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01 “It is good for a man not to touch a woman” 
 
1Cor 7:1  
1) Now concerning the things of which you wrote to me: It is good for a man not to 
touch a woman. 
2) Nevertheless, because of sexual immorality, let each man have his own wife, and let 
each woman have her own husband. 
3) Let the husband render to his wife the affection due her, and likewise also the wife to 
her husband. 
4) The wife does not have authority over her own body, but the husband does. And 
likewise the husband does not have authority over his own body, but the wife does. 
5) Do not deprive one another except with consent for a time, that you may give 
yourselves to fasting and prayer; and come together again so that Satan does not tempt 
you because of your lack of self-control. 
6) But I say this as a concession, not as a commandment. 
7) For I wish that all men were even as I myself. But each one has his own gift from God, 
one in this manner and another in that. 
 
The Greek word translated “good” is : 
2570 καλός kalos kal-os' 
of uncertain affinity; TDNT - 3:536,402; adj 
KJV - good 83, better 7, honest 5, meet 2, goodly 2, misc 3; 102 
1) beautiful, handsome, excellent, eminent, choice, surpassing, precious, useful, suitable, 
commendable, admirable 
   1a) beautiful to look at, shapely, magnificent 
   1b) good, excellent in its nature and characteristics, and therefore well adapted to its 
ends 
       1b1) genuine, approved 
       1b2) precious 
       1b3) joined to names of men designated by their office, competent, able, such as one 
ought to be 
       1b4) praiseworthy, noble 
   1c) beautiful by reason of purity of heart and life, and hence praiseworthy 
       1c1) morally good, noble 
   1d) honourable, conferring honour 
   1e) affecting the mind agreeably, comforting and confirming 
 
[Note: This word “good”  is often used in contrast to “evil” (see Mat. 7:17, 18; Heb 5:14; 
also Gen 2:17 [LLX]). It definitely has a moral sense to it. –SVW] 
 
The Greek word translated “to touch” is: 
680 άπτοµαι haptomai hap'-tom-ahee 
reflexive of 681 (see below); v 
KJV - touch 36; 36 
1) to fasten one's self to, adhere to, cling to 
   1a) to touch 
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   1b) of carnal intercourse with a women or cohabitation 
   1c) of levitical practice of having no fellowship with heathen practices. Things not to 
be touched appear to be both women and certain kinds of food, so celibacy and abstinence 
of certain kinds of food and drink are recommended. 
   1d) to touch, assail anyone 
 
681 άπτω hapto hap'-to 
a primary word;; v 
KJV - light 3, kindle 1; 4 
1) to fasten to, adhere to 
   1a) to fasten fire to a thing, kindle, set on fire 
 
 [Note: This word “to touch”, (680 άπτοµαι haptomai hap'-tom-ahee) is used as a 
euphemism for having sexual intercourse. However, in the entire NT, it is only in this verse 
that this particular verb is used in obvious reference to the sexual union. I believe Paul is 
using it here to refer particularly to non-procreative sex which the Corinthians had become 
specialists in making possible. The Greek word itself implies that it is in reference to sex 
for gratification of passion. It is the reflexive of a verb which means to “to light, to kindle, 
to set on fire” (see 680 & 681 above) and used in this context it is obviously no casual 
touch. It is in reference to the intimate touch of the sexual union that kindles the flame of 
passion. It is very closely related to Paul’s expression in v. 9, “it is better to marry than to 
burn”. The reflexive form of this verb connotes igniting the flame of ones own smoldering 
passion for the sake of self-pleasuring. It has a very close parallel even today in the 
expression, “light my fire”.  
 
A careful consideration of what immediately follows makes it obvious that by this term 
Paul is referring to that sexual union that is entered into for the purpose of simply 
gratifying sexual desire, not for generating offspring. By this term he is referring to any and 
all forms of sexual activity with a women where the motive is to experience pleasure while 
avoiding conception. On what basis do we come to such a conclusion. Consider the 
evidence with me. 
 
Though Paul initially states that it is good not to have this particular type of sexual activity 
–whatever it might be –with any woman he proceeds, on account of the prevalence of 
“sexual immorality” to permit them to do so within certain confines. Therefore whatever 
type of sex he has said is “good” (morally ideal) not to have is the same type of sex he is 
making special allowance for under the circumstances. Indeed it is precisely because it is 
not ideal that he must make special allowance for it! Understanding this, we can better 
determine what type of sexual intercourse he has in mind as we consider carefully the 
special conditions under which it is allowable.  
 
From a careful consideration of exactly what is being allowed we insist that what Paul is 
specifically referring to by the expression “to touch a woman” is sex for pleasure only. We 
offer the following evidence in support of that conclusion. 

1) The context of Paul’s counsel has to do with the issue of avoiding “sexual 
immorality” and his “concession”(NKJV) or “permission” (KJV) in that context 
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would certainly not be to make babies on a regular basis but rather to gratify ones 
sexual desires exclusively with ones own spouse. Therefore he’s talking about non-
procreative sex. 

2) He counsels the Corinthians to “have” their own wives (again, in contrast to 
“know” which is in reference to procreative sex). This is another euphemism which 
he has used earlier in a context which makes it abundantly clear he is talking about 
sex for pleasure only and not procreation. (see 5:1)  

3) Also, the fact that they are to “have” their own wives rather than some other women 
–especially the infamous Corinthian temple prostitutes of which there were 
purportedly 1,000 who at the time were among the world’s foremost specialists on 
contraception –makes it quite obvious that he is referring to specifically 
contracepted sex for pleasure rather than non-contracepted sex for procreation. 

4) Paul refers to this sexual intercourse as “rendering due affection”. If this is in 
reference to the procreative sexual union, then a wife might well be reticent to 
receive such “due affection” from her husband!  

5) Also Paul’s stating that the woman “does not have authority over her body” in this 
matter, would certainly put a wife in an unenviable position if she had no say in 
whether or not she was going to be made pregnant. Furthermore, only if he is 
referring to non-procreative sex can it be said that neither husband nor wife have 
authority over their own bodies in this matter, for only in such sexual activity is the 
act on a par in its consequence for both sexes. 

6) The fact that Paul limits depriving one another only for a short time is also a clear 
indication that he is referring to non-procreative sex. He certainly is not telling a 
married couple to stop generating offspring only for periods of fasting and prayer. 

7) The fact that Paul explicitly states that all the preceding advice is a “concession” or 
by “permission”,  not a commandment would be absolutely meaningless if he were 
talking about procreative sex, for God Himself had commanded, “be  fruitful and 
multiply”. Why would they need Paul’s permission to do what God had 
commanded?  

8) However, the most significant clue as to what Paul is talking about here, is the 
simple fact that he says this type of sexual activity with a woman –this “touching” –
is “good” (morally ideal) not to do. Which forces us to the conclusion that he could 
not possibly be referring to procreative sex, for God Himself who would only 
command us to do that which is “good” commanded us to “be fruitful and multiply” 
and created us with the marvelous capacity to become “one flesh” that we might do 
so. 

 
Therefore, we must conclude that what Paul