as he makes his way 
to the car, he insists that the driver get in the back and let the pope drive. This is against all protocols and procedures, 
but the driver has no choice but to obey. If the pope wants to drive, so be it. Well, in his enthusiasm to be behind 
the wheel, the pope ends up speeding, and a traffic officer pulls him over to book him, realizes it is the pope, and 
makes a panicked call to his captain. 

“Boss, I’ve got a situation. I’ve just pulled someone over for speeding, but he’s really powerful.” 
“Is it the mayor?” 
“No. More important.” 
“The governor of the state?” 
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“Even greater.” 
“Wait, are you telling me you’ve pulled over the president of the United States?” 
“He’s even more important than that.” 
“Then who is it?” 
“I’ve no idea. But the pope is his driver!” 
If that’s who’s in the front of the car, it beggars belief who might be in the back. Well, if that is how supreme 

Jesus is, just imagine how powerful God must be to have exalted him in this way. And that is the power Paul is praying 
his readers will know about. This piece of theology is vital to know, to be able to look back on the exaltation of Jesus 
and see, because—get this—that very power is “toward us who believe, according to the working of his great might.” 
The power that did that to Jesus is being deployed by God for the sake of you and me, his people. Isn’t that 
extraordinary? 

For any of us, life can be very hard. I know people whose marriages have been the cause or occasion of agony, 
just as I know people whose singleness has been the same. Even during the course of writing this chapter I have had 
a recurrence of these periods of anxiety. What I’ve just been writing from Ephesians, I am not writing just for you; 
I’m writing for myself as well. I need to be reminded of this power God is using for me. I need to know that while 
there is so much beyond my capacity to handle, there is nothing beyond his. I don’t need to worry about facing more 
than I can cope with; I only need to worry about facing more than God can cope with. And that thought gives me 
good cheer. 

Conclusion 
Since I started writing this book, a great friend has gotten engaged; another, a job in a different country; and I’ve 
been living in the United States on a five-month placement of sorts. So, as we say where I come from, things are a 
little topsy-turvy. Life doesn’t tend to stay still. I’ve learned how to drive on the other side of the road. I’ve had to 
switch the spell-check on my laptop to US English, which feels like some sort of betrayal of my country. But on the 
other hand, I have been a loyal ambassador of Marmite, a British savory spread that looks to most Americans like 
something you hose off stricken seabirds whenever there has been an oil spill. To be fair, it pretty much tastes like 
that too. 

I have no idea what the next year is going to look like. Part of me feels that the Lord is prompting me to move, 
the thought of which absolutely terrifies me. But then sometimes the thought of not moving terrifies me more, if 
God would have me stay where I am. I really don’t know. I pray for guidance and for God to be unsubtle. 

That God doesn’t change is more and more of a comfort. It’s not to say that he’s static. He is always on the move. 
But he is a constant. He never shifts the goalposts or abruptly rethinks the way he’s been doing everything. He 
doesn’t go through phases. He’s not faddish. He surprises but only in the sense of shocking us with ever-deeper 
realizations of who he has always been and how he has always worked. That an unchanging God manages to 
somehow keep surprising us probably says far more about us than about him. He is counterintuitive. 

Our response to a God like this is not to fret. It is not to wish him to be more like us, more aligned with our ways 
of thinking and acting. Instead we need to conform ourselves to him. He’s so much smarter than we are. 

I’m glad to belong to a church that regularly uses the Lord’s Prayer in corporate worship. It gets to the heart of 
what makes following Jesus so different from any other belief system. It cuts across all our instincts: 

Our Father in heaven, 
hallowed be your name. 
Your kingdom come, 
your will be done, 

on earth as it is in heaven. 
Give us this day our daily bread, 
and forgive us our debts, 

as we also have forgiven our debtors. 
And lead us not into temptation, 

but deliver us from evil. 
For yours is the kingdom, the power, and the glory forever and ever. Amen. (See Matt. 6:9–13) 
When Jesus teaches us to pray, he doesn’t seek to bend God to our ways, but to bend ourselves to his. We pray 

for his name, his kingdom, and his will. Not only are we to pray for these, but as we do so, we find ourselves 
increasingly longing for them. I know that the elevation of my name, the implementation of my agenda, the growth 
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of my power—these won’t bless me or anyone else. The world will not be a better place if it is being conformed to 
my vision for it. On my better days, I am sufficiently aware of that to pray the way Jesus instructs us to. Lord, please 
don’t give me what I want; give me what you want. 

When I started this project, my initial aim was to write about the goodness of singleness. It is often maligned or 
demeaned in the church today. I wanted to redress that. I still do, and I hope this book will help. But through it all I 
have been increasingly preoccupied with something else—not the goodness of singleness but the goodness of God. 
The issue is not whether this path or that path is better, whether singleness or marriage would bring me more good. 
The issue is God and whether I will plunge myself into him, trusting him every day. 

David famously reminds us, “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me / all the days of my life” (Ps. 23:6). A 
more literal translation of “follow” is “pursue.” We’re not going to be able to get away from God’s goodness and 
mercy. They’re like a spiritual motorcade that will always accompany us. The more we grasp this, the less either 
marriage or singleness should ultimately matter to us. Let’s aim for more of God, assured that whatever happens, 
we will never outpace his kindness to us. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 
Four Ways to Avoid Sexual Sin 

Life has a grain to it. Like paper and wood, it has its own inbuilt directionality. The universe is fashioned in such a 
way that it has an underlying structure. It follows a certain pattern with certain contours. In order to live well we 
need to live in a way that runs with this grain and not against it. This is where the book of Proverbs comes in. 

Proverbs 5 is all about how committing sexual sin goes against the grain of how we’re made. The primary target 
audience is the young married man, and the passage warns him against the adulteress. You may not be young or 
married or a man. But the wisdom of this text applies to you as much as to anyone else. Committing adultery with a 
woman is not the only form of sexual sin, but it follows a pattern that is common to all. Listening to this passage 
helps all of us. 

As the passage unfolds, it presents to us four steps we need to take to avoid sexual sin. 
1. Flee from Temptation 
The author begins with an exhortation to listen: 

My son, be attentive to my wisdom; 
incline your ear to my understanding. (v. 1) 

The fact is, there are different kinds of listening. There’s the idle listening when you’re forty years old, and a member 
of the airline cabin crew is explaining how to fasten a seat belt. You can manage to be doing any number of other 
things at the same time without losing any crucial information. And then there’s the very different kind of listening 
when the doctor is explaining to you how a medication could well save your life. You hang off every word and don’t 
miss a single syllable. Proverbs is talking about this second kind of listening. Pay attention. Listen well. This could 
save your life. 

In fact, listen well to this, and you will become the kind of person that others ought to listen to: 
that you may keep discretion, 

and your lips may guard knowledge. (v. 2) 
So what’s the big deal? Well, lips can preserve knowledge, and they can also drip honey. Enter the adulteress: 

For the lips of a forbidden woman drip honey, 
and her speech is smoother than oil. (v. 3) 

Notice the writer just assumes we will face this kind of temptation. It is assumed that there will be a sweetness and 
a smoothness to the lure of sexual sin. It sounds good. We sense it will taste good. Being tempted in this way is an 
indication not that we have failed as Christians but that we are normal ones. If we were somehow immune, this 
verse wouldn’t need to be in the Bible. But here it is, and the writer assumes that we, the readers, need it. Badly 
need it. If you are reading this passage, you are the kind of person who needs to know how sexual sin works so that 
you can be prepared to fight it. 
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So lesson one is this: sexual sin is attractive. Let’s not deny that. It has a texture and flavor that appeal to broken 
and distorted hearts like ours. 

This is true of all temptation. No temptation is presented to us as something horrible: “Hey, here’s a truly 
abhorrent sin for you to get your teeth into. It’ll completely devastate your life and leave you feeling disgusting for 
the rest of your life. You want in?” No, sin is much more alluring. It feels natural, like it will meet a deep need, like 
it’s on your side. This is perhaps especially true of sexual temptation. 

Proverbs 5 certainly assumes it is true both of the temptation and of the person we’re feeling tempted by. There 
are certain kinds of people with whom the Bible forbids us to have sexual intimacy. They’re married, or you are. 
They’re not a believer, and you are. Or they’re the same gender as you. The Bible is clear on these things. But when 
we are in the heat of temptation, it feels very different. The temptation seems so lovely, and this kind of intimacy 
feels so right. Nothing feels particularly wrong about it. The sin is dripping with honey and speaking with silky 
smoothness. But the promise could not be more different from what, in fact, results. 

Sexual sin is attractive. We do ourselves no favors if we pretend otherwise. We need to acknowledge that such 
sin is not beneath us. 

Sexual sin is also addictive. Look at how all this ends: 
The iniquities of the wicked ensnare him, 

and he is held fast in the cords of his sin. (v. 22) 
We tend to think that sexual sin is a means of relieving tension. We’re wrestling with temptation, and this is just 

a way to get it all out of our system. We think we’ll then be able to move on and get back to where things should be. 
We’ve paid our dues, so the temptation will go away. 

But it doesn’t. The opposite actually happens. These are deeds that ensnare and bind us. Each time we give in to 
sexual sin, we are giving it more control over us. We are training ourselves to find sexual fulfillment in this particular 
way. We are giving ourselves to it. Like any appetite, the more we feed it, the more it grows. Over time it will take 
more and more for it to be satisfied. The more we do it, the more we will feel the need to do it, the easier it will be 
to do it, and the harder it will become to stop. It will have increasing power over us. With each step, we tighten its 
grip on our lives. 

So the point is simple. We need to flee: 
And now, O sons, listen to me, 

and do not depart from the words of my mouth. 
Keep your way far from her, 

and do not go near the door of her house. (vv. 7–8) 
It is easy to think that we’re the kind of person who can get close to this sin and then stop before it’s too late. 

We think to ourselves that it’ll be fine to start down this road and then just turn back when we’ve gone far enough. 
We expect to be able to negotiate with it. Biblical wisdom says the opposite. Run, don’t walk, away from this. Don’t 
go near it. Don’t even look at it. 

It is something of an understatement to say that I am not a good runner. On the very rare occasions I’ll decide to 
go for a run, applying the word run to what I do is somewhat generous. It is essentially walking with a slight bounce. 
People with walking frames are able to overtake me. People standing still have a good chance of overtaking me. 

A few years ago I was walking home late one night and decided to save time by taking a shortcut through a short 
alleyway. You know that in any story, the moment an alleyway is mentioned, it’s not good news. Well, I discovered 
there were three or four guys in the alleyway. I decided to walk past them and to look entirely at ease. But just as I 
passed, one of them jumped out at me. I have no idea if he intended to rob or attack me or just wanted to terrify 
me. I didn’t stay around long enough to find out. My feet barely touched the ground on the final half-mile home. I 
discovered that night that I can run pretty fast. 

So the question is, which of these two kinds of running characterizes our flight from sexual sin? Is it token, almost 
leisurely? Or is it life-and-death urgent? Fleeing sexual sin means deliberately keeping as great a distance from it as 
we can. It means doing all we can to avoid it. For some of us, that means restricting what we look at online, or not 
watching certain TV shows, or being more careful about the social situations we attend, or maybe breaking up with 
someone, even if that person means the world to us, or maybe even changing our job. The question is not what 
seems to be enough to avoid sin but what is the most we can do. Proverbs says it is worth taking a long detour to 
ensure we don’t go near it. 

If any of this seems like an overreaction, listen again to how it all ends: 
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He dies for lack of discipline, 
and because of his great folly he is led astray. (v. 23) 

Sexual sin is attractive and addictive, a lethal combination. It’ll send us into the tall grass and even into the grave. 
Any action and sacrifice are worth avoiding that. 
2. Consider the Future 
We’ve been shown something of why sexual sin is so tempting. Now we are shown more of where it all eventually 
leads. The writer wants us to see what it all comes to in the end: 

At the end of your life you groan, 
when your flesh and body are consumed. (v. 11) 

Sexual sin has consequences. However much we talk about it as a “fling” or “one-night stand,” the fact is that 
sexual sins are not so easily containable. We can find ourselves having to live with the consequences for the rest of 
our lives. We see what some of these are. So listen to what would be your future self if you chose to go down this 
path. And notice the dominant note of regret: 

Do not go near the door of her house, 
lest you give your honor to others 

and your years to the merciless, 
lest strangers take their fill of your strength, 

and your labors go to the house of a foreigner. (vv. 8–10) 
Sexual sin costs you your strength. Your energy and vitality go into having to cope with the fallout. It could be 

anything from acrimony to blackmail, from lawsuits to child support. Your resources—economic, physical, 
emotional—are all spent on this. It can take many years from you. 

The warning continues: 
And at the end of your life you groan, 

when your flesh and body are consumed, 
and you say, “How I hated discipline, 

and my heart despised reproof! 
I did not listen to the voice of my teachers 

or incline my ear to my instructors. 
I am at the brink of utter ruin 

in the assembled congregation. (vv. 11–14) 
Sexual sin seems so attractive now, but fast-forward to the very end, and it all looks different. 

The fact is, experience is not the best way to learn. Not when it comes to this. I’ve heard a number of parents 
say something to the effect that when it comes to their kids and this issue, it’s better for them to learn from their 
own mistakes. A bit of boundary breaking here and heartache there, and they’ll pick up some important life lessons. 
It’s all part of growing up. Let them get on with it with no parental interference. 

It’s funny, but I’ve yet to meet a parent who takes a similar approach to their kids’ learning to drive. “I’m not 
going to tell them what to do. Let them wrap the car around a few trees and then they’ll figure it all out.” We know 
that the consequences of mistakes behind the wheel are potentially too serious to risk our kids making them. But 
the consequences of mistakes made in the bedroom can be just as serious. 

So listen to your potential future self. Sexual sin looks good now. But it could cost everything. Your joy, your 
strength. It could sap the very life out of you. What we do now can either bless us or haunt us for the rest of our 
lives. I know that, right now, it doesn’t seem that way, but it does. It will. I know people who are a complete mess in 
their forties and fifties because of how they spent their twenties and thirties. So be kind to your future self. Listen 
to what this man says: 

You say, “How I hated discipline, 
and my heart despised reproof! 

I did not listen to the voice of my teachers 
or incline my ear to my instructors.” (vv. 12–13) 

Don’t be too proud to listen to wisdom. Don’t assume you know what you need to know about all this. Don’t 
think your instincts are sufficiently developed. However much you might have some of this figured out, the sheer 
tonnage of what you still need to learn is more than you could even imagine. 
3. Uphold Your Marriage 
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So far we have been given negative reasons for avoiding sexual sin. But for the young man tempted to commit 
adultery, the writer has something positive to say as well. He needs to see that it’s overwhelmingly positive to uphold 
his marriage. And so the passage counsels him to enjoy sexual fulfillment within it: 

Drink water from your own cistern, 
flowing water from your own well. 

Should your springs be scattered abroad, 
streams of water in the streets? 

Let them be for yourself alone, 
and not for strangers with you. 

Let your fountain be blessed, 
and rejoice in the wife of your youth, 
a lovely deer, a graceful doe. 

