
Faith, marriage and singleness
Ephesians 5:21-33 & 1 Corinthians 7:1-16

The United States Declaration of Independence declares these three things 
to be undeniable human rights: Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness.  It’s 
not far off the Mission of God as revealed in the Bible.  But there’s one part 
that human beings need to have their thinking renewed in by their Creator 
God.

The Mission of God, as we’ve said before, is ‘Life… to the Full.’  To find life 
that is whole and full and true, in and through Jesus Christ.  And the Mission 
of God is Liberty - that human beings would be released from everything that 
detracts from a whole, full life - sin, death, poverty, exclusion, oppression, 
illness, relational strife - and Jesus Christ has begun that, will complete it, and 
invites us to participate in it in the meantime.

But what about this last part - ‘the Pursuit of Happiness?’  Is that part of what 
it is to be fully human?  Lots of us still talk about ‘what makes me happy’ as if 
that’s how to decide what to pursue.  But God reveals that although we’ve got 
the subject right, we’ve got the object wrong.

The Bible says that it’s sin that leads you to put the pursuit of your happiness 
and wellbeing first.  And it’s Christ that leads you to put the pursuit of others’
happiness and wellbeing above that, and behind just one thing - pursuing the 
glory of God.  That’s how to be fully human, in a Christ-transformed way.

All of this gets summed up by Ephesians 5:21 - ‘Submit to one another out of 
reverence for Christ.’  Whether married or single, male or female, adult or 
child; submit your living and loving to be for the benefit of others in your 
church and in your life, and do it for the glory of Jesus.

This morning, we’re going to take a brief tour through some of the Bible’s 
teaching on marriage first of all, then after singing together we’ll think about 
singleness, and see how living in either one of these ways works the way it’s 
designed to when we live for life, liberty and the pursuit of the glory of God 
and the happiness of others.

This is really a summing up of three sermons’ worth of reflections on marriage 
and singleness that we did back in June 2015, so if you want to scratch 
deeper on any of this stuff, have a look on our website back to the ‘Positive 
Sexuality’ series we did then.

�1



We read from Ephesians 5:21-33.  A lot of people hear the ‘wives, submit to 
your husbands’ bit and stop listening.  But you’ve got to read the rest of it to 
realise that this is about how husband and wife are to ‘submit to one another 
out of reverence for Christ.’

Marriage works when this self-giving submission is mutual.  In fact, marriage 
is mutual self-giving submission.  I’ve got a car.  I can’t do what I like with it.  
If I try to eat it, or take it on a lead and give it a walk, or sing a duet with it, it 
won’t work - because that’s just not what it is.  It is for driving.

I’ve got a marriage.  I can’t do what I like with it.  If I try to control it, take it for 
granted, make it about what I need, it won’t work - because that’s just not 
what it is.  It is for mutual self-giving submission.  That’s according to the God 
who designed it.

There are instructions specific to the wife, and instructions specific to the 
husband, which reflect something of the equal-but-different complementarity 
that is at the heart of the opposite sex one man one woman marriage 
relationship that God designed for human beings.

We have three verses following v.21 where it’s spelled out for the wives - 
submit to your husbands as the church submits to Jesus Christ.  vv.22-24 
say: Let the husband be the head, let him bear that responsibility and trust, 
and follow his lead in your lives together.

The idea of ‘the husband as the head of the house’ is kind of outdated 
though, isn’t it?  These days we tend to view marriages more as a team 
working together with nobody above the other.

Part of that modern rethinking is good - it acknowledges the Biblical truth that 
man and woman are created as equals, and moves us away from the sexist, 
male-biased thinking that has characterised our society, marriages and 
families for centuries.  But part of the ‘we’re a team together’ thinking has 
forgotten that every team, actually, has a leader in it.

In every sports team, there’s a captain.  They are not the captain because 
they are the best player necessarily, although their performance should be an 
example to the rest of the team.  There may well be more talented and more 
influential players in the team.
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But the captain has that role because it is recognised that the coach has 
given them that place.  The trust of making the decisions on the pitch and 
stepping up to have the awkward conversations with the ref when needed.

