
Behaving Properly, before and after Marriage 

• 1 Corinthians 7:36-40 
• How are we to behave toward someone we are dating, or courting, or… married to? I found these helpful 

tips on a website about Southern manners for dining or for dating. (We can practice some of these at lunch 
today) 

• A gentleman always helps the woman on his right side, whether dating or not, as she sits or rises from her 
chair. 

• One should never take a seat until their mother and other elders are seated. 
• Always ask for things at the table, don't demand. "Pardon me, could you please pass the potatoes," instead 

of "Pass the potatoes." 
• Never speak with your mouth full. (Now for dating or courting)… 
• Never insult your date's family, especially their mother. Southern men in particular have very strong bonds 

with their mothers, regardless of how crazy you may think she is. 
• A true gentleman will not brag about his job or possessions to his date. Instead, he will focus on her 

accomplishments. 
• Save the drama for later dates. A true Southerner doesn't burden a date with problems until the relationship 

becomes more serious. Don't bring up your house's foreclosure or student loan debt up on the first date. 
Keep your discussions upbeat. 

• Don't forget to treat others nicely. If you're nice to your date, but yell at the hostess, stiff the waiter’s tip, and 
get the maître ‘d fired, your date will notice and it will reflect on you. Be calm and polite to everyone. 

• Well, as we close this chapter, may I suggest to you that the last statement Paul made characterizes the 
whole, that whether we are married or single, or single again through divorce or through the death of a 
spouse, whether we are a bondservant or we are free, whether we have a spouse that is a believer or an 
unbeliever, it is the same. We are called to “undivided devotion to the Lord.” Jesus said it like this in Luke 
14:26, “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and 
brothers and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.” That was a hard word then, and it 
is a hard word now. The Jews he was speaking to knew Jesus was not advocating hate like we think of that 
word. It was a word of comparison, and it meant to love less. Jesus is saying, “Anyone who comes to me 
and loves me less than he loves his family, even his wife and his children, cannot be my disciple.” God 
invites us into undivided devotion to the Lord, and as we saw last week, to love the Lord means to love His 
body, His church. What you do to the least of these my brothers, he said, you have done it unto me.  

• That’s why one of the foundational premises for this whole chapter on marriage and singleness is that to 
remain single, if you can, is better. He says it early and often. “I wish you were as I am.” “It is good for you 
to remain single.” “It is good for you to remain as you are.” “The unmarried man is anxious to please the 
Lord.” And even in the last verses he says to the widow that if she can remain a widow, “In my judgment 
she is happier.” The primary reason Paul says singleness is best is because the attention of the single is not 
divided, and you who are single are able to fully devote yourself to the Lord’s work. That goes back to the 
premise that the most important thing we can do with our lives is the Lord’s work, and singles have the best 
chance to wholly give themselves to that. It is not that Paul is against marriage or that he believes that 
everyone should be single. Paul is submitted to the will of the Lord in these matters, and he says that God 
gives the gift of marriage to some and the gift of singleness to others. But whether you are single or married 
is not paramount: doing the Lord’s work is. What would it look like if you were wholly devoted to the 
Lord’s work? Do not think, “vocational ministry,” because being wholly devoted to the Lord’s work does 
not require you to quit your day job and start raising support for your ministry. Keep your day job and see 
that as support for your ministry. And ask the Lord, “What would you have me do to please you by serving 
your body?” We talked about that last week, and the question is still on the table today, as we finish this 
chapter. We may finish it today, but it is not finished with us. 



• Let’s look at two main points in these final verses. They are this: behaving properly before marriage, and 
behaving properly after marriage. 