Let her breasts fill you at all times with delight; 
be intoxicated always in her love. (vv. 15–19) 

I remember when I started reading the Bible for the first time. We were a group of teenagers who’d meet 
together to talk about our reading and what we thought about it. Although we were all pretty new to reading and 
discussing Scripture, it really didn’t take us long to discover this reference to breasts in Proverbs 5. We thought it 
was hilarious that the Bible mentioned breasts. But this just goes to show that our Christianity was more prudish 
than the Bible’s. The Bible is not at all embarrassed by the enjoyment of sex in marriage. In fact, the teenage me 
didn’t know the half of it. Some of the imagery here leaves little to the imagination: 

Drink water from your own cistern, 
flowing water from your own well. (v. 15) 

Let your fountain be blessed, 
and rejoice in the wife of your youth. (v. 18) 

“Cistern” and “well” are both images of female sexuality, as the fountain is of male sexuality. We shouldn’t be 
surprised to see such imagery in the Bible. After all, God is the one who invented sex. He was the one who designed 
human sexuality and enabled the husband and wife to enjoy their sexual union. It is to be rejoiced in and celebrated. 
He didn’t give us a purely functional means of procreation, but one that is meant to be deeply pleasurable. It is, we 
could say, to be expected. God is triune, eternally Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We know these three persons of the 
Trinity delight in their deep union with one another, and this love then overflows into the creation of new life. 
Perhaps it is no surprise that he has created us with a capacity for such a deep and joyful union that is also the means 
of bringing new life into the world. 

It is important to remember that delight in sex is meant to be entirely mutual. This passage is addressed to a 
man, so it is spoken from his perspective. But it is equally true of the way in which the wife is to be delighted and 
intoxicated by the sexual love of her husband. Paul makes this clear in the New Testament: 

The husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her husband. For the wife 
does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. Likewise the husband does not have 
authority over his own body, but the wife does. (1 Cor. 7:3–4) 

Both the wife and the husband are to uphold their marriage by delighting in their sexual union. So the writer 
concludes: 

Why should you be intoxicated, my son, with a forbidden woman 
and embrace the bosom of an adulteress? (v. 20) 

I love the realism of the Bible. There is alternative intoxication on offer. Again, he’s not telling us to avoid adultery 
because it won’t be in any way pleasurable. The truth is the opposite. It can feel every bit as heady and dizzying as 
romantic fulfillment within marriage. But we know how devastating the fallout of adultery can be. It can wreck a 
whole life, emotionally, physically, spiritually, and economically. The New Testament sums it up in remarkable 
economy as “the fleeting pleasures of sin” (Heb. 11:25). There is pleasure. It won’t help us to resist temptation by 
pretending otherwise. But it is only fleeting. Some moments of intoxication, yes. But ruin afterward. 

So, married friends, uphold your marriage. Work at your sex life. Some of us who are not married can’t imagine 
ever needing to be told that, but the sad reality is that a healthy sex life in marriage is far from automatic. I’ve had 
even young couples share with me that they’ve not had sex in many months, in some cases years. Older couples 
regularly have to contend with changes in libido and the affects of aging on sexuality, and they need to be able to 
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talk about these things. And, it probably goes without saying, investment in a healthy sex life is not likely to happen 
without investment in the marriage relationship as a whole, building and deepening the friendship that lies at the 
heart of it. 

But what about those of us who are single? This kind of language can be painful. It’s hard to hear of the 
intoxication of sexual satisfaction. This is something many of us long for but have never had, or previously had and 
now fear we will never have again. 

But we too need to heed this teaching in Proverbs. We need to pray for the marriages around us, for their 
protection and flourishing. We have a stake in their being strong. It may mean asking married friends how we can 
support them as a wife or a husband. We need to uphold the Bible’s teaching in our own lives, honoring the marriage 
bed by living lives of purity. And we need to uphold the marriage we have in Christ. The language of intoxication that 
can be so hard to hear is a picture of what we will experience in eternity with Christ. We are pledged to him and 
need to honor our relationship with him by remaining faithful to him. 
4. Remember That God Is Watching 
All we do and say and think takes place in the full view of God: 

For a man’s ways are before the eyes of the LORD, 
and he ponders all his paths. (Prov. 5:21) 

The eyes of God miss nothing in all we do. And lest we think he has a somewhat glazed look when it comes to what 
we do, the second part of Proverbs 5:21 reminds us that all God sees, he takes in and ponders. All our paths he 
reflects on and weighs in his mind. 

This is a warning to us. 
Some of us are good at getting away with all sorts of things. Even in such a connected world, it is possible to lead 

a double life. Affairs can be concealed and addictions carried out entirely in private. We may be adept at looking at 
all sorts of material on our devices that no one else knows anything about. There will be some reading this who have 
no idea that their spouse is being unfaithful or that their child is viewing horrific porn on their phone. 

But nothing will escape the scrutiny of God. It just isn’t possible. 
A while ago, one of the major highways near my hometown was undergoing roadwork as they added a couple 

of new lanes and resurfaced others. It meant that for well over a year, only about half the lanes were available for 
us while all the construction went on. As well as the increased congestion, this also meant a greatly reduced speed 
limit, which also meant the placement of speed cameras to track everyone’s speed. This was the first time many of 
us had encountered these. A friend whose commute took him on this road every day discovered some ways to evade 
the cameras. He knew where each camera was and managed to sneak behind a huge truck at exactly the right time 
to avoid being seen. Unchecked by the cameras, he could then drive as fast as he wanted. 

That may work with a speed camera. It doesn’t work with God. We may be able to deceive other people; we will 
never deceive God. There is simply no thought he hasn’t seen and doesn’t know everything about. He knows every 
webpage we’ve viewed and every fantasy that has drifted across our mind. The very secrets of our heart are entirely 
open to him. Things we don’t even know about our motives and lusts, he understands fully. He misses nothing. He 
is impossible to fool. The book of Hebrews reminds us: 

No creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give 
account. (Heb. 4:13) 
There is no ultimate security in incognito web browsing. God sees every word we type into our search engines. 

God sees. God ponders. And one day we will give an account to him for each and every thing we have thought and 
done. 

But there is also encouragement in these verses. God sees our sin. He also sees every striving to be pure and 
godly. He knows when we are battling; he knows what we are going through. There are times when we are assaulted 
by sexual temptation, and it can be distressing. We are devastated by some of the inclinations of our own hearts. 
We long for our desires to be pure and godly rather than disordered and base. We flee and we fight but are left 
discouraged and weary. God sees all this too. And more than that, as Hebrews goes on to remind us: 

Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us 
hold fast our confession. For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, 
but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. (Heb. 4:14–15) 

We all struggle in a variety of ways. It may well be that no one really seems to understand the kind of struggle you 
face or knows the pain you go through as you fight temptation. But Jesus does. He suffered with 
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us. And he suffered for us. That makes him a great Savior to pray to. As we collect wounds from 
the battles of life in this world and come to him desperate for his help and protection, he does 
not roll his eyes. When we come in heartfelt repentance for the times when we have failed, he 
does not step back with his arms folded. He draws near to us as we draw near to him. As we 
strive to be faithful to him, often in the midst of an unsympathetic and scornful world, he sees 
us. Our labors for him are never unnoticed. 22 
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18 

Marriage and Divorce 

“For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall 
become one flesh.”—GENESIS 2:24 

“For the first time in its history, Western civilization is confronted with the need to define the terms 
marriage and family. What up until now has been considered a ‘normal’ family, made up of a father, a 
mother, and a number of children, has in recent years increasingly begun to be viewed as one among 

several options, which can no longer claim to be the only or even superior form of ordering human 
relationships.”—ANDREAS J. KÖSTENBERGER WITH DAVID W. JONES, Marriage and the Family 

Introduction 

In my (Evan’s) classes, I open my lectures on the topic of marriage and divorce by taking an 
informal poll of my students. I first have them raise their hands if they, their parents, or any of 
their siblings have experienced a divorce. Generally speaking, more than half of every class 
affirms this reality. I then expand the circle to include grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins, 
which also expands the number of hands to more than three-quarters of the students. Once I 
add close friends and other relatives, almost every hand in the classroom is raised. This anecdotal 
evidence confirms what many studies have established about the increase in divorce in our 
society over the last hundred years. Once an exception to the norm for married couples, divorce 
has become a generally accepted part of life experience. This does not mean that those who have 
experienced divorce have an easier time adjusting to their new reality, but shows that divorce 
itself no longer carries the social stigma it once did. 

For much of human history, the meaning and permanence of marriage had been taken for 
granted. It was assumed that a man and a woman would marry, raise a family, and live together 
until death. In fact, the majority of all adults even in recent years have married. This long-standing 
trend is currently on the decline as individuals wait longer to get married and a smaller 
percentage of the population marries. In addition, the rates of divorce have ballooned over the 
last fifty years, which has led to an unprecedented number of broken families and children 
moving back and forth between parents. Even though current statistics related to divorce seem 
to show a gradual decline and leveling off since the highest rates of divorce in the 1980s, divorce 
rates are still higher than ever recorded before substantial changes in divorce laws in the 1970s. 

There have also been recent challenges to the very meaning of marriage. These challenges 
come from proponents of so-called same-sex marriage, polygamy, and polyamory. Such 
challenges will continue to increase, and we have dealt with some of these in the previous 
chapter. Yet these challenges and the challenge of divorce demonstrate the need to capture a 
biblical vision of marriage and prepare ourselves to answer the challenges that come from many 
different directions. 

The place of marriage in the biblical narrative is one of great importance. The most 
foundational verse regarding marriage is found in the opening pages of the Bible. Genesis 2:24 
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sets the tone for all subsequent biblical teaching on marriage: “For this reason a man shall leave 
his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh.” 

Jesus and Paul both use this verse as a crucial part of their extensive teaching on marriage. 
God uses the analogy of marriage to speak of his own relationship to his people in both the Old 
and New Testaments. Violations of this relationship by God’s people are also spoken of in terms 
of adultery. While marriage is not the point of the biblical metanarrative, it plays a key role in 
depicting the way in which God relates to his people. Therefore, it is vitally important for us to 
understand the meaning of marriage as we address the most common challenge to marriage. 

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to demonstrate not only that marriage is best 
understood as a means of worship, but also that properly ordered marriages that reflect the 
relationship between God and his people are one way to maximize God’s glory. In order to 
accomplish this purpose, we first survey the main passages about marriage given in Scripture in 
order to define and explain the nature of marriage. Next, we explore how understanding 
marriage as a covenant that depicts the relationship of Christ with the church ought to shape the 
way that being married can be a means of worshiping God. Once we have made these elements 
clear, in the third part of the chapter we engage the discussion of divorce and remarriage by 
surveying the main passages in both the Old and New Testaments that speak to these issues. 
Following this, we identify and explain three of the most prominently held views regarding 
divorce and remarriage by evangelicals in contemporary culture. Finally, we conclude the chapter 
by making a case for what we believe to be an appropriate perspective on and biblical response 
to the problem of marriage and divorce. 

Defining and Explaining the Nature of Marriage 

Marriage … In the Beginning 

Marriage enters the conversation of Scripture very early. The first two chapters of Genesis 
set the tone for all future teaching on marriage and family throughout the rest of Scripture. In 
Genesis 1:26–28, we are introduced to the first humans, who also participate in the first 
marriage. These two individuals created in the image of God are given the task of ruling over and 
subduing the rest of creation. In addition to this mandate, we discover that they are instructed 
to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (v. 28). No other context for this command is given 
to us in the opening chapter of Genesis, but we find more details in the next chapter that place 
this fruitful multiplication within the context of marriage. 

Genesis 2 provides more information related to the creation of the first man and woman. 
God formed the man out of the dust of the ground and breathed life into him (v. 7). This man, 
whom we know as Adam, was given instructions to cultivate and keep the garden in which he 
was placed (v. 15). As we have seen in chapter 2, this language of cultivation and keeping the 
garden relates to the man’s worshipful obedience of God as well. Up to this point, there is still no 
woman in the garden, but God rectifies this situation after he declares, “It is not good for the 
man to be alone” (v. 18). God causes Adam to fall into a deep sleep and takes one of his ribs to 
fashion a woman, who was also made in God’s image just like the man. Finally, God brings her to 
the man, and Adam responds, “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 117 

called Woman, because she was taken out of Man” (v. 23). With these words, we begin to see 
the inauguration of a new relationship—marriage. 

Genesis 2:24 completes the description of marriage by stating, “For this reason a man shall 
leave his father and his mother, and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh.” This 
verse serves as the foundation for future biblical teaching on marriage, especially in the New 
Testament as both Jesus (Matt. 19:5; Mark 10:7) and Paul (Eph. 5:31) quote Genesis 2:24 as part 
of their teaching on marriage. This verse depicts a context in which a man and woman enter into 
a new relationship that entails establishing a new household together. Thus, the vision of fruitful 
multiplication in Genesis 1:28 is to take place within the context of the marriage relationship 
described in 2:24. 

The vast majority of societies throughout human history would have affirmed something 
similar to this basic concept of marriage up until recently. That is why we need to develop a fuller 
definition of marriage that more accurately reflects the biblical vision for marriage that we have 
rudimentarily rehearsed in the preceding paragraphs. 

A Biblical Definition of Marriage 

The definition of marriage has been a controversial subject for many years now. In the court 
of public opinion, one will find great passion on both sides of the debate. Some will vociferously 
argue that marriage is a traditional union between one man and one woman that often leads to 
children and is recognized by the government. Such a traditional definition calls on centuries of 
human history to bear witness to the unchanging nature of marriage across time and culture. On 
the other hand, many will vehemently disagree and propose that marriage is merely the most 
intimate relationship that an individual can have and that such an arrangement is entered into 
for mutual benefit. For the first decade or so of the twenty-first century, proponents of a new 
definition sought government recognition for their partnerships in different forms. In June 2015, 
the Supreme Court of the United States handed down a decision in Obergefell v. Hodges that 
legalized marriage between same-sex couples. This decision, however, did not settle the cultural 
discussion; instead, it exacerbated the divide between traditionalists and revisionists.5 In 
addition, the definition of marriage upheld by the Supreme Court has ramifications far beyond 
the debate over same-sex marriage. 

While we believe that the traditional definition of marriage is on the right track, we want to 
offer a more robust, biblically grounded definition that we believe comes directly from the text 
of Genesis 1–2. This definition has far-reaching ramifications for the marriage relationship and 
divorce. Further implications of this definition for same-sex marriage, polygamy, and polyamory 
have been explored in chapter 17. 

Marriage is designed by God to be a comprehensive, covenantal union between one man and one 
woman intended to endure for a lifetime and proximally directed toward the rearing of the next 
generation. 

Comprehensive, Covenantal Union 
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The first two components of this definition of marriage declare it to be a comprehensive and 
covenantal union. First, it is comprehensive because marriage is designed to encompass all 
aspects of life. It is not simply a union that brings individuals into a sexual union or union of 
proximity. Instead, it brings two individuals together in such a way that they become one. This is 
a significant component of the statement in Genesis 2:24 that the husband and wife “shall 
become one flesh.” This specific phrase connotes two distinct but related ideas. It certainly 
applies to the sexual union of a husband and wife as they give expression to the closeness of their 
marriage bond. But it also goes beyond the sexual union to describe the comprehensive nature 
of the relationship. In all aspects of life, the two are joined together in such a way that they are 
one. 

A simple way to illustrate this concept is through a lesson that my wife and I (Evan) use in 
premarital counseling sessions with couples. As part of our counseling, we spend a session talking 
about the finances of a married couple. While many young couples have little to their names 
from a financial standpoint, we encourage them to combine their finances through the simple 
act of opening joint bank accounts after they marry. In the daze of wedding-planning bliss, many 
couples nod in agreement, but they do not always follow through. This is sometimes the result 
of financial planners’ warning against merging finances to protect against disputes when a 
marriage dissolves. Precisely at this point we see a challenge that divorce brings to the discussion 
of a biblical definition of marriage. Well-meaning finance professionals may assume that a 
marriage will end in divorce and attempt to protect the assets of the individual over developing 
a comprehensive “oneness” type of relationship. 

The financial illustration is just one example of the comprehensive union. Paul speaks of the 
comprehensive union in his statements about the sexual relationship in marriage in 1 Corinthians 
7:4 as he writes, “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.” 
When the lives of two individuals are so intertwined in marriage that their unity permeates every 
facet of their relationship, then we see the comprehensive nature of the union at the forefront. 