The church has Jesus Christ as captain, which is brilliant, because He’s a 
better leader than anyone and certainly far better than any husband to their 
family.  But God’s design was that the man in a marriage should be the one 
entrusted, ultimately, to make the big calls and take the responsibility of 
leading.

This won’t mean that the wife’s views and ideas shouldn’t be heard or the 
husband’s mind shouldn’t be changed by these - and most successful 
marriages discover that doing it the way the wife suggested is almost always 
the best idea.  But the buck stops with the bloke, and he’s to make the final 
call in the moments of deadlock and the big choices.

Now, that’s really a very vulnerable position for a woman to put herself in - to 
submit control and leadership of life to a man like that.  And frankly, that kind 
of vulnerability and giving over of herself simply won’t work.  Unless…  
Unless the husband expresses the deeper vulnerability and giving over of 
himself in return that the following nine verses talk about.

That’s right, folks.  It only takes three verses for women to understand what 
Paul is telling them, but it takes the blokes three times as long to get it…  
More seriously, Paul takes a bit longer here because he’s radically 
challenging 1st century ideas about women.  Women are not objects.  They 
are not men’s property.  They are to be honoured, treasured and died for.

Have a look at the way that Paul calls husbands to submit to their wives in v.
25 - ‘Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the Church and gave 
Himself up for her.’  How did Jesus love the Church?  He died for us.  He 
submitted and gave up absolutely everything for her.

There is nothing He withheld, no matter how inconvenient, reputationally 
shameful, emotionally painful and ultimately deadly that was for Him.  Now, 
what if husbands loved their wives like that?

From being the one who gets up to put that last light out; to using the wee bit 
extra cash this month to buy the thing she’s had her eye on instead of the 
thing you’ve had your eye on; to what you watch on telly or at the cinema; to 
how you relate to your family and hers - husband, you put everything aside 
for your wife.
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Now, that’s really a very vulnerable position for a man to put himself in - to 
keep pouring himself out in every way he can to please and bless his wife.  It 
has the potential to be abused by a woman every bit as much as a man can 
abuse his headship.  And frankly, this kind of vulnerability and giving over of 
himself just won’t work… unless, the husband really knows he has the 
respect of his wife, as v.33 says.

When a man and a woman join together as one flesh and live their united life 
in this way - putting all the meeting of their own needs in the hands of the 
other one; and both spouses committing to other-blessing instead of self-
blessing - it is a beautiful thing.  ‘Pursuing the happiness of the other.’  
‘Submitting to one another out of reverence for Christ.’

It will unfold in every area of their lives - how they spend their money and 
time, how they discuss their big life choices, how they discuss their trivial 
daily choices, how they have sex, where to live and work and go on holiday.

Question:

‘How can I as a wife submit leadership of our life together more to you, my 
husband?’ and, ‘How can I as a husband give up more of myself to bless, 
nourish, support and honour you, my wife?’

OR

What couple do you know who are the strongest example of good marriage to 
you?  What makes their marriage so obviously strong?

We also read from 1 Corinthians 7:1-16.  This whole chapter is about 
marriage, singleness, sexuality and how faith affects our choices about all 
these things, and it’s worth reading and knowing as a whole.  But we’re going 
to pick up here on one other boundary for sex and marriage that we didn’t get 
to last week.

In vv.12-16, Paul discusses some life circumstances that are familiar to a 
number of us in our church.  It’s the situation where one person in a marriage 
is a Christian, and the other is not.

The first thing to say about this part of the passage, is that it is not 
recommending or even permitting Christian people to choose to enter into a 
marriage with someone who is not a Christian.  Scan down the verses to v.39, 
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and we find Paul reminding Christian widows that if they choose to marry 
again, the husband must ‘belong to the Lord.’

Paul says more about this the second time he writes to this Corinthian 
church.  In 2 Corinthians 6:14, Paul writes, ‘Do not be yoked together with 
unbelievers.  For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common?  
Or what fellowship can light have with darkness?’