• Behaving properly before marriage  (verses 36-38) 
• The situation Paul is addressing here completes the thought Paul started in verse 25: “Now concerning the 

betrothed…” Paul has said that because of the present distress, it would be better to remain as you are. 
Betrothed, not yet married. He has said that it is better not be married because you can give yourself wholly 
to the Lord and his work, and not be distracted from that by having to please a wife or a husband. And now 
he addresses the practical reality that being engaged turns up the heat and increases the pressure to act like 
you are married before you are. It can be a great temptation to “not behave properly” in the relationship. 
And may I say that we are all called to behave properly with others, whether we are married or not? 1 
Timothy 5:1-2 is a great measuring stick for us: “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.” 
Young men, treat the young women in here as a sister. That doesn’t mean you pull their hair or you call them 
names. Treat them like you SHOULD be treating your sister. Young women, treat the young men here as 
brothers. Behave properly toward all, “in all purity.” So that Christ is adorned in your relationships, 
including the one you have with a girlfriend or boyfriend or when it is more than that, and you are engaged 
to be married. That’s the mindset. 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8 provides the specifics. 

• Back to the text, in verse 36 Paul writes, “If his passions are strong, and it has to be…let them marry—it is 
no sin.” What if his passions or her passions are strong, but they are under control? That would be God’s 
will for all who are in a relationship, so that they do not end up “behaving improperly.” What does that look 
like? 

• Firmly established in his heart. Verse 37. (This is a quality to look for in a spouse, young ladies. Is he 
firmly established in his commitment to the Lord in his heart? Same for you young men! Is she firmly 
established in her devotion to the Lord?) 

• Having his desire under control. Remember, desire is not a sin! Desire is God-given. But desire is a 
servant, not a master, and it is to be controlled, submitted to the purposes of God. There is no exception 
clause in the Scripture for those who say, “You don’t understand. I cannot help it. I had to give in to my 
desire.”  The phrase here, “having his desire under control” is literally, “has authority regarding his own 
will.” His will is under his authority. If it is not, Paul gives a concession. “let them marry—it is no sin.”  

• “Determined in his heart to keep her.” I know that Paul is talking here about the men who decide they 
need to marry and the men who decide they need to keep the betrothal but hold off on the marriage because 
of difficult circumstances. But I would say the principle is clear from Scripture that the man is called to lead 
and protect. Young man, protect that young lady you are dating or engaged to. Determine in your heart from 
the very beginning that is what you will do. Promise her that. Promise her father that. Then, keep your 
promise. 

• Ok, let’s move to the second point and the last part of this passage… 

• Behaving properly after marriage (vs 39-40) 
• “A wife is bound to her husband as long as he lives.” She is bound by law, but death breaks that bond. Paul 

uses this analogy in Romans 7:2. The law is only binding as long as you live. When you died in Christ, you 
died to the law. When one spouse dies, the covenant they made to one another is no longer in place, and she 
or he is now free. Let me draw three principles from these last two verses. 

• First, marriage is serious business and is a covenant. See Malachi 2:13-16. It is not just “a piece of 
paper,” as some people like to pretend, but a holy covenant that is to produce, if God allows, godly children! 
In verse 38, Paul twice uses the Greek word that means, “I give in marriage.” You give yourself to another 
in marriage. For life. It is only to be dissolved through death. Or, sadly, through unfaithfulness. When one 
partner forsakes the wife of his youth for another, and violates the covenant of marriage, then the marriage 



can be dissolved. But where there is repentance, even then a broken marriage can be made whole by the 
grace of God. 

• Second, though marriage ends at death, the surviving spouse is free to marry again. Paul even urges 
young widows to re-marry, in his first letter to Timothy: “So I would have younger widows marry, bear 
children, manage their households, and give the adversary no occasion for slander.” (1 Tim. 5:14) There is 
only one stipulation, and it is paramount in importance. For the first marriage, or the second!   

• Third, marriage should always be “Only in the Lord.” The Christian’s life is 180 degrees out of phase 
from the unbeliever’s life. Or at least it is supposed to be! The unbeliever couldn’t care less about giving 
“undivided attention to the Lord.” The believer should LIVE to give undivided attention to the Lord. How 
can those two go together? Paul asks that question in 2 Corinthians 6:14-15.  

• As I said at the beginning of this sermon, “We may finish this chapter today, but it is not finished with us.” 
God will continue to lead us and give us grace to behave properly, whether we are single or married.  

• Prayer