Second, and related to the comprehensive nature of the union, marriage is best understood 
not as a contractual relationship but as a covenantal union. In a contractual understanding of 
marriage, the two persons entering the relationship build the foundations of marriage on the civil 
laws of society. The two parties involved enter a two-sided contract that is voluntarily formed, 
maintained, or dissolved as they see fit. The focus is on the human-centered decision-making and 
the ability of each partner to live up to the agreed-upon contractual obligations. In such an 
understanding of marriage, the security of the relationship rests on the ability of either partner 
to not fail in fulfilling the contract obligations. 

In contrast to this, Scripture uses covenantal language to describe the marriage relationship. 
Proverbs 2:17 describes the adulteress as one “that leaves the companion of her youth and 
forgets the covenant of her God.” Malachi 2:14 decries the sins of Israel and says that “the Lord 
has been a witness between you and the wife of your youth, against whom you have dealt 
treacherously, though she is your companion and your wife by covenant.” In both these verses, 
the term “covenant” is explicitly used to label the marriage relationship. Scripture also employs 
implicit references to marriage as a covenant by describing with marital language the 
relationships between God and Israel (e.g., Isa. 54:4–8; Jer. 2:32; 31:31–32) and Christ and the 
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church (e.g., Matt. 9:15; 22:1–14; Mark 2:19–20; Luke 5:34–35; John 3:29; Rom. 7:1–4; 2 Cor. 
11:2; Eph. 5:22–33; Rev. 19:7; 22:17). Scripture also depicts unfaithfulness to the covenant 
between God and his people as adultery (e.g., Isa. 1:21; Jer. 3:1–10; Ezek. 16:15–43; Hos. 4:13–
14; James 4:4; Rev. 2:22). 

This covenantal understanding of marriage was assumed in the writings of the church fathers 
and was the prevailing model in the early church. It was later affirmed by the Protestant 
Reformers and was the dominant model in Western culture before the development of the 
modern contractual understanding of marriage that dominates today. The covenantal model 
views marriage as a creation ordinance that was designed by God to picture his own relationship 
with his people and that, when entered, creates a lifelong bond between the couple before the 
face of God and in the eyes of the church. Its foundational strength and endurance rests not on 
the part of individuals who may or may not be able to abide by the agreements, but on the nature 
and character of an always-faithful God, who not only created the institution, but also partners 
with the husband and wife to enable them to become “one flesh.” 

By implication, this means that marriage is designed and established by God as the most 
intimate relationship that two humans can experience, and it points us toward an understanding 
of God’s relationship with his people. Craig Blomberg captures the idea nicely: 

Marriage is thus seen as two-fold: a commitment to one’s fundamental allegiance and an 
interpersonal relationship culminating in sexual intimacy. The best term to describe this two-fold 
enterprise is that of a covenant. 

A Union between One Man and One Woman 

In our current cultural milieu, the idea that marriage is designed by God to be a union 
between one man and one woman is perhaps the most controversial part of our given definition 
of marriage. This part of the definition addresses two key aspects of the nature of marriage—
monogamy and heterosexuality. These two characteristics of marriage were almost uniformly 
accepted across cultures until recently. 

Monogamy dictates that marriage is designed by God to be a relationship between two 
individuals, thus precluding polygamy and polyamory. When we look to Genesis 2, we find several 
affirmations of the monogamous nature of marriage. In Genesis 2:18, we read God’s 
proclamation of Adam’s state of aloneness: “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will make 
him a helper suitable for him.” God does not determine that he will make multiple women for 
Adam. Surely the mandate to “be fruitful and multiply” from Genesis 1:28 could have been more 
quickly accomplished had Adam been provided with multiple wives. But God makes it clear in the 
subsequent verses of chapter 2 that he made one woman and brought her to Adam, and that 
they were joined together (2:21–23). As we continue into verse 24, we see another affirmation 
of the monogamous nature of marriage. The text portrays marriage as “a man” (singular) leaving 
his father and mother to be joined to “his wife” (singular). Then those two “shall become one 
flesh.” 

We also see affirmations of monogamy in the New Testament. In Matthew 19:3–9, Jesus 
interacts with the Pharisees regarding divorce. Jesus points them back to the nature of marriage 
in the garden of Eden and makes an explicit statement regarding monogamous marriage. After 
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quoting Genesis 2:24, he states: “So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God 
has joined together, let no man separate” (Matt. 19:6). Here Jesus makes it clear that marriage 
was designed by God to be between one man and one woman. Paul also affirms this teaching in 
his discussions on marriage. Specifically, Paul addresses multiple questions related to marriage 
in 1 Corinthians 7, but his statement in verse 2 is the clearest affirmation of monogamy. He 
writes, “But because of immoralities, each man is to have his own wife, and each woman is to 
have her own husband.” 

The primary challenge to the monogamous nature of marriage comes from the lives of Old 
Testament figures who had multiple wives. We discussed this in more detail in the previous 
chapter, so it will suffice to say here that the polygamous individuals that we find in Scripture 
(e.g., Lamech, Jacob, David, and Solomon) are exceptions to the norm and that the polygamous 
kings were actually in violation of a direct command from God (Deut. 17:17). Polyamory—the 
practice of multiple men’s and women’s entering into a marriagelike relationship with one 
another—further departs from the standard that we find in Scripture. 

The other component of marriage found in this part of the definition is the heterosexual 
nature of marriage. This aspect of marriage was a foregone conclusion at the turn of the twenty-
first century, but steady cultural pressure resulted in the 2015 Supreme Court decision in 
Obergefell v. Hodges that legalized same-sex marriage across the United States. Again, when we 
look to Scripture, we find that marriage is specifically described as a relationship between a man 
and a woman, not two men or two women. As we have already seen in Genesis 1–2, the 
inauguration of the first marriage is clearly between God’s special creation of man and woman. 
God created male and female and gave them instructions to “be fruitful and multiply” (Gen. 1:26–
28). This is the first biblical statement about the heterosexual nature of marriage. Without a man 
and a woman, procreation cannot happen. Andreas Köstenberger and David Jones state, “Since 
homosexuality involves same-sex intercourse that cannot lead to procreation, it is unnatural and 
cannot logically entail the possibility of marriage.” 

An added affirmation of the heterosexual nature of marriage is often overlooked in Genesis 
2:24. While we focus on the man and his wife’s becoming one flesh, we skip over the fact that 
the man is leaving his father and mother. So even at the first marriage when there was no father 
or mother yet, Genesis tells us that the new heterosexual relationship springs from the previous 
heterosexual relationship. The expected norm generationally is uniquely heterosexual. 

Another biblical affirmation of the heterosexual nature of marriage is that all marriages in 
Scripture are heterosexual. There are no examples of same-sex marriage throughout Scripture, 
and the clear direction of all New Testament teaching on marriage assumes that marriage 
involves a man and a woman. For example, Paul spends most of 1 Corinthians 7 addressing 
matters of marriage. At the beginning of the chapter, he says, “But because of immoralities, each 
man is to have his own wife, and each woman is to have her own husband” (1 Cor. 7:2). If Paul 
had intended to include same-sex marriage as part of God’s design for marriage, he could have 
done so at this point. Instead, he clearly eliminates same-sex marriage from consideration. 

The various distortions of this part of our definition of marriage were explored in the previous 
chapter, but we must still recognize the gravity of the challenge to our definition that these 
distortions pose in our current culture. Polygamy, at the very least, can be understood as a tragic 
distortion of God’s institution of marriage, while polyamorous “marriages” and so-called same-
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sex marriages do not even fall within the category of marriage from a biblical point of view. That 
is, to the degree that they are unions of people of the same sex, they do not meet the basic 
standard of what a biblical marriage requires. The fact that the U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that 
the word marriage can be used to describe these unions does not mean that they actually qualify 
as the kind of relationship that God describes as a marriage. Therefore, this part of the definition 
is crucial to the full definition of marriage. Without this part, the rest of the definition breaks 
down. 

Intended to Endure for a Lifetime 

The next component of the definition of marriage connects to the second half of this 
chapter—the matter of divorce. When marriage is introduced in the garden of Eden, there is no 
mechanism for ending the relationship. Therefore, marriage was designed by God to endure for 
a lifetime, exhibiting durability that is often lost today. The question comes after the fall whether 
Scripture makes allowance for divorce. This question will be the focus of the latter half of this 
chapter, but we want to make it clear that God’s original design for marriage was that it would 
be permanent. 

The best commentary of God’s original intent for marriage permanence is found in Jesus’ 
discussion with the Pharisees in Matthew 19:3–9 (cf. Mark 10:2–9). The Pharisees ask Jesus about 
allowances for divorce, but Jesus points them back to the original creation-order design for 
marriage. He states: 

Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male and female, 
and said, “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 
the two shall become one flesh”? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God 
has joined together, let no man separate. (Matt. 19:4–6) 

Jesus makes it clear that God’s original intent was for marriage to be life-long—“what … God 
has joined together, let no man separate.” This was Jesus’ simple response to the Pharisees’ 
direct question, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?” (Matt. 19:3). 
Jesus could have given many possible answers to this question, but his answer was simple and 
direct. God intended marriage to endure. 

After the Pharisees press a little harder, Jesus answers their original question less directly. 
Jesus concedes: 

Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but from the 
beginning it has not been this way. And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for 
immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery. (Matt. 19:8–9) 

The middle phrase of verse 9 has generated much discussion and disagreement regarding 
allowances for divorce, and we will discuss that at length later in this chapter. The point that 
Jesus made in verse 6, however, still holds true in his expanded answer. Moses permitted divorce 
because of the hardness of the Israelites’ hearts. Had their hearts not been hard, Jesus implies, 
then there would be no need for divorce. Köstenberger and Jones note: “According to Jesus, 
however, the Mosaic statutes were interposed not to replace the Creator’s original intent but 
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merely in recognition of the reality of human hardness of heart (Matt. 19:7–8; Mark 10:5; cf. 
5:31–32). In fact, marriage was intended as a lifelong, faithful union of a man and a woman.” 

The exception clauses found in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9 create consternation on this particular 
component of our definition because they appear to open the door for another perspective on 
marriage. Even if God’s original design for marriage was that of a “lifelong, faithful union,” Jesus’ 
words at least open the possibility of God’s plan to include the undesirable, but possible, outcome 
of divorce. Yet we need to be careful not to set up Jesus’ words against the original creation-
order design. René Gehring writes, “Jesus is not playing the Edenic ideal off against the Mosaic 
instruction, he rather reveals the original idea behind it, which was covered up by the custom of 
Judaism in Jesus’ times (particularly Pharisaism, as the introduction to the debate on divorce may 
demonstrate), and reaffirms the lasting validity and significance of the first and only divine, 
biblical ‘marriage pattern’ given in Gen 2:24.” As we explore the implications of the exception 
clauses later in the chapter, it is important for us to remember that the Edenic ideal is the original 
design for marriage. No matter what we conclude on allowances for divorce or remarriage, the 
creation-order design is for each marriage to endure for a lifetime—“until death do us part.” 

Proximally Directed toward the Rearing of the Next Generation 

The final component to our definition of marriage is one that was also regularly assumed until 
recently. The general expectation for marriage throughout most of human history has been that 
such a union would ultimately result in children. Then the parents would rear their children until 
they were grown and started the process over on their own. A number of challenges to the 
traditional view of marriage have made this component of our definition of marriage less than 
universally accepted: same-sex marriage, intentional childlessness, abortion rights, and the like. 
But we firmly believe that God’s design for marriage includes a component that looks ahead to 
the next generation. 

In Genesis 1:28, we read, “God blessed them; and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth, and subdue it.’ ” These instructions from God come on the heels of what we 
read about God’s creating man and woman in his image. Taken together with the expanded 
narrative of the first marriage in Genesis 2, we surmise that God saw marriage—and the sexual 
relationship within marriage—as the means for bringing forth children to fill the earth. On the 
basis of the creation order alone, we ascertain that God’s plan for marriage includes its being 
directed toward the rearing of the next generation. Yet we can look beyond just the creation 
narrative to see further support. 

The Old Testament places great emphasis on children as part of the family. “Though originally 
two individual persons, husband and wife become ‘one flesh’ (Gen. 2:24) in their marital union, 
which is given visible expression by the children resulting from that union. Consequently, 
barrenness was regularly seen in Old Testament times as the result of divine disfavor (e.g., Gen. 
29:31), while children were regarded as a gift and blessing from God (e.g., Gen. 13:16; 15:1–6; 
Ex. 23:25–26; Ps. 127:3–5; 128:3–6).” 

The Old Testament is replete with commendations regarding child-rearing. Two of the most 
famous appear in Psalms and Proverbs. In Psalm 127:3–5, Solomon writes: “Behold, children are 
a gift of the Lord, the fruit of the womb is a reward. Like arrows in the hand of a warrior, so are 
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the children of one’s youth. How blessed is the man whose quiver is full of them; they will not be 
ashamed when they speak with their enemies in the gate.” These famous verses describe the 
value ascribed to children. Solomon’s basic assumption in these verses is that a family would 
want children because they are a blessing from the Lord. The gift of children brings honor to the 
parents personally and socially. The personal honor is found in actively participating in the growth 
and maturity of their children until they ultimately launch out on their own. The social honor is 
found in the recognition that parents receive in society as their children grow in wisdom and 
stature and reflect the values of their parents. 

By contrast, a childless couple would seem to be missing the blessings of the Lord that come 
through rearing children. Such a heart is on display in 1 Samuel 1 when Hannah cries out to the 
Lord to take away her affliction and give her a son (1 Sam. 1:9–16). Hannah desires what she does 
not have, but it is not envy or covetousness. Instead, she truly seeks the blessing of children from 
the Lord, and the priest Eli sees the anguish on her face. Therefore, the reproach of barrenness 
is balanced by the blessings of children. 

The other famous commendation of child-rearing in the Old Testament is Proverbs 22:6, 
“Train up a child in the way he should go, even when he is old he will not depart from it.” While 
this verse is often misquoted as a proof text for parenting, we cannot overlook the general 
promise in the proverb. Training a child in a godly manner leads to the likelihood that the child 
will continue in godliness after he or she is grown. Therefore, the burden is on the parents in this 
proverb to rear the child properly. The only context offered in the book of Proverbs for such 
training is the family. In fact, the opening chapters of Proverbs constantly draw the recipient’s 
attention back to the words and instructions of his parents (Prov. 1:8; 2:1; 3:1; 4:1–4, 10–11, 20–
22; 5:1–2, 7; 6:20–21; 7:1–3, 24). The church and community may come to the aid of the parents 
in child-rearing, but the primary responsibility is on the parents. 

The emphasis on children is not as stark in the New Testament, but there are admonitions to 
parents and children, especially within the context of New Testament teaching on marriage. In 
Ephesians 6:1–4, we find one of the most well-known New Testament passages on children. Paul 
instructs children to “obey your parents in the Lord, for this is right” (6:1). This is Paul’s summary 
of the fifth commandment that instructs children to honor their father and mother (Ex. 20:12). 
He does not simply stop with instructions to children. Paul also admonishes fathers, “Do not 
provoke your children to anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” 
(Eph. 6:4). Such discipline and instruction fit very nicely with the instructions of Proverbs that 
Solomon gives to his son. Perhaps the most interesting part of this passage is that the immediate 
context is Paul’s comparison of marriage to the relationship between Christ and the church. 
Therefore, instructions regarding child-rearing fit neatly within the context of a larger discussion 
of marriage. Thus, even after the fall, we see that God’s design for marriage includes a forward-
looking component that seeks to bring up the next generation in the fear and admonition of the 
Lord. 