That image of the yoke is really helpful as a picture of what happens when 
two people marry.  Being yoked together means having to pull in the same 
direction, having the same priorities, walking the same way in life.

When you are a Christian, your priorities become God’s priorities.  If your life 
is bound together in marriage to someone who isn’t a Christian, then you start 
pulling against each other in your priorities.

The longer I go on in ministry, the more I see and hear the truth of this in real 
life experience.  To those of us who are not in this situation yet, Paul’s 
teaching was: Don’t choose to be - which is why if anyone following Jesus 
asks me if I’ll marry them with someone who isn’t, I’ll ask them to think again.

But what if you’re already married - you’re already yoked - with someone who 
doesn’t follow Jesus as you do?  God’s direction to those in that situation is, 
in two words, ‘stay together.’  Many people living in a marriage where they 
believe in Jesus and their spouse does not, live together in harmony, mutual 
respect and peace about that.  That’s good, and that marriage and that peace 
is to be celebrated.

But sometimes that’s not the case, which is why we’ve got v.15.  At any rate, 
on the part of the Christian in the marriage, it is for you to stay committed to 
that marriage as long as the other person is.  There’s no ‘I’ve become a 
Christian and just feel like we’re too different now and we want different 
things, so I’d like to call it a day.’

v.14 encourages you to believe that God is at work, positively transforming 
your family just as He is positively transforming you - that’s what sanctification 
is.  But v.14 does not say that God has justified - that is, put right with God - 
anybody else in your family through your faith.  It’s up to them whether they 
put their lives in Jesus’ hands or not.  So it matters that you talk to them about 
Jesus.
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It seems sensible that you don’t spend every evening having the same 
conversation:
‘Honey, I’m home.  How was your day?’
‘Good thanks, but have you put your trust in the Lord Jesus Christ yet dear?’
‘No, but thanks for bringing it up again darling…’

One suggestion for you is that instead of talking about Jesus every day, or 
never talking about Him; why don’t you agree with your husband or wife that 
2 or 3 times in the year, you’ll set some time for you to talk about faith in 
Jesus?  Put it in the diary together.  ‘The weekend of the 24th, we’ll go for 
coffee and talk about why I am a Christian and why you’re not.’

That gives you both some parameters for peace.  It gives you as the Christian 
regular opportunities to add words to your deeds in your witness to your 
spouse.  And it gives your spouse the space to know that they’re not going to 
get hit with the Bible every day.

v.16 does not express a silent complacency that ‘God will bring them to Him 
in the end too.’  It expresses a much more healthy uncertainty that drives you 
to keep talking about Jesus, so far as you agree with your spouse to do that.  
Maybe they will be saved as you have been; maybe they won’t.  How do you 
know?

Because you don’t know; you’re not complacent.  You’re praying.  You’re 
talking.  You’re giving yourself in total loving submission more and more.  God 
can get to work when you embrace that gut feeling that this matters to you.

Marriage is not always easy, in fact it is frequently very difficult, and anyone 
who tells you that theirs hasn’t been is either lying or else worryingly unaware 
of how their spouse really is.  But it is good.  And it works when we live it the 
way God designed it.  The pursuit of the happiness of the other.  Submitting 
to one another out of reverence for Christ.

~
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Faith and singleness
1 Corinthians 7:25-40

The world tends to tell us that there’s nothing worse than being single.  It’s 
the message we hear in nearly every film, song, TV show and movie.  It’s like 
the ‘pursuit of happiness’ is synonymous with ‘the pursuit of a person to share 
my body with.’  By single, I don’t mean ‘not married, but got a girlfriend or 
boyfriend thanks very much.’  I mean a person who does not have a sexual 
partner.

Within that broad category, there are all sorts of different people - virgins, 
widows and widowers, those who have been through divorce, those who 
experience same sex attraction and are committed to remaining celibate in 
light of God’s Word, and those who have chosen to turn from a previous 
lifestyle and live as a single person.

And both the world and the church have given the match-making message 
that things aren’t right until this singleness thing gets dealt with in a person’s 
life.  Now the world can say what it likes about it, that’s up to them.  But the 
church must start saying something different about singleness, because 
God’s Word says singleness is not a problem to be solved.  Here in 1 
Corinthians 7, Paul says that it’s good to be single.