Before we leave this particular aspect of our definition, we want to make it clear that having 
children is not a necessity for maximal worship of God. In fact, marriage is not necessary either. 
Christians need to be careful not to so strongly affirm the importance of marriage that we make 
the mistake of subtly denigrating singles or, even worse, make an idol of the marriage 
relationship. Paul affirms the high and beautiful status of singleness as a possible path for full 
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devotion to and worship of God. Indeed, he even encourages unmarried believers to remain 
unmarried (and childless) in order to devote more time to serving the Lord (1 Cor. 7:8, 32–35). 

But for those whom God does lead into marriage, clearly it is the normative pattern for 
married couples to both have children and desire to raise godly offspring. In a world impacted by 
the fall, however, not all couples can have children of their own. Therefore, it is important for 
married couples who do not have children to recognize that there is still a way to view marriage 
as proximally directed toward the rearing of the next generation. Rather than focusing only on 
pursuits that serve one’s own marriage, childless couples can invest into the discipleship of 
adults, children of other families, or children who do not have parents (orphans). Some of the 
ways that couples can do this is through adoption and foster care, mentoring children in the 
community, and serving other family members with children. 

Marriage as Worship 

Our definition of marriage sets the stage for us to consider how marriage fits within the 
overall scheme of worship. As we mentioned in the previous section, marriage is not required to 
worship our Creator, but he instituted marriage as a means by which we can worship him and 
exhibit his relationship with his people. God created us to worship him in every action and every 
relationship. The marriage relationship is unique in the ability to express our worship because of 
its analogous relationship to the covenants that God has established with his people in both the 
Old and New Testaments. 

An Image of God’s Covenant 

The marriage relationship serves as a special means by which we can worship God because it 
is uniquely analogous to the covenants that God has established with his people. We know that 
God often operated through covenants at key points in salvation history (Gen. 6:18; 9:9; 12:1–3; 
2 Sam. 7:12–16; Jer. 31:31–34). These covenants demonstrate how God calls a people to himself. 
Throughout both the Old and New Testaments, God employs the language of marriage to 
describe his covenants (Isa. 49:18; 50:1; 54:4–8; Jer. 2:2, 32; 3:14; 31:32; Ezek. 16:1–14; Hos. 1:1–
3:5; Matt. 9:15; 22:1–14; 25:1–13; Mark 2:19–20; Luke 5:34–35; John 3:29; Rom. 7:1–4; 2 Cor. 
11:2; Eph. 5:22–33; Rev. 19:7; 21:2, 9; 22:17) and even calls marriage a covenant (Prov. 2:16–17; 
Mal. 2:14). There is no doubt that as believers, we worship God within the context of a covenant; 
therefore, living out a marriage covenant serves as an expression of the covenant we have with 
God. 

We have already discussed the idea that marriage is a covenant earlier in this chapter, but to 
summarize our earlier point, we believe that Scripture is clear through the use of explicit 
covenant terminology to describe marriage and implicit language of analogy that marriage is a 
covenant. Marriage is even a covenant when the participants do not fully recognize the 
magnitude of the relationship into which they have entered. Köstenberger and Jones note that 
the covenantal model of marriage is “a sacred bond between a man and a woman instituted by 
and publicly entered into before God (whether or not this is acknowledged by the married 
couple), normally consummated by sexual intercourse.” Because God ordained marriage as a 
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covenant before the fall and gave marriage to all of humanity, then we are all subject to the 
covenantal aspect of marriage. Grudem builds on this idea by saying that 

biblical teaching about marriage comes from the beginning of the human race, the time when 
Adam and Eve were created.… God intends for the understanding of marriage as the lifelong union 
between one man and one woman to be the correct definition of marriage for all people on the 
earth, for all cultures and societies, and for all periods of history until the beginning of the new 
heaven and the new earth. 

In order to maximize our worship through marriage, it behooves us to recognize this covenant 
aspect and live it out faithfully before God and man. As part of his covenant with Israel, God 
included a stipulation regarding marriage in the covenant obligations of Israel. The seventh 
commandment very clearly states, “You shall not commit adultery” (Ex. 20:14). Therefore, 
honoring one’s marriage vows is an expression of worship to God. Violating these vows is 
rebellion against the covenant of marriage and one’s covenant with God. John Frame goes so far 
as to say that “adultery is covenant treason.” This treason is not simply against the marriage 
covenant, as Frame notes: “To violate marriage is to violate that covenant, and unfaithfulness to 
God is adultery. All sin is unfaithfulness to God, spiritual adultery. So the seventh commandment, 
like the others, actually covers all of life from its particular perspective.”17 

Jesus extends this covenant obligation to include a prohibition against lust in the Sermon on 
the Mount: “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery’; but I say to you 
that everyone who looks at a woman with lust for her has already committed adultery with her 
in his heart” (Matt. 5:27–28). Maximal worship in relation to this particular covenant obligation 
is not simply the avoidance of adultery. God calls the married individual to love his spouse so 
much that he turns from all temptations that might steer his allegiance away. The connection 
back to our love and worship for God is clear—our worship of God should also be singularly 
focused. As Frame noted above, unfaithfulness to God is spiritual adultery, and unfaithfulness to 
a spouse is unfaithfulness to God. Thus, marital fidelity is a clear part of worshiping our Creator 
in the way he designed us. 

Living Out the Covenant 

Another component of worship through marriage is to live out the analogy between marriage 
and the relationship between Christ and the church. Ephesians 5 gives us the most direct 
statement on such a life. Much of the discussion about marriage from Ephesians 5 centers on 
verses 22–33, where we find Paul’s instructions to husbands and wives regarding how they 
should relate to one another. We may miss the larger context of this chapter, however, if we 
merely pick up at verse 22. In verses 15–17, Paul gives his readers instructions on how to live. He 
tells us to be careful how we walk (v. 15), to make the most of our time (v. 16), to understand the 
will of the Lord (v. 17), to avoid drunkenness (v. 18), and to be filled with the Spirit (v. 18). The 
subsequent verses of this chapter and through 6:9 extrapolate what it means to live in this way, 
especially through the filling of the Holy Spirit. Any discussion of the relationship between 
husband and wife must be part of the larger context of living a Spirit-filled life. 

The core section on the relationship between husband and wife features the distinct 
comparison to the new covenant relationship between Christ and the church. Earlier in the book 
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(chapter 2), we developed key elements related to the nature of men and women as image-
bearers and how that fundamental aspect of humanness ought to shape our understanding of 
the roles that men and women play both in the marriage relationship and in the creation order 
in general. Here, our intention is to focus on the discussion as it particularly relates to the nature 
of marriage and the question of divorce. Ephesians 5:22–33 reads: 

Wives, be subject to your own husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife, 
as Christ also is the head of the church, He Himself being the Savior of the body. But as the church 
is subject to Christ, so also the wives ought to be to their husbands in everything. 

Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, 
so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He 
might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; 
but that she would be holy and blameless. So husbands ought also to love their own wives as their 
own bodies. He who loves his own wife loves himself; for no one ever hated his own flesh, but 
nourishes and cherishes it, just as Christ also does the church, because we are members of His 
body. For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and shall be joined to his wife, and 
the two shall become one flesh. This mystery is great; but I am speaking with reference to Christ 
and the church. Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as 
himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband. 

Note that in Ephesians 5:22–24, wives are instructed to submit themselves to their own 
husbands, “as to the Lord.” The analogy is then drawn out, comparing the wife’s relationship to 
her husband as that of the church to Christ. Paul states, “But as the church is subject to Christ, so 
also the wives ought to be to their husbands in everything” (v. 24). Drawing on this analogy, the 
wife’s relationship and submission to her husband is an expression of her worship of the Lord. 
Lest we confuse the analogy, Paul does not instruct her to worship her husband, nor does he 
demand blind obedience. Instead, her submission is an act of worship to her Savior, who also 
serves as the head of the church, of which she is a part. 

Similar implications are drawn out for the husband in this passage. He is called to love his 
wife, “just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her” (Eph. 5:25). This is a 
sacrificial love that is ultimately demonstrated by Christ through his substitutionary atonement 
for sin. While Paul does not directly command husbands to give up their own lives for their wives, 
the implication is that a husband at the very least sacrifices his own desires for the love of his 
wife. The example that Paul uses for husbands is the action of Christ and the results of his sacrifice 
for the church. This does not imply that the husband sanctifies and cleanses his wife; rather, the 
husband’s example is Christ, and the work of Christ’s sacrifice is a reminder of the husband’s own 
dependence on the Lord. Paul continues his admonition to husbands by appealing to his love for 
his own body as an example of how to love his wife, but the comparison does not end there. He 
once again draws a connection between this love and the love that Christ has for the church, his 
body. Since Christ cares for and nourishes his body out of love, so, too, must the husband care 
for his wife. The worship implication is clear once again. A husband’s love for his wife is a 
worshipful response to the love that Christ has bestowed on him as a member of the church. 
Worshiping the Savior well means that a husband must love his wife well. Obviously, then, one 
clear implication from this point is that any form of abuse within marriage is completely 
unacceptable. 
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Just in case Paul’s readers did not connect the covenant implications of his instructions, he 
makes it more explicit in Ephesians 5:31–32: “For this reason a man shall leave his father and 
mother and shall be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh. This mystery is great; 
but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church.” From the inauguration of the first 
marriage in Genesis 2, God had in mind that the marriage relationship would point us to a better 
understanding of the relationship between Christ and the church. Therefore, we worship Christ 
well when we live out his design for marriage. The enduring, other-centered nature of Christ’s 
love for the church should shape how a Christian should understand and embody his or her 
marital vows. Likewise, when a watching world looks at a Christian’s marriage, it should be able 
to recognize the kind of love and commitment that Christ gives to his bride—the church. Not only 
does he love the church contraconditionally (even when it fails him), he promises to never leave 
or forsake her (Heb. 13:5). 

Paul concludes his instructions by summarizing the relationship between the husband and 
wife as he states, “Nevertheless, each individual among you also is to love his own wife even as 
himself, and the wife must see to it that she respects her husband” (Eph. 5:33). As Christians 
contemplate how best to live out worshipful obedience to God through marriage, we can refer 
back to this basic summary of Paul’s instructions. Worship of the Lord through marriage looks 
like a husband’s loving his wife and a wife’s respecting her husband. Even though marriage is not 
required for worship, those who are married have a unique way to worship God by living out the 
covenant of marriage in relation to the covenant that we have with our Savior. 

Consider the type of couple that lives out such a marriage covenant. Their focus is not on 
happiness or success. Their individual personal desires are subordinate to the needs and desires 
of the other. Their motivation for living sacrificially in the context of their marriage is not 
longevity or success; instead, their motivation is found through worshiping their Savior. Such a 
couple brings a worshipful component to their marriage and establishes a pattern that will 
generally result in a lasting, healthy marriage. 

In light of all that we have covered up to this point, it may seem strange to now transition 
into a discussion of divorce. We recognize, however, that the ideal presented in the preceding 
pages is difficult to maintain and that even those who start well may find themselves departing 
from the ideal at some point. Such departure is the result of sin and the fall. If we lived in a sinless 
world, then we could avoid the painful discussion of divorce that lies ahead. As noted in the 
opening paragraph of this chapter, however, divorce is an ever-present reality for many people, 
including believers seeking to follow God faithfully. Therefore, the following discussion will ask 
whether divorce can be a worshipful response to the difficulties of marriage. We will explore the 
biblical teaching about divorce and remarriage and draw conclusions on whether and when 
believers can pursue divorce. 

The Question of Divorce and Remarriage 

George and Mary had a fairy-tale romance. They were high school sweethearts who met for 
the first time on a youth trip with their church. They tried their best to pursue a healthy dating 
relationship through high school and college and married shortly after their college graduation. 
The fairy tale lasted for a few more years until some discontentment started creeping into their 
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relationship. Money was tight, a newborn child refused to sleep, and the pressures of a career 
change started tearing at the fabric of their perfect life together. As they grew more distant over 
time, George started to confide in a woman at work about his marital troubles. Before long, those 
quiet conversations turned into an illicit romance. The romance was short-lived, and George 
came to Mary, confessing his sin. But the trust in their relationship was shattered. They sought 
counseling through their church and tried to work through the struggles that George’s adultery 
had exposed. After a few months of counseling, however, they started to talk more seriously 
about divorce. Did they have biblical grounds to pursue divorce? Could they divorce and still 
maintain worshipful obedience to the covenant that they had with their Savior? Did George’s 
adultery negate the marriage covenant that he had with Mary? These are the types of questions 
that we seek to answer in the remainder of this chapter. 

The Bible addresses the matter of divorce in a few different ways. There is one explicit 
regulation offered by Moses, numerous references and allusions to divorce as part of God’s 
admonitions to his people as they violated his covenant, four instances in Jesus’ teaching about 
marriage, and one set of guidelines proffered by Paul as part of a larger discussion on marriage. 
None of these references are perfectly identical, but a general pattern emerges for making sense 
of these statements. The pattern revolves around a set of phrases known as the exception clauses 
in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9. In these two verses, Jesus offers an apparent exception to a 
prohibition against divorce and remarriage. The exception clauses often function as the locus of 
the debate regarding divorce and remarriage in Christian circles. Before we get into such a 
discussion, we need to address some of the highlights of the biblical evidence on divorce. 

Old Testament 

The primary Old Testament passage on divorce and remarriage is found in the regulation 
offered by Moses in Deuteronomy 24:1–4. This particular passage sets up a specific scenario and 
deals with the issue of remarriage primarily. Moses writes: 

When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it happens that she finds no favor in his eyes 
because he has found some indecency in her, and he writes her a certificate of divorce and puts 
it in her hand and sends her out from his house, and she leaves his house and goes and becomes 
another man’s wife, and if the latter husband turns against her and writes her a certificate of 
divorce and puts it in her hand and sends her out of his house, or if the latter husband dies who 
took her to be his wife, then her former husband who sent her away is not allowed to take her 
again to be his wife, since she has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the LORD, and 
you shall not bring sin on the land which the LORD your God gives you as an inheritance. 

Take note of the specific circumstances of Moses’ regulation. First of all, it is important to see 
that the passage begins with “when … he writes her a certificate of divorce.” Thus, Moses is not 
instructing them to divorce, but rather, he is regulating a practice that has already begun to take 
place in the culture contrary to God’s original instruction about the permanence of marriage in 
Genesis 2. 

Second, notice that the passage indicates that Moses is regulating a very specific kind of 
scenario. It is only after: 
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 1. He divorces her because of “some indecency in her.” 
 2. This divorce leads to remarriage on her part. 
 3. Her new marriage also ends, either by divorce or by the second husband’s death. 

At this point, Moses steps in and declares that the first husband cannot remarry the wife he 
previously divorced because “she has been defiled.” Given the particularities of the passage, it 
should come as no surprise that this passage creates interpretive problems for contemporary 
readers. 

First, we do not know the exact nature of the “indecency” that the first husband finds in his 
wife. It is likely that Moses had in mind some sort of sexual sin, but we cannot know for certain. 
One commentator notes that “it is clear that the interpretation ‘something indecent, obnoxious, 
or shameful’ is not far off the mark as an interpretative comment. Such a rendering does not 
communicate the terse quality of the original Hebrew expression, however, which defies 
concrete objective definition.” The idea that sexual sin is in view comes from the root meaning 
of the Hebrew phrase ‘ērwat dābār that includes the idea of nakedness. In fact, the allusion to 
this particular regulation in the interaction between Jesus and the Pharisees gives the impression 
that at least part of Jesus’ audience interpreted the regulation to refer to adultery (Matt. 19:3–
9; Mark 10:2–12). The biggest problem with interpreting the “indecency” as adultery is that 
Moses has already provided a regulation for how to address adulterous situations. In 
Deuteronomy 22:22, we read, “If a man is found lying with a married woman, then both of them 
shall die, the man who lay with the woman, and the woman; thus you shall purge the evil from 
Israel.” Therefore, we cannot reach a conclusive position on what led to the divorce citing some 
“indecency” (Deut. 24:1–4) in the first place. 

Second, the passage makes no moral claim about the initial divorce. In light of this problem, 
we can make the case that the previous problem would be a nonissue were it not for its 
connection to the interaction between Jesus and the Pharisees. As Köstenberger and Jones note: 
“Again, Moses’ stipulations must not be construed as condoning such divorces but merely as 
regulating them. The thrust of Deuteronomy 24:1–4 is therefore descriptive rather than 
prescriptive, and this seems to be one thing Jesus’ contemporaries had misconstrued.” Because 
Moses makes no moral claim on the initial divorce, we cannot reach a conclusion from 
Deuteronomy 24 regarding the morality of divorce in cases of adultery, sexual immorality, or 
other possible interpretations of “indecency.” Instead, we must recognize that the primary 
command of this passage is to prohibit the original husband from remarrying the wife whom he 
had previously divorced and who had entered another marriage in the intermediate period. 

Moses is clear in his prohibition of the first husband’s taking the woman back because “she 
has been defiled; for that is an abomination before the Lord, and you shall not bring sin on the 
land which the Lord your God gives you as an inheritance” (Deut. 24:4). Again, it is not entirely 
clear what the abomination is. It could be the woman or her actions of remarriage after the first 
divorce. Either way, she has been defiled, and that is sufficient for Moses to prohibit the 
remarriage of the original couple. 

While this passage is intriguing and offers much fodder for speculation and debate, 
Deuteronomy 24:1–4 does not close the book on biblical regulation of divorce. Far from offering 
a “blank check” permission to divorce, this passage offers neither a moral evaluation of divorce 
per se nor even a broad understanding of how to apply a law of divorce. Rather, it leaves us 
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wanting more, and we are not alone—the Pharisees clearly wanted further explanation of this 
passage and sought Jesus’ input. 

Other Old Testament passages leave us with similar incomplete ideas regarding divorce and 
remarriage. Leviticus 21:7 and 14 prohibit priests from marrying a divorced woman, but do not 
make a statement about other Israelites. God invokes the language of divorce to describe his 
relationship with his people in Isaiah 50:1; 54:4–8; and Jeremiah 3:1–18, but those statements 
may not apply directly to human marriages. In Malachi 2:16, God declares that he hates divorce, 
but translation difficulties make this passage less certain. In all these passages, the general 
perspective on divorce is negative, but we do not find definitive statements prohibiting all divorce 
or making specific allowances for divorce. This is perhaps why most of the discussion regarding 
divorce and remarriage focuses on the New Testament. 

New Testament 

The New Testament offers us the most detailed material related to divorce and remarriage 
in Scripture; still, the volume of material is not particularly large. We find multiple occurrences 
of Jesus’ teaching in the Synoptic Gospels (at least two of which are synoptic parallels) and a 
couple of teaching units in the Pauline Epistles (only one of which directly addresses the matter). 
With this in mind, we must tread carefully through these passages to reach a conclusion on what 
Scripture says about divorce and remarriage, acknowledging that there is not a consensus view 
today. 

The Sermon on the Mount 

In Matthew 5:31–32, we find the first occurrence of Jesus’ teaching on divorce, and this is 
also the first appearance of the exception clause in Matthew’s Gospel: 

It was said, “Whoever sends his wife away, let him give her a certificate of divorce”; but I say to 
you that everyone who divorces his wife, except for the reason of unchastity, makes her commit 
adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery. 

These verses of the Sermon on the Mount are part of the section where Jesus invokes one of 
the Ten Commandments or other laws and then draws an application beyond the traditional 
interpretation. Verses 31–32 of Matthew 5 allude to Deuteronomy 24:1–4, and Jesus then draws 
out his application on the matter of divorce. Jesus’ reference to Deuteronomy notes the 
certificate of divorce that Moses referenced in 24:1. Leon Morris notes: “The bill of divorce was 
a protection for the woman; a capricious husband could not drive her from his home and 
afterward claim that she was still his wife. He must give her the document that set out her right 
to marry someone else.” Before we even come to the exception clauses, we must acknowledge 
that Jesus held marriage in high regard and that to divorce a spouse was a very serious matter. 
No matter one’s conclusion on the meaning of the exception clauses, we must strive toward 
maintaining the durability of marriage. Issuing a certificate of divorce in ancient Israel or 
contemporary America should be something that causes one to pause and consider the tragic 
implications of such a certificate. 
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Matthew 5:32 brings us to the crux of the divorce issue for this passage. Jesus states, “But I 
say to you that everyone who divorces his wife, except for the reason of unchastity, makes her 
commit adultery; and whoever marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” The key phrase is 
“except for the reason of unchastity [parektos logou porneias].” This phrase has been variously 
interpreted to mean (1) an exception allowing for divorce in cases of adultery; (2) an explanation 
for who is responsible for adultery after a divorce; or (3) a limitation of the allowance for divorce 
to the betrothal period.25 

The central term is “unchastity,” which is translated from the Greek word porneia. This term 
has a broad meaning encompassing all types of sexual sin, including adultery and fornication. The 
problem is with its use in the phrase and whether Jesus is making an allowance for divorce. We 
will explore this in more detail later in this chapter, but at the very least, Jesus is keeping the door 
relatively closed for divorce. In addition, allowance for remarriage is potentially limited or even 
prohibited by the way that Jesus communicates his interpretation of divorce. He states that a 
man who “marries a divorced woman commits adultery.” Thus, Jesus may not forbid remarriage 
entirely, but he certainly limits it to nothing more than remarriage after a divorce that is brought 
about due to sexual immorality. In fact, he declares that the man who divorces his wife for a 
reason other than sexual immorality causes her to commit adultery on the assumption that she 
would remarry. 

Jesus’ Interactions with the Pharisees and Disciples 

The other set of Jesus’ teachings on divorce represents his interactions with the Pharisees 
and his disciples in Matthew 19:3–9; Mark 10:2–12, and Luke 16:18. 

Table 18.1. Jesus’ Teaching on Divorce and Remarriage 
He said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your 

wives; but from the beginning it has not been this way. And I say to you, whoever divorces 

his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman commits adultery.” (Matt. 19:8–

9) 

And He said to them, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another woman commits 

adultery against her; and if she herself divorces her husband and marries another man, she 

is committing adultery.” (Mark 10:11–12) 

“Everyone who divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery, and he who marries 

one who is divorced from a husband commits adultery.” (Luke 16:18) 

 

The first two passages are almost certainly synoptic parallels, and we will treat them as such. 
The Lukan verse represents a small portion of a teaching moment that Jesus had with his 
disciples, but the verse lines up in content with Mark 10:11–12. Since the content is almost 
identical—with one key exception—we will treat these interactions as a unit. The solitary 
difference among these verses is the existence of the exception clause in Matthew 19:9, which is 
absent from the other passages. 
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At this teaching and healing moment, the Pharisees ask Jesus a question that begins his 
discussion of marriage. They ask, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any reason at all?” 
(Matt. 19:3; cf. Mark 10:2). This simple question raises a much larger issue among the Pharisees 
related to their interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1. Two schools of thought—Hillel and 
Shammai—offered different interpretations of the indecency that a husband found in his wife in 
Deuteronomy 24:1. The Hillel school taught that a man could divorce his wife and remarry for 
any reason at all, including something as insignificant as ruining his meal. The Shammai school 
held a stricter interpretation that allowed a man to divorce his wife and remarry only if she was 
found to be sexually immoral. Therefore, the question posed had the possibility of creating a 
dispute between Jesus and a faction of the Pharisees no matter how he answered. Undeterred 
by this possibility, Jesus answers their question by referring back to the created order: “Have you 
not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, 
‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two 
shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God has joined 
together, let no man separate” (Matt. 19:4–6; cf. Mark 10:6–9). Jesus’ answer goes beyond the 
nature of the Pharisees’ question and points them back to God’s design for marriage. His basic 
answer is that marriage should not end in divorce. God intended for marriage to last, so man 
should not try to end it. 

If this were the end of Jesus’ answer, then there would be no debate about reasons for 
divorce. But the Pharisees did not leave the discussion there. Instead, they pressed further and 
asked why there was a Mosaic regulation regarding divorce (Matt. 19:7). Jesus’ response still 
points them back to the original nature of marriage, but he incorporates the reality of the fall. 
Jesus states, “Because of your hardness of heart Moses permitted you to divorce your wives; but 
from the beginning it has not been this way” (Matt. 19:8; cf. Mark 10:5). Having appealed to 
Genesis 1:27 and 2:24 and the story of the fall in Genesis 3, Jesus constantly points his 
questioners back to the original purpose of marriage. 

At this point, we enter the controversial part of Jesus’ interaction with the Pharisees and 
disciples. Mark recounts the next part of the discussion as occurring between Jesus and his 
disciples. After the disciples ask him further questions about his answers to the Pharisees, Jesus 
responds, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against her; 
and if she herself divorces her husband and marries another man, she is committing adultery” 
(Mark 10:11–12). The answer is straightforward and without apparent controversy. Jesus 
declares that a man who divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery against 
his wife. In addition, a woman who divorces her husband and marries another man commits 
adultery. Luke reports a similar statement, with one addition. He notes that a man who marries 
a divorced woman also commits adultery (Luke 16:18). The controversy arises in Matthew’s 
account because he includes another version of the exception clause in Jesus’ answer. According 
to Matthew, the further explanation is directed to the Pharisees, and the answer is generally the 
same as Mark’s account except that Jesus adds a qualifier. Matthew reports that Jesus states, 
“And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, except for immorality, and marries another woman 
commits adultery” (Matt. 19:9). The question is whether the exception clauses make an 
allowance for divorce in cases of sexual immorality, or whether Jesus is stating who is responsible 
for the adultery. 
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Jesus’ interaction with his disciples concludes in Matthew’s account with an unusual 
exchange in which the disciples appear to be perplexed by Jesus’ teaching. The disciples react to 
his teaching by saying, “If the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is better not to 
marry” (Matt. 19:10). The disciples seem to interpret Jesus as having said that divorce and 
remarriage are not allowed; therefore, it would be better never to marry. Jesus responds in kind 
by acknowledging their concern and saying that such a life is given only to some. He then 
concludes with a statement about eunuchs (vv. 11–12). This final exchange is sometimes 
interpreted as a statement on singleness, but it could also be understood as an affirmation of a 
previous prohibition against remarriage. 

While Jesus’ interaction with the Pharisees and his disciples is limited to no more than three 
occurrences, these passages form the core of the New Testament debate surrounding divorce 
and remarriage. In fact, much of the disagreement in scholarship focuses on the two appearances 
of the exception clauses. Despite the centrality of these Gospel accounts, we must not forget the 
teachings of Paul on the matter of divorce, especially since it connects back to Jesus’ teaching. 

Pauline Instructions on Divorce and Remarriage 

Paul addresses marriage on a few different occasions in his writings, including Romans 7:1–
3; 1 Corinthians 7, and Ephesians 5:22–33. As it relates specifically to divorce and remarriage, 1 
Corinthians 7:10–16 is the key passage for our study: 

But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should not leave her 
husband (but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband), 
and that the husband should not divorce his wife. 

But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she 
consents to live with him, he must not divorce her. And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, 
and he consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away. For the unbelieving 
husband is sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing 
husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are holy. Yet if the unbelieving 
one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God 
has called us to peace. For how do you know, O wife, whether you will save your husband? Or 
how do you know, O husband, whether you will save your wife? 

Paul opens these verses by restating his interpretation of Jesus’ teaching. He writes, “But to 
the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should not leave her husband 
(but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband), and 
that the husband should not divorce his wife” (1 Cor. 7:10–11). This introduction immediately 
raises an issue about what Jesus taught. For those who believe that Jesus made an allowance for 
divorce and remarriage in Matthew 5:32 and 19:9, Paul does not communicate the same 
allowance. He reports Jesus’ teaching to be one of marriage permanence that could potentially 
be marked by separation but not divorce or remarriage. Anthony Thiselton states, “Paul is 
declaring that ‘alienation’ between a Christian husband and a Christian wife, or even the desire 
of the one to leave the other (the converse of καταλλάσσω), should not of itself lead to 
permanent separation, let alone to remarriage.” Paul appears to be writing to Christians in 1 
Corinthians 7:10–11, so his instructions here are directed to a different audience than the 
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subsequent verses. Paul clearly states, however, that he is repeating the instructions of the Lord. 
Thus, we need to take these words into account when we consider the appropriate interpretation 
of the exception clauses in Matthew. The controversy is especially acute for those who interpret 
the exception clauses to make an allowance for remarriage after divorce. 

Paul then transitions to another application of his teaching on divorce by focusing on a topic 
that he states that Jesus did not address—interfaith marriages. The apostle writes: “But to the 
rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to 
live with him, he must not divorce her. And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he 
consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away” (1 Cor. 7:12–13). The key idea in 
these verses and the justification that follows through verse 16 is the application of divorce in 
the marriages of believers united with nonbelievers. The basic assumption is still the same as the 
statement to believing couples—marriage is permanent. The most likely scenario in these verses 
is that these couples married while both were nonbelievers and one spouse has subsequently 
become a Christian. Yet the application of Paul’s words is not limited to such an audience. 
Thiselton suggests: “The key controlling principle lies in the recognition of the nature of the 
anxiety which Paul seeks to allay. The believer asks Paul with genuine concern: if I have left 
behind the old life and become a new creation in Christ, does not my relation with my 
unbelieving, unrepentant spouse and my entire home atmosphere threaten to pollute and to 
corrode my purity as one who belongs to Christ?” In light of the believing spouse’s desire for 
purity, Paul dictates that the believer is to remain with the nonbelieving spouse as long as the 
nonbeliever consents to live with the believer. Paul justifies this arrangement in verse 14 from 
an evangelistic perspective. If the believing spouse lives out his or her faith in front of the 
nonbelieving spouse, then the nonbeliever might come to Christ. In addition, it is also good for 
their children. 

First Corinthians 7:15 introduces a different angle on the situation. Paul addresses the other 
outcome contrasted with the consenting spouses of verses 12–13. In this verse, the apostle 
makes an allowance for separation and even possibly divorce when the unbelieving spouse 
abandons the believing spouse: “Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or 
the sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace.” The problem comes 
in defining what Paul means by “not under bondage in such cases.” Some take it to mean that 
the believing spouse is free to remarry after the unbelieving spouse leaves. Others view this 
simply as the believing spouse’s no longer being required (“bound”) to fight to save the marriage. 
The controversy over this passage is complicated by Paul’s use of similar language in verse 39 as 
he speaks to widows who are free to remarry in the Lord after the death of their husbands. While 
their husbands are living, they are “bound,” meaning that they are not free to marry someone 
else. 

Romans 7:1–3 also comes to bear on this passage because Paul speaks to the enduring nature 
of marriage: 

Or do you not know, brethren (for I am speaking to those who know the law), that the law has 
jurisdiction over a person as long as he lives? For the married woman is bound by law to her 
husband while he is living; but if her husband dies, she is released from the law concerning the 
husband. So then, if while her husband is living she is joined to another man, she shall be called 
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an adulteress; but if her husband dies, she is free from the law, so that she is not an adulteress 
though she is joined to another man. 

Romans 7:2 affirms the basic idea of 1 Corinthians 7:39, but these verses do not align easily with 
1 Corinthians 7:15 because that verse releases the believing spouse from the unbelieving spouse 
if the unbeliever leaves, while the other passages require the death of a spouse to be released. 