Singleness is described not as inferior like the world says, but actually, as 
superior all the way from vv.25-40 (especially v.38 - ‘So then, he who marries 
the virgin does right, but he who does not marry her does even better.’)

One thing that comes through in this chapter is that Paul thinks time is short - 
he’s writing as if Jesus is coming back to this world tomorrow.  And the thing 
is, maybe Jesus is.  Put in a nutshell, Paul thinks that single people are less 
tied down by things that are passing away; and more effective at setting 
about building God’s Kingdom before Jesus returns to throw out the rotten 
and bring in the redeemed.

In vv.29-31, Paul lists a number of things that are present in this world that 
easily consume and define us.  Marriage and nuclear family life in v.29; grief 
and loss in v.30; celebrations like births and weddings, also in v.30; material 
possessions in v.30 too; and the work and leisure experiences of this world in 
v.31.

All of these things can be really good and healthy.  But all of them have the 
power to consume human beings.  And the trouble with that is, all of these 
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things are passing away.  They will dissolve with this fleeting world; and so 
will everyone who has been chained to them.

Paul sees something light and unattached about singleness that he does not 
see in marriage and in nuclear family units, who more easily get bogged 
down in these things of the world.  He also sees a lot of headaches and 
heartaches in married life that single people are free from, and wants to 
remind them they are free from (vv.28 and 32).

There’s also something Paul sees of benefit to God and His mission to this 
world in the life of the single follower of Jesus.  In vv.32-35, he writes about 
how married people necessarily have their attention divided between serving 
God and serving their spouse (and, we might add, serving their children).  
Time, talents and money all get divided up.

Time in listening to God in reading the Bible and talking to God in prayer is on 
a quota, because the kids need to play, and the wife or husband needs to 
talk.  Married followers of Jesus are not easily ready to respond when Jesus 
calls them to drop their nets and follow Him.

Whether it’s long term things like ‘go to another country and build my 
Kingdom there’, or more day to day readiness to respond to a need for 
practical help from someone in the church family, it can all be terribly slow - 
‘I’ll need to check with the wife… I can’t do this week because the kids have 
got etiquette lessons, but maybe a week on Friday…’

Paul thinks, frankly, that single followers of Jesus have far more potential to 
be effective kingdom builders and witnesses for Him.  They can be single-
minded for Jesus, as it were.

Their time, talents and money are all free for them to choose to devote to the 
Lord without running it by the family committee.  They can set aside time for 
Bible reading and prayer where God’s not going to find His conversation 
interrupted by other people running about the house.

So, Paul is really affirming of singleness both for the positive effect which that 
life has on preparing us to let go of this world and be ready for the next one; 
and for the uniquely positive impact that single followers of Jesus can have in 
His Kingdom building programme in this world.

Question - How can we all be as affirming of singleness as the Bible is?
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It is hard for many people to come home and for nobody else to be there.  It 
is hard to be celibate, and not to be having sex.  It is hard to live life to the full 
in a society that assumes people don’t live by themselves; from the way it 
sells its food to the ‘single supplements’ for hotel rooms.  It is hard not to have 
people that you can assume physical touch with.

Being single may be good, Paul, but it’s hard too.  To be single and celibate, 
whether for part of life or all of it, is an incredibly vulnerable place for a person 
to be.  And frankly, it won’t work.  Unless…  unless the church wakes up to 
our calling from God to redefine family.

If there’s an idol in our modern world to rival sex for top god in people’s lives, 
it’s family.  That’s the other thing that films and TV shows say is the ‘most 
important thing.’  It’s what Christmas is all about, apparently.  And it’s how a 
lot of people in our schools, workplaces and friendships talk.  Maybe it’s how 
you talk.  ‘There’s nothing more important than family.’

What family are we talking about?  Is it the nuclear family unit in the four walls 
of one house?  Is it mum, dad and 2.4 kids?  What are you really saying 
when you say ‘there’s nothing more important than my family?’  ‘The health, 
wellbeing and happiness of the people I share a roof with trumps everything, 
and everyone else.’