The Christian Options regarding Divorce and Remarriage 

Now that we have surveyed the biblical evidence on divorce and remarriage, we will lay out 
three possible options for interpreting the biblical evidence. These options are no divorce and no 
remarriage, divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage, and divorce and remarriage in 
limited circumstances. At the outset of this discussion, we want to acknowledge that all Christian 
options affirm the importance and durability of marriage. Some of the options, however, adhere 
to the idea that the marriage covenant can be severed. None of these options open the door to 
divorce for any reason. Each of these options serves as a large category that may contain 
numerous variations of the view. When those variations are significant, we will point them out. 

No Divorce and No Remarriage 

The no divorce and no remarriage view holds the Edenic ideal of marriage in highest esteem 
and seeks to maintain that ideal as much as possible. Gehring summarizes this position well: “It 
may generally be asserted that the final clauses on divorce and remarriage, diverse as they are in 
the synoptic accounts with their differing textual witnesses, all point to one and the same feature 
Jesus is evidently stressing: a formal divorce, even including the βιβλίον ἀποστασίου of Deut 
24:1, is worthless and trifling.” This position represents a group of views that all conclude that 
divorce and remarriage are not biblically permissible.35 

The no divorce and no remarriage position generally begins with the importance of the 
creation-order design for marriage. Proponents of this view emphasize the “leave and cleave” 
component of marriage found in Genesis 2:24 and note that Scripture calls a married couple to 
leave their parents, join together in an inseparable bond, and become one flesh. The importance 
of the creation-order design is then imported into the various teachings of the New Testament 
that refer to Genesis 1–2, including Matthew 19; Mark 10, and Ephesians 5. Since this ideal is the 
foundation for all subsequent teaching on marriage, proponents of this view believe that we must 
view marriage as lifelong and permanent. Even in the aftermath of the fall in Genesis 3, the 
creation-order design does not change. This seems apparent in Jesus’ teaching as he declares: 
“Have you not read that He who created them from the beginning made them male and female, 
and said, ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and 
the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. What therefore God 
has joined together, let no man separate” (Matt. 19:4–6). This view also incorporates the Pauline 
instructions from Romans 7:1–3 stating that a woman is bound to her husband as long as he lives. 
From the perspective of the creation-order design, this view has much strength. 

The no divorce and no remarriage view also emphasizes the covenantal nature of marriage 
with the presumption that the marriage covenant is indissoluble. Drawing on the Old Testament 
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depiction of marriage as a covenant (Prov. 2:17; Mal. 2:14) as well as the analogies between 
marital unfaithfulness and covenant unfaithfulness, this position deems divorce beyond the 
scope of divine sanction. J. Carl Laney writes, “Finally, she was united ‘by covenant,’ an allusion 
to the marriage contract made before God and witnesses (see Prov. 2:17; Ezek. 16:8). God does 
not break covenants (see Lev. 26:40–45), and since divorce violates a marriage covenant made 
before God, it cannot meet with his approval.” There is some debate over whether covenants are 
indissoluble, but that debate does not generally enter the discussion on this view.39 Since this 
view sees the marriage covenant as indissoluble, there is no allowance for remarriage except in 
the case of a spouse’s dying. Any remarriage before the death of a spouse would be the 
equivalent of adultery. Such a position fits well with the words of Jesus in Mark 10:11–12 and 
Luke 16:18 and the words of Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:39. Since remarriage is not allowed, divorce 
is essentially a nonissue because any divorce would not give freedom to remarry. 

This view must now address the possible exceptions of Matthew 5:32 and 19:9 and 1 
Corinthians 7:15. The exception clauses found in Matthew’s Gospel create the most difficult 
challenge for this position. From the sixteenth-century Reformers to contemporary evangelicals, 
many Protestants have held that the exception clauses make an allowance for divorce in cases of 
adultery. The no divorce and no remarriage view represents a group of positions that see the 
exception clauses differently. The debate centers on the meaning of porneia and what allowance 
Jesus is making. Köstenberger and Jones summarize these options when they state: “Scholars 
who hold this position understand porneia to be a reference to some type of sexual sin that would 
have made marriage unlawful under Jewish civil law. Suggestions as to the identity of the sexual 
sin in view, which would have been applicable to the recipients of Matthew’s Gospel, include: 
premarital (betrothal period) intercourse, incest, Jew/Gentile mixed spiritual marriage, or a 
combination of the above.” This position leans on the idea that Matthew wrote to a 
predominantly Jewish audience who would have seen any of these potential options as 
forbidden. The intended Jewish audience of Matthew also explains why Mark and Luke do not 
have such an exception in their accounts. Therefore, the Jewish audience would interpret the 
exception clauses to allow for annulment of marriages that were already deemed unlawful. 

The other possible exception that this position needs to address is abandonment by an 
unbelieving spouse from 1 Corinthians 7:15. Laney depicts this exception as follows: “In verse 15 
Paul is simply saying that if the unbelieving partner demands separation, then the believer is not 
‘under bondage’ (dedoulōtai, literally ‘enslaved’) to preserve the union through legal maneuvers 
or by pursuing the unwilling partner all over the Roman Empire.” Thus, the believing spouse can 
accept a divorce from the spouse who abandons her and is not required to use all means possible 
to preserve the marriage. Köstenberger and Jones note: “According to this view, then, that to 
which the abandoned party is not bound is a relational obligation to contest an unbelieving 
spouse’s desire to depart. Indeed, it is argued, that doing so would be un-Christlike (cf. Jer. 3:8, 
14) and possibly even hinder the prospect of reconciliation.” Even after accepting a divorce due 
to abandonment, however, remarriage is not allowed for the one who was abandoned because 
the marriage covenant still exists.43 The divorce is viewed as a legal separation for the sake of 
safety or protection but not as an actual severing of the marital covenant. If either spouse 
remarries, therefore, he or she would be entering into an adulterous context. 
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The no divorce and no remarriage view attempts to maintain the creation-order design for 
marriage and to hold believers to God’s standard. There is no doubt that these proponents take 
marriage seriously and desire to promote the comparison between marriage and the covenant 
that God has with his people. 

Divorce in Limited Circumstances but No Remarriage 

The position of divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage seeks to establish biblical 
parameters for allowing divorce in cases of adultery and abandonment but prohibiting 
remarriage after divorce. This view is sometimes referred to as the early-church view or patristic 
view because it was the nearly universal position of the early church. Like the previous no divorce 
and no remarriage view, this view holds that the creation-order ideal is the standard for marriage 
and that God still expects this ideal to be upheld under normal circumstances. 

The covenantal model of marriage is important to this position. William Heth makes the case 
that God’s faithfulness to his people despite their unfaithfulness to him is evidence that marriage 
is a lasting covenant. He writes: 

The permanence of marriage is fundamentally a theological issue, rooted in the divine-human 
relationship to which marriage stands as an antitype (see Eph 5:31–32). At least one theological 
consideration ought to be drawn from the parallel between Israel’s unfaithfulness to her covenant 
with God and a spouse’s unfaithfulness to a marriage covenant. Even though Israel repeatedly 
violated her covenant with Yahweh, there is no indication that this dissolved or nullified the 
covenant relationship (see Lev 26:44–45; Judg 2:1–3; Is 50:1; Jer 3:8, 12). 

The enduring covenant of marriage serves as the foundation for this view’s position that 
remarriage is not an option even after a divorce that is biblically sanctioned. This affirms the same 
interpretation of the no divorce and no remarriage view of Mark 10:11–12; Luke 16:18; and 
Romans 7:1–3. All these passages consider it to be adultery when someone enters a marriage 
after a previous marriage that ended in any way other than death. The circumstances of the 
divorce do not matter because the covenant is enduring. 

The main difference between the divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage view 
and the no divorce and no remarriage view focuses on whether a divorce can be biblically 
sanctioned. As evidenced by the name of the view, this position holds that divorce is warranted 
in limited circumstances—adultery and abandonment. The warrant for such a divorce, according 
to this view, is not necessarily found in the exception clauses of Matthew’s Gospel and 1 
Corinthians 7:15, but rather lies in the idea of human sinfulness. Gordon Wenham best depicts 
the main thrust of the exception clauses by noting: 

Within this context the exception clause simply notes that should a wife have already committed 
adultery herself (the most likely form of sexual immorality in this context), her husband can hardly 
be said to have made her commit adultery, when under current Roman and Jewish law he was 
compelled to divorce her for her action. There is no suggestion here that by divorcing her for 
sexual immorality a husband gains the right to marry again. That is simply not in the frame of 
discussion here. 
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Wenham believes that the exception clauses describe when adultery takes place. If a man 
divorces his wife for any reason other than her own sexual immorality, then he causes her to 
commit adultery if she remarries for economic and social reasons. This is a very straightforward 
reading of Matthew 5:32. 

The second appearance of the exception clause is a little more difficult, but proponents of 
this view believe that it also carries the same interpretation. The exception clause of Matthew 
19:9 comes in the midst of a debate between Jesus and the Pharisees. Jesus’ first answer is to 
say that marriage is permanent (Matt. 19:6). Upon further questioning about the Mosaic code 
regarding divorce, Jesus offers a response that blames sinful hearts for the need for such a code. 
When Jesus responds with the exception clause in verse 9, he is only restating a different form 
of 5:32 that continues the prohibition against remarriage. When the disciples react in 19:10, they 
appear to be surprised at Jesus’ response. Had Jesus merely adopted the position of Shammai—
divorce and remarriage allowed in cases of adultery—the disciples would likely not have been 
surprised. Instead, they respond, “If the relationship of the man with his wife is like this, it is 
better not to marry.” Jesus then enters a discussion that not everyone can accept this statement 
and that some have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom (19:11–12). The 
reaction of the disciples points to something Jesus said that goes beyond the generally accepted 
norm of the day. Wenham and Heth note: “In particular, the disciples object to Jesus’ new 
teaching that legal divorce does not, under any circumstances, open the door for remarriage. 
Jesus responds that this is indeed a difficult path to follow, but his true followers have been given 
the divine resources to live up to it.” 

In like fashion, proponents of this view do not believe that 1 Corinthians 7:10–15 allows for 
remarriage after a divorce. Gordon Fee argues that verses 10–11 are a clear prohibition against 
remarriage and the clear interpretation of Jesus’ teaching: “What is not allowed is remarriage, 
both because for him that presupposes the teaching of Jesus that such is adultery and because 
in the Christian community reconciliation is the norm.” Even though divorce may happen at 
times, it is not the norm, and it does not allow for a believer to remarry. Once again, the reason 
is that the marital covenant is still understood to be in place in the eyes of God. This allowance 
of divorce is merely a legal allowance, but not an actual severance of the marital union. Paul’s 
statement in 1 Corinthians 7:15 about the believer’s no longer being bound when the unbelieving 
spouse leaves is still interpreted in light of 7:39 that a wife is bound to her husband until he dies. 
This keeps a uniform approach to the divorce passages and a strict prohibition against remarriage 
while the previous spouse is living. 

The end result for the divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage position is that 
divorce in cases of adultery and abandonment is biblically sanctioned only because it prevents 
further damage caused by sin. Ultimately, this position makes allowances for divorce in the same 
way that Jesus made allowance for the Mosaic law governing divorce—because of the hardness 
of hearts. But this is not the desired outcome for any marriage. 

Divorce and Remarriage in Limited Circumstances 

Divorce and remarriage in limited circumstances is a position holding that divorce is allowed 
in cases of adultery and abandonment and that remarriage is allowed for the innocent spouse in 
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both circumstances. This position is most familiar to Protestants because it was made popular by 
the early Reformers after Erasmus first published the view in 1519. Some modern proponents of 
this view have sought to expand the parameters for divorce and remarriage to include other 
causes, including abuse and neglect.49 Yet the most common versions of this view fall in line with 
what Thomas Edgar writes: 

The Bible specifically states that God intended for marriage to be maintained. Just as specifically, 
Jesus states that there is only one valid reason for which a person may properly divorce the other 
and subsequently marry someone else—adultery on the part of the spouse. This is clear and 
specific. There is no valid basis on which to reject this teaching. First Corinthians 7:15, since it does 
not specifically mention remarriage, is not as clear. However, the most probable meaning is that 
if the spouse initiates the separation, the deserted spouse may divorce and remarry. 

In essence, this view holds that adultery and abandonment provide a basis for dissolving a 
marriage and thus free a spouse to pursue divorce and enter another marriage. 

While proponents of this position acknowledge the Edenic perfection of the first marriage in 
Genesis 2, the focus quickly transitions to the impact that the fall had on the most intimate 
relationship between a man and a woman and the role that the Mosaic regulation of divorce 
played in the culture. David Instone-Brewer notes: “When marriages failed, the woman, being 
more vulnerable, usually suffered most. The law of Moses limited the damage that divorce inflicts 
by forcing a divorcing man to give his ex-wife a certificate that would allow her to remarry.” The 
reliance on the law to provide for remarriage functions as the main starting point for this view. 

Moving along in the Old Testament, proponents of divorce and remarriage in limited 
circumstances point to the relationship between God and Israel as the example for how human 
marriage functions, especially in light of divorce. We have stated earlier in the chapter that there 
is an analogous connection between marriage and the relationship with God and his people. By 
extension, the unfaithfulness of God’s people is described as adultery throughout the Old 
Testament. The most prominent Old Testament passage that describes the adultery of God’s 
people and invokes the language of divorce is in Jeremiah 3. In the opening verse of the chapter, 
Jeremiah quotes God, alluding to Deuteronomy 24:1–4. Then he describes the behavior of Israel, 
calling her “a harlot with many lovers” (Jer. 3:1). 

Turning to Judah several verses later, the prophet describes Judah’s unwillingness to learn 
from Israel’s mistakes. The Lord says, “And I saw that for all the adulteries of faithless Israel, I had 
sent her away and given her a writ of divorce, yet her treacherous sister Judah did not fear; but 
she went and was a harlot also” (Jer. 3:8). On the basis of this passage and others that speak with 
similar (but not as explicit) language, proponents of the divorce and remarriage in limited 
circumstances view build a case for divorce on the basis of God’s example. 

When we get to the New Testament, the focus for this view lands on the Matthean accounts 
of the exception clauses. Since the passages in Mark and Luke do not make allowances for divorce 
or remarriage on the surface, proponents of this view determine that they must be interpreted 
through the lens of the exception clauses. This view holds that porneia should generally be 
interpreted to refer to adultery, or some form of sexual immorality, and that Jesus is giving the 
right to divorce on the grounds that adultery has violated the marriage covenant. Jim Newheiser 
states: “Jesus, however, offers one qualification: ‘except for immorality’ (also in Matt. 5:32). He 
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thus affirms that one sin so seriously ‘violates the “one-flesh” principle underlying marriage’ that 
it gives the innocent party grounds to divorce the adulterer.” Since the marriage covenant is 
broken, then remarriage is logically allowed under this view. Despite the controversy surrounding 
this passage, supporters of this view believe the interpretation is clear.55 

The second circumstance that allows for divorce in this view is abandonment. This 
allowance comes from 1 Corinthians 7:15, but it is built on the same foundations above. Since 
the people of Israel had abandoned God and joined themselves to other gods, the Lord divorced 
them. In the same way, a believer who is abandoned by his or her unbelieving spouse may also 
divorce and subsequently remarry. The proponents of this view follow the line of thinking in 1 
Corinthians 7 closely and state that the believer is not at liberty to leave the unbelieving spouse 
simply because he or she is an unbeliever. The unbeliever in this case initiates the divorce by 
separating, and thus, the believer can follow through with a divorce under such circumstances. 
There is some disagreement over whether the believing spouse can initiate the divorce 
proceeding after being abandoned or must merely wait for the unbeliever to follow through with 
the divorce. 