‘My wife and kids are precious and I will guard them jealously.’  What does 
that say to single people?  To married people who can’t have children?  To 
the parents who raised us and then got left out of our lives because it’s only 
the people under our roofs that really matter to us?

Thank God, there’s a redefinition of family happening.  No, it’s not found in 
American TV dramas or in the laws of the land redefining marriage.  That’s 
just the world shuffling the model of nuclear family life, often contrary to God’s 
design and lead - but it’s all just refitting the same tired myth that ‘family is the 
people I live with and that’s that.’

No, it’s God who is at work redefining family.  With the building of His 
Kingdom is the growing of a family.  A family of people who belong to Jesus; 
not because they’re related to Him, but because they follow Him.  Single 
Pastor Ed Shaw comments:

‘Really?  Isn’t talk of church as family just a bit of good PR to try to make it 
feel like something it never really is?  A rather lame attempt to make single 
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church members feel a bit better as they sit alone surrounded by hordes of 
young families, all with numerous children named after the minor prophets?’

‘No!  It’s an idea that comes from Jesus Himself: While Jesus was still talking 
to the crowd, His mother and brothers stood outside, wanting to speak to 
Him.  Someone told Him, ‘Your mother and brothers are standing outside, 
wanting to speak to you.’  He replied to him, ‘Who is my mother, and who are 
my brothers?’  Pointing to His disciples, He said, ‘Here are my mother and my 
brothers.  For whoever does the will of my Father in Heaven is my brother 
and sister and mother.  (Matthew 12:46-50).’

Jesus first brought the radical news that God’s invitation is, ‘Would you like to 
be my child and join my family?’  Paul picked up on it and used the same 
language throughout the rest of the New Testament.  These two single men 
talked about and lived out God’s family life in community with Jesus’ 
disciples.

What does that look like today?  It means household families opening up their 
homes to let their single brothers and sisters join them in raising their kids 
round meals, story books and footballs.  It means single people inviting 
married friends out for that drink they need to get away from tidying the house 
for the fifth time that day.

It means sharing life together - just doing the things you’re already doing at 
meal tables and round TVs and in coffee shops, and drawing others in your 
church family into it with you.  Maybe not every day.  But how about every 
week?

God is redefining family, and He tells us that blood doesn’t run thicker than 
water; it’s the other way round.  The water of baptism that marks God’s 
adopted children is thicker than the blood that bears the DNA of your 
biological family.

Your family is, first and foremost, your church family.  That’s not instead of 
your biological family, God is calling them to be included too.  To say your 
biological family is distinctly more important than your church family is to 
disagree with God, and to miss out on what God wants to bless single and 
married people and children with.

Ed Shaw experiences real family in the married friends from church whose 
kids he reads books with and whose table he eats at often.  He finds it in the 
hug he shares with his adopted aunt (also single) at church each week.  He 
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finds it in the late evening phone calls that friends make to him at a time of 
day he finds hard.  He finds it in the holidays he shares with friends and 
families from church.  This is not pretend family.  It is family.

And this is not just a support to single people - it’s a huge blessing to married 
people too.  We’ve pinned so much on marriage and family that husbands 
and wives are expected to be everything to their spouse - a friend to pour 
everything out to, a person to manage the family ‘business’ with, a lover to 
sleep with, an adviser, an emotional punchbag, whatever is needed.

It’s a huge demand to make on your spouse not to let friends (and especially 
brothers and sisters in Christ) in to your life to share some of the joys and 
trials of life with.  Interestingly, as a Pastor, Ed Shaw has discovered more 
loneliness in marriages than amongst single people.  We all need each other 
in this church family.

So, whether you are single or married, have children or not; all of us are 
welcomed into God’s family through faith in Jesus Christ.  And all of us can be 
more intentional about inviting each other into our homes and diaries so that 
we can all receive what God wants to give us - life to the full, now and 
forever, in Christ alone.  The pursuit of one another’s happiness.  Submitting 
to one another out of reverence for Christ.
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