With slight variations, most positions would agree with the preceding position about a 
believing spouse’s accepting a divorce from an unbelieving spouse who leaves. But the biggest 
contribution that the divorce and remarriage in limited circumstances view seeks to offer from 1 
Corinthians 7 is the idea that the believing spouse is free to remarry. Paul concludes verse 15 by 
saying that “the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us 
to peace.” Based on this language and its comparison to verse 39 and Romans 7:2–3, proponents 
of this view argue that the believing spouse is free to remarry a believer once the divorce from 
the unbeliever is complete.59 

Divorce and remarriage in limited circumstances has become the majority position among 
Protestants and evangelicals. In fact, each position has ardent supporters in different segments 
of the church at large. As evidenced by the different interpretations that we have summarized, 
each position has strengths and weaknesses. What we would like to offer next is a proposed 
alternative that we believe addresses the question of divorce and remarriage with a focus on 
how best to worship the God who designed marriage in the first place. 

In sum, we can say that far different from the almost “anything goes” approach to marriage 
and divorce that has become so common in culture—even among many Christians—God desires 
us to highly honor and protect the covenant of marriage. Each of the three identified perspectives 
seeks to retain a high view of marriage, and even the most permissive view of the three that 
allows for some basis for both divorce and remarriage discourages the pursuit of divorce except 
in the most extreme contexts. 

A Proposed Alternative 

As we laid out earlier in the chapter, we believe that marriage is designed by God as a 
comprehensive, covenantal union between one man and one woman intended to endure for a 
lifetime and proximally directed toward the rearing of the next generation. The phrase “intended 
to endure for a lifetime” has the clearest application to the question of divorce and remarriage, 
but the entire definition plays a part in how we determine what course of action demonstrates 
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maximal worship of God. That being said, we want to offer an alternative to the three options 
that we have already discussed related to divorce and remarriage. 

Marriage is a comprehensive, covenantal union that necessitates that all aspects of our lives 
be joined together. This is the thrust of the one-flesh union of Genesis 2:24. As a result, separating 
the one-flesh union is extremely difficult to the point of being almost impossible. Separating the 
one-flesh union is not similar to tearing apart two sheets of paper that have been glued together. 
The man and the woman have been so intertwined through marriage that there is no reasonable 
way to tell where one begins and the other ends. This is why marriage is described as a covenant. 
It is a relationship that supersedes all other relationships in intimacy and durability. Genesis 2:24 
even tells us that marriage is greater than the bond between a child and his parents (“For this 
reason a man shall leave his father and mother …”). Therefore, we must not flippantly enter into 
the idea of breaking apart this one-flesh relationship. It is designed to be the most cohesive 
relationship that a human can take part in. 

We also believe—along with proponents of the first two views we discussed—that the 
marriage covenant is indissoluble. As Ephesians 5:22–33 clearly points out, the marriage 
covenant is to be a reflection of Christ’s covenant with the church. Thus, if Christ will never break 
his covenant and leave the church, on what grounds could a Christian argue that this is 
legitimate? Once a man and a woman have entered this indissoluble covenant, God intends that 
it will endure for a lifetime. This is in keeping with our understanding of covenants throughout 
Scripture as well as statements about the marriage covenant in Romans 7:1–3. In fact, we could 
say that even death does not break a covenant, but rather fulfills the terms of a covenant 
between a husband and wife. Since this covenant is indissoluble, we do not believe that Scripture 
condones remarriage unless a spouse has died. Again, we follow along with proponents of the 
first two views that remarriage is expressly forbidden by Jesus in Matthew 5:32; Mark 10:2–12; 
and Luke 16:18, as well as by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:10–11. 

When we approach the exception clauses in Matthew, first we believe that they do not allow 
for remarriage. Speaking of Matthew 5:32, Wenham and Heth write: “First, the statement that 
divorce will cause the woman to become an adulteress is simply another way of condemning the 
second union she will most probably be obliged to contract in her situation. Second, the ‘except 
for unchastity’ clause … may mean no more than the fact that divorcing an unchaste woman 
would not make her an adulteress, for she probably is already an adulteress, adultery being the 
most common type of sexual offence covered by the term ‘unchastity.’ ” Thus, the first 
appearance of the exception clause merely states when adultery occurs—at remarriage unless 
the divorce was first brought about by the sexual immorality of one spouse. Matthew 5:32b 
seems to make it clear that anyone who marries a divorced person commits adultery, conceivably 
because the original marriage covenant is still in effect. The impact of Matthew 19:9 can be seen 
in much the same way, especially when we look at the disciples’ reaction to Jesus’ statement. 
They were surprised to find that Jesus would rather that a man remain unmarried than to remarry 
after a divorce. 

It is on the matter of divorce itself that we walk a middle path between those who oppose 
divorce and those who allow for divorce in cases of adultery and abandonment but no 
remarriage. The exception clause in Matthew 19:9 gives us the best context for our middle path. 
Jesus is not making a blanket exception to allow for divorce in cases of adultery. Instead, his initial 
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answer—“What therefore God has joined together, let no man separate” (Matt. 19:6b)—is the 
main idea. The exception in verse 9 is a restatement of the exception in 5:32 whereby Jesus 
explains when adultery occurs (at remarriage or due to sexual immorality during the marriage). 

The reason that we do not side with the divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage 
position at this point has to do with the earlier context of Matthew’s Gospel. In the previous 
chapter, Jesus teaches on discipline and forgiveness. In his classic formulation for discipline, Jesus 
instructs his disciples to confront a fellow believer in private when the person is found to be in 
sin. The believer is then given the opportunity to repent. If that does not work, then we are to 
take one or two other believers with us and confront the believer again. If the sinful believer still 
refuses to repent, we take it to the church. Upon confrontation by the church, if the believer still 
refuses to repent, he or she is to be treated as a Gentile and tax collector—or an unbeliever 
(Matt. 18:15–17). In the verses that follow, Peter asks Jesus about forgiving his brother. Rather 
than simply forgiving his brother seven times, Jesus instructs Peter, he is to forgive his brother 
seventy times seven (vv. 21–22). The idea that Jesus proposes is that we should not keep count 
of the times we have forgiven. As Morris suggests: “This, of course, is not counseling an essay in 
arithmetic so that the seventy-eighth offense need not be forgiven. It is a way of saying that for 
Jesus’ followers forgiveness is to be unlimited. For them forgiveness is a way of life. Bearing in 
mind what they have been forgiven, they cannot withhold forgiveness from any who sin against 
them.” The parable that follows in verses 23–35 drives home the point that we forgive those who 
sin against us because God has forgiven us of so much more. 

In light of this teaching, the believer who finds that her spouse has committed adultery should 
confront him and follow the steps that Jesus laid out in the previous chapter. If none of those 
work, then she should consider him to be an unbeliever. All along the way, forgiveness is freely 
offered because God has forgiven so much more. Admittedly, this is a difficult teaching, and we 
must recognize that Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness falls within a separate section from his 
teaching on marriage and divorce. But because the Holy Spirit inspired Matthew in the 
construction of his Gospel, it is worth noting that these two difficult teachings are back-to-back 
in the text. 

If the situation reaches the point that the guilty party refuses to repent, then the innocent 
spouse is to consider him an unbeliever. Now we venture into the realm of 1 Corinthians 7:12–
16. In his instructions to the church at Corinth, Paul tells the believer to remain married to an 
unbeliever as long as the unbelieving spouse consents to remain married (vv. 12–13). If the 
unbelieving spouse refuses to live with the believer, then the believer can accept a divorce (v. 
15). Connecting this to the matter of adultery from Matthew 19, the innocent spouse offers 
forgiveness and calls the offending spouse to repent, walking through the steps of discipline from 
Matthew 18. Once the matter reaches the most extreme level and the guilty spouse is considered 
an unbeliever for lack of repentance, then the innocent party may accept a divorce from the 
guilty spouse if he does not consent to live with her. Such a response is consistent with Paul’s 
summary of Jesus’ teaching that believers should not divorce (1 Cor. 7:10–11) but also takes into 
account if a believer is not repentant and under discipline from the church. 

After such a divorce, neither party has biblical warrant for remarriage because the covenant 
remains in place. As Romans 7:1–3 clearly states, the only event that would allow for remarriage 
is the death of a spouse. Again, we realize that our view may seem difficult to bear for some, but 
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we believe it best fits the idea of worship. God has called us to worship him in every aspect of 
our lives. Walking through both the sublime and difficult experiences of marriage should benefit 
the process of sanctification. Unfortunately, many in our contemporary world encourage us to 
pursue the sublime and escape the difficult. Wenham and Heth summarize this idea best as they 
write, “In both Catholic and Protestant circles today the general trend is to move too quickly from 
a less-than-adequate exegesis of the relevant texts to an overly humanistic concern for the 
temporal happiness and wellbeing of the individuals involved.” 

We have one last caveat before we conclude this topic. Some may argue that our position 
could place a vulnerable spouse in danger from abuse or neglect. Yet we do believe that in light 
of Paul’s teaching in 1 Corinthians 7, it may very well be wise for a spouse who is facing abuse or 
serious neglect to physically separate from the abusive spouse for the protection of himself or 
herself and for the protection of any children. In fact, in many (perhaps most, depending on the 
situation in each individual case) cases, we further encourage including the use of legal 
mechanisms to ensure safety. But even in such cases, to be consistent with Paul’s teaching in 1 
Corinthians 7, we emphasize that the goal and intent of such a separation is not to seek divorce, 
but rather to pursue the proper context for restoration. Certainly, repentance, healing, and a 
long demonstrable history of fruit in keeping with repentance as overseen by the elders of a local 
church as well as other professional and legal entities are key to evaluating when a reunion would 
be in order. But the purpose is restoration. We do not believe that the Christian should pursue 
divorce, nor should the Christian pursue remarriage if the eventual outcome of that separation 
is divorce. 

Conclusion 

We have covered a significant amount of ground in this chapter—the biblical definition of 
marriage, the question of divorce and remarriage, and the connection of these to worship. As we 
have mentioned before, our desire in laying out this vision for marriage, divorce, and remarriage 
is not to create a list of rules and regulations that must be followed in order to fulfill a mandate. 
Instead, our desire is for all believers to live out the vision of marriage that Scripture gives us in 
order to love our God well and worship him fully. We believe this vision of marriage produces an 
attitude of worship directed toward the One who created marriage. 

When lived out faithfully, this vision of marriage does not mean that life will be easy or simple. 
Uniting two people in the most intimate relationship possible has the effect of bringing two 
sinners in close proximity to each other. Dave Harvey writes: 

If you are married, or soon to be married, you are discovering that your marriage is not a romance 
novel. Marriage is the union of two people who arrive toting the luggage of life. And that luggage 
always contains sin. Often it gets opened right there on the honeymoon, sometimes it waits for 
the week after. But the suitcases are always there, sometimes tripping their owners, sometimes 
popping open unexpectedly and disgorging forgotten contents. We must not ignore our sin, 
because it is the very context where the gospel shines brightest. 

Despite the sin in our lives, we can depend on the Holy Spirit to strengthen us in marriage 
and to lead us in sanctification. Living out this vision of marriage is the outworking of a life of 
worship for this aspect of our lives. 
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Key Terms and Concepts 

comprehensive union 
covenant 
divorce 
divorce and remarriage in limited circumstances view 
divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage view 
exception clauses 
heterosexuality 
monogamy 
no divorce and no remarriage view 
Obergefell v. Hodges 
one-flesh union 
remarriage 

Key Scriptures 

Genesis 1:26–28 
Genesis 2:18–25 
Deuteronomy 24:1–4 
Proverbs 2:17 
Jeremiah 3:1, 8, 14 
Malachi 2:14–16 
Matthew 5:32 
Matthew 19:1–12 
Mark 10:1–12 
Luke 16:18 
Romans 7:1–3 
1 Corinthians 7 
Ephesians 5:18–32 

Study Questions 

1. What are the key elements of the biblical definition of marriage? How does the biblical 
definition differ from definitions of marriage found in legal cases and government 
regulations? What makes the biblical definition of marriage superior? 

2. Why is Genesis 1–2 such a significant passage for understanding God’s design for 
marriage? What other passages are important for knowing and abiding by God’s design 
for marriage? 

3. What are the primary differences between the divorce and remarriage in limited 
circumstances view, the divorce in limited circumstances but no remarriage view, and the 
no divorce and no remarriage view? 

4. What did Jesus teach about allowances for divorce and remarriage? What are the 
exception clauses? Why is one’s interpretation of the exception clauses significant? 
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5. After studying the possible Christian views of divorce and remarriage, describe the view 
that best fits your understanding of the biblical passages. 
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2. Marrying foreign women (11) 

The condemnation of intermarriage is worth discussing because it seems alien and remote to us. 
We find it hard to understand, because we rightly attempt to refrain from racism, we enjoy food 
and people from many cultures (notice the order!), and we value our freedom to make our own 
choices about who we marry. When the Bible seems alien to us, we have to work hard to break 
through the barriers to make sense of it, and to understand its relevance to us. 

a. Not racism but holiness 

The first thing to say is that what we have here is not racism. The point was not the race of the 
women, it was that they were daughters that is, followers, of a foreign god. We see in Ezra 6 that 
the God’s people welcomed converted Gentiles to join them in the Passover: ‘So the Israelites 
who had returned from the exile ate it, together with all who had separated themselves from the 
unclean practices of their Gentile neighbours in order to seek the LORD, the God of Israel.’ This 
had been legitimate since the Passover was instituted. Ruth, for example, was from Moab, but 
she had abandoned the Moabite gods, and taken on the service of the God of Israel.14 

The second is that the division between Jews and Gentiles has been taken away by the death 
of Christ in the New Testament: 

So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called ‘the uncircumcision’ by 
those who are called ‘the circumcision’—a physical circumcision made in the flesh by human 
hands—remember that you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the 
commonwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and 
without God in the world. But now in Christ Jesus you who once were far off have been 
brought near by the blood of Christ. For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups 
into one and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us. He has 
abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, so that he might create in himself 
one new humanity in place of the two, thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups 

 
23 Liederbach, M. D., & Lenow, E. (2021). Ethics as Worship: The Pursuit of Moral Discipleship 

(pp. 611–652). P&R Publishing. 
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to God in one body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. So he 
came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were near … 

So believers in Christ should not support racism. All human beings are of one blood (Acts 
17:26), and are all equally made in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27). The division instituted by 
God between his chosen people, the descendants of Abraham, and the other nations has now 
been erased by the death of Christ. We must repudiate racism. 

But, if it is not racism, what is this condemnation of marrying foreign women? And the answer 
is that God is holy. God has made his people holy. God wants his people to be holy (Lev. 11:45). 
To be holy means to be wholly devoted to God, to share God’s values, to obey God’s will, to trust 
God’s promises, to keep God’s covenant, to live to God’s glory. To be holy is not to be neutral; it 
is to be transformed by God, and to be committed to God. Foreigners could be included in the 
nation, without polluting it, as long as men were circumcised, and as long as they turned away 
from idolatry, kept the law and the covenant, and worshipped and served the true and living God. 

God’s people were thrown out of the land because of their idolatry, so it was especially foolish 
of them to head in that same direction again. Solomon had previously led them into idolatry by 
marrying foreign wives (1 Kgs 11:1–13). As Joyce Baldwin comments, ‘Since apostasy had been 
responsible for the exile, it was unthinkable that the whole community should be put at risk 
again.’ 

So the point is not racism, but the requirement that the people of Israel follow the first two 
of the Ten Commandments: 

I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; 
you shall have no other gods before me. You shall not make for yourself an idol, whether in 
the form of anything that is in heaven above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the 
water under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or worship them. 

b. What about us? 

The first point to make is that for New Testament believers in Christ there are no prohibitions on 
marrying someone of another race, ethnicity, tribe, culture or social group. While there is still 
deep racism in many people, we must not be controlled by that sinful attitude. Our unity in the 
human race is stronger than our divisions, and we are indeed all one in Christ Jesus. ‘In that 
renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!’ 

The second point to make is that we are wise to marry a fellow-believer in Christ. So Paul 
encouraged a wife who is considering remarriage after the death of her husband that ‘she is free 
to marry anyone she wishes, only in the Lord’. 

Does the New Testament forbid a believer to marry an unbeliever? It would seem so from 2 
Corinthians: ‘Do not be mismatched with unbelievers’. However there is no suggestion in the 
context of 2 Corinthians 6 that Paul was writing about marriage. The point he made was about 
joining with idolaters, as we see from the surrounding verses. 

So, this is not primarily about marriage, nor is it about leaving a corrupt church, but it does 
apply to entering into marriage which would involve engaging in idolatry. Paul was warning the 
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believers not to take part in pagan idolatrous worship, which was such a natural and common 
activity in Corinth at the time. As he wrote in 1 Corinthians: 

No, I imply that what pagans sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons and not to God. I do not want 
you to be partners with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons. 
You cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. Or are we provoking 
the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than he? 

This does not mean that the believers in Corinth should have no contact with unbelievers, as 
Paul also makes clear in 1 Corinthians. 

I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral persons—not at all meaning 
the immoral of this world, or the greedy and robbers, or idolaters, since you would then need 
to go out of the world. 

He will even allow believers to eat meat from the market, even though it might have been offered 
to an idol beforehand (1 Cor. 10:23–30). But it does mean that while in full contact with the world, 
we must guard against formal associations that would corrupt us. We are called to be ‘in the 
world’, but not ‘of the world’. Indeed, we are sent ‘into the world’. As Jesus prayed for his 
disciples: 

I am not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them from the evil 
one. They do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. Sanctify them in 
the truth; your word is truth. As you have sent me into the world, so I have sent them into 
the world. 

Furthermore, we also see that if a believer is already married to an unbeliever, Paul did not 
require divorce: on the contrary, he encouraged the believer to stay married in order to win that 
person to Christ. 

To the rest I say—I and not the Lord—that if any believer has a wife who is an unbeliever, and 
she consents to live with him, he should not divorce her. And if any woman has a husband 
who is an unbeliever, and he consents to live with her, she should not divorce him … But if 
the unbelieving partner separates, let it be so; in such a case the brother or sister is not 
bound. It is to peace that God has called you. Wife, for all you know, you might save your 
husband. Husband, for all you know, you might save your wife. 

In many societies in the world, a Christian may have little choice about who they marry, because 
such decisions are made by parents or families. In those cases, a Christian may be ‘unequally 
yoked’ with an unbeliever by the decision of others. In that situation, this instruction from Paul 
would apply. 

We should also note that while Malachi warned the Israelites not to divorce their wives and 
marry idolaters, he did not give any instruction to those who had done so. Should they then 
divorce their pagan spouses, and remarry their former partners? Malachi does not answer that 
question. However in Ezra 9 and 10, we read of Israelites who had married idolaters (there is no 
suggestion that they have been already married within Israel). There Ezra required them to send 
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away their foreign wives. This would mean that those women would return to their parents’ 
families. 

Whatever happened in the days of Malachi or Ezra, our situation as Christian believers is 
different, and we should follow Paul’s instructions as outlined above. 

3. Divorcing their Israelite wives (13–15) 

The situation was further complicated and the sin compounded because in order to marry foreign 
wives, the Israelite men had divorced their Israelite wives. 

The LORD was a witness between you and the wife of your youth, to whom you have been 
faithless, though she is your companion and your wife by covenant. Did not one God make 
her? Both flesh and spirit are his (14–15). 

a. God loves marriage 

Notice the beautiful description of marriage in these verses. Wife of your youth, companion, and 
your wife by covenant. They were long-term marriages: marriage was all about companionship 
and partnership, and marriage was made by covenant, that is, by promise. This is a very high view 
of marriage, and in fact the most positive statement about marriage in the Old Testament, 
because the important word ‘covenant’ is only occasionally used of marriage. God made and 
designed marriage, and according to Genesis, marriage provides a helping partnership, and 
makes man and wife ‘one flesh’. 

God loves marriage, and gave us marriage as a good gift. Good marriages bring great blessing 
to husband and wife, to any children who are born of the marriage, to the extended family, to 
the local community and to society as a whole. Of course we humans have infinite creativity and 
energy to corrupt all of God’s good gifts, not least marriage. The closeness of marriage can 
become a prison, married people can engage in physical or psychological abuse, people can be 
bad parents, and married couples can either selfishly idolize their marriages or despise their 
marriages and their partner. However God loves marriage; it is a good gift to be received with 
praise and thanksgiving, and it should be cherished and nurtured. 

Because God loves marriage: I hate divorce (16). The text does not say that God hates 
divorced people. It is because God knows the good power of marriage that he hates its 
destruction. And God certainly does not hate those Israelite women who have been so wantonly 
discarded by their husbands. It is because God wanted to protect women from being treated that 
way that he declared I hate divorce. And God stands watch over their marriages: the LORD was a 
witness between you and the wife of your youth, to whom you have been faithless (14). The 
covenant Lord is the witness to the covenant of marriage: and he defends marriages by speaking 
against those who would destroy them. 

The purpose of this emphatic statement from God is to stop any Israelite man who is thinking 
of divorcing his wife to marry a woman from outside Israel. 

When God tells us what he hates, it is in order to warn us away from such behaviour. So God 
hates temple worship when the people who offer it are unrepentant murderers and oppressing 
others: ‘Your new moons and your appointed festivals my soul hates.’ Similarly, because God 
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loves justice, he hates injustice: ‘For I the LORD love justice, I hate robbery and wrongdoing.’ So 
too God hates the planning of evil, and lies, deceptions, and false promises: 

These are the things that you shall do: Speak the truth to one another, render in your gates 
judgments that are true and make for peace, do not devise evil in your hearts against one 
another, and love no false oath; for all these are things that I hate, says the LORD. 

God hates things that harm us, and God hates actions we do that harm others. Those who 
have been discarded by their husbands or wives because they wanted a replacement spouse or 
because they wanted a change will know the immense pain of that kind of divorce, and will be 
comforted by knowing that God hates that kind of divorce as well. 

b. What should we think about divorce? 

In this matter, as in all matters, we should try to think God’s thoughts after him, by studying the 
Scriptures and believing their teaching. In accepting God’s words, we think his thoughts, and 
honour him. God values marriage very highly; so should we. God hates divorce, so we should 
lament the premature end of marriages. And we should hate the kind of divorce found here in 
Malachi, in which wives were dismissed simply because husbands wanted to marry other women. 

Of course in the Old Testament, although marriage was highly regarded, divorce was 
permitted in some limited circumstances (Deut. 24:1–4). In the New Testament Jesus said that 
this provision was in place because of their hard hearts: ‘It was because you were so hard-hearted 
that Moses allowed you to divorce your wives.’ Jesus also spoke of the priority of resisting divorce 
and staying married: 

Have you not read that the one who made them at the beginning ‘made them male and 
female’, and said ‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his 
wife, and the two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore 
what God has joined together, let no one separate. 

Jesus’ priority was to preserve marriages, and to limit unnecessary or trivial divorces. 
However he did allow the possibility of divorce: ‘And I say to you, whoever divorces his wife, 
except for unchastity, and marries another commits adultery.’ Paul also allowed divorce if a 
believer is married to an unbeliever, and the unbeliever wants to end the marriage (1 Cor. 7:10–
16). Many Christians today hold that divorce is permitted in these two cases, and none other. 
Others hold that irretrievable breakdown or domestic violence or abuse are other legitimate 
grounds for divorce. None believe that marriages should be ended lightly. All would agree that 
marriage should be honoured, and married couples should be encouraged to stay together. This 
is more likely to happen if husbands cherish their wives, and wives cherish their husbands, and 
both husbands and wives work to encourage each other and build up their marriages. It is also 
more likely to happen if friends support each other in their marriages, and marriage is highly 
valued in churches. 

It remains a serious sin to divorce your wife in order to marry an unbeliever; in such situations, 
it is clear that God hates divorce, and we too should hate such divorces. As Malachi pointed out, 



Summer of Lies 
LIE #4:  You MUST be Married to Please God 

 

 150 

in such cases it is a double sin. It is faithlessness: breaking the covenant of marriage, and breaking 
the covenant unity of God’s people. 

4. Marriage to idolaters (15) 

Malachi said: Did not one God make her? Both flesh and spirit are his. And what does the one God 
desire? Godly offspring. So look to yourselves, and do not let anyone be faithless to the wife of his 
youth. (15). 

God’s plan was to produce a great nation from the descendants of Abraham, and that, within 
the tribes and families, parents would teach their children the Law of Moses, show them how to 
put it into practice, and teach them that fear of the Lord is the foundation of all wisdom. To marry 
a foreigner who was a worshipper of other gods would undermine and imperil this plan. Judah 
has profaned the sanctuary of the LORD, which he loves, and has married the daughter of a foreign 
god (11). 

By marrying foreigners, Israelite men might well be seduced away from the worship of the 
Lord as the one true and only God. Their new wives would not be able to teach their children to 
worship the Lord. The men would have divided hearts, and be less able to teach their children 
the truth. The extended families of the new wives would influence the children away from the 
worship of the Lord. The children would have divided loyalties, and might try to worship the gods 
of their mother as well as the Lord God of their father. The father, mother and children might 
well try to worship all their family gods, both the Lord God and the other gods as well. Disastrous! 

There are several ways in which we might apply this message. 
First, God loves children being brought up to know and trust the Lord Jesus, and to trust and 

obey their loving heavenly Father. This is more likely to happen if a believer marries another 
believer, and they agree to raise their children to know and trust God. 

Secondly, we should encourage Christian parents to pray with their children and pray for 
them; to teach their children from the Bible; and to model what it means to live as believers. 

Thirdly, churches should work hard to support parents in this ministry, and to provide 
additional mentors for children, and people to train and teach them. 

Fourthly, as many future believers will not come from the children of believers but from 
people with no Christian background, churches should be active in evangelism, converting men, 
women and children to Jesus Christ. The church of Jesus Christ grows by evangelism! 

Fifthly, the church should warn its members not to flirt with other religions, other ideas, or 
other ways of living that will seduce people away from pure devotion to Christ. As Paul wrote to 
the church at Corinth: 

I feel a divine jealousy for you, for I promised you in marriage to one husband, to present you 
as a chaste virgin to Christ. But I am afraid that as the serpent deceived Eve by its cunning, 
your thoughts will be led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if someone 
comes and proclaims another Jesus than the one we proclaimed, or if you receive a different 
spirit from the one you received, or a different gospel from the one you accepted, you submit 
to it readily enough. 
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5. Violence (16) 

We have seen a cluster of sins. The central sin is that Israelite men married women who were 
idolaters. To do this they had to first divorce their Israelite wives. This meant that they profaned 
the holiness of God’s temple and God’s people. It also meant that their children would be unlikely 
to grow up knowing and serving the only true God. The other associated sin was that of violence. 
So Malachi preached: For I hate divorce, says the LORD, the God of Israel, and covering one’s 
garment with violence, says the LORD of hosts. So take heed to yourselves and do not be faithless 
(16). 

What did it mean to cover one’s garment with violence? It could mean that violent physical 
abuse accompanied divorcing a wife. That would of course be appalling. It is, however, more 
likely to be a reference to the offering of sacrifices. So while the men were divorcing their wives, 
they were also offering sacrifices in the temple. This links with an earlier verse in this section: 
And this you do as well: You cover the LORD’s altar with tears, with weeping and groaning because 
he no longer regards the offering or accepts it with favour at your hand (13). 

So the men were such hypocrites that they were divorcing their wives, and also offering 
sacrifices, and wondering why the Lord was rejecting them. This was a common problem: 
continuing to take part in temple worship, while engaging in rank disobedience towards the Lord 
of the temple. As Micah had prophesied: 

With what shall I come before the LORD, 
and bow myself before God on high? 

Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, 
with calves a year old? 

Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams, 
with ten thousands of rivers of oil? 

Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression, 
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? 

He has told you, O mortal, what is good; 
and what does the LORD require of you 

but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God? 

We should remember that hypocrites are usually blind to their hypocrisy. Sin blinds us to sin, 
and so hypocrisy blinds us to hypocrisy. Hypocrites can rarely see the great gap between their 
religious practice and their rampant sins. Hypocrisy is usually blind. They just don’t see what all 
the fuss is about. If challenged about their behaviour, they think it is covered by their religious 
practice. That is why we need good friends to challenge us as individuals. And that is why we 
need good preachers and leaders of churches to challenge us to repent of our shared hypocrisies 
as churches. 

I remember visiting some friends involved in Christian ministry in a non-Western nation. As 
they talked about the church there, I became more and more horrified at the sins of that church. 
When I talked about this with my friends who lived in the country I learnt a lot when they pointed 
out that churches and Christians are naturally sinful in the ways in which their societies are sinful, 
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and that my strong reaction was against the sins of the culture as much as the sins of the church. 
They also pointed out that if Christians from that country visited Australia, they would be 
horrified at the sins of the Australian church, which of course are the sins of Australian society. 
They kindly suggested that I might be blind to those sins, because they were the sins of my 
culture! Often we need people from other countries to point out our hypocrisies. 

We need to pray that God would do a great miracle and make us single-hearted people, with 
the purity of heart to desire and will one thing, the glory of God. As Joshua had warned the people 
of God so long ago of how difficult it was to serve God alone: 

Now therefore revere the LORD, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the 
gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. Now if 
you are unwilling to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods 
your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose 
land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD. 

6. Pastoral postscript 

There are many painful issues raised by this section of Malachi, because marriage and the raising 
of children are tender issues for many in our churches. Some want to get married, and cannot 
find someone to marry. Some want to have children, and are not able to do so. Some feel trapped 
in difficult marriages. Some are married to unbelievers, or to a husband or wife who was formerly 
a believer, but is no longer a practising Christian. Some have raised their children in the faith of 
Christ, and now find that their children have turned away from Christ. Some have ended their 
marriages, and now realize that this was a mistake. Some have had children who have died. Some 
have had children who have serious health problems. Some have experienced painful divorce, 
especially if they have been discarded by their husband or wife. Some have come from very 
dysfunctional families or marriages, and feel that biblical standards are impossible to achieve. 
Many feel that their marriages are in a mess. Many parents feel that they are not doing a good 
job of raising their children. There are people in these situations in most of our churches. 

When I meet people in those situations I try to do the following: 

• Listen patiently, and try to understand as much as I am able. 
• Say, ‘Whatever else you do, you should trust God, and trust his love, compassion, power 

and goodness.’ 
• Encourage people to find a few good and trustworthy and discreet friends to promise to 

pray for them constantly. 
• Say, ‘Feel free to tell God all your anger, all your frustration, and all your pain.’ 
• I pray for them. 

I include these comments because some who read this book will be in these painful situations. I 
also include them to make everyone aware of these personal issues that are present in our 
churches, and to help people to love those who suffer in these ways. For we should all ‘bear one 
another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfil the law of Christ’. We should do this humbly and 
with compassion and faithfulness. 
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These verses from Malachi are a call to faithfulness: a call to be faithful in marriage, a call to 
be faithful to our fellow-believers, and a call to be faithful to our faithful God. To be faithless to 
our fellow-believers is to be faithless to God. To be faithless to the church of Jesus Christ is to be 
faithless to God. We must beware, lest our Judas-hearts lead us to betray others and betray God. 
God is true to his character that he has revealed to us. He keeps his promises; he is a God of great 
faithfulness and steadfast covenant love, and his mercies are ‘new every morning’, and ‘never 
come to an end’. And all God’s promises find their yes in the Lord Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 1:20).24 
 

 
24 Adam, P. (2013). The Message of Malachi: “I Have Loved You,” Says the Lord (A. Motyer & 

D. Tidball, Eds.; pp. 84–94). Inter-Varsity Press. 
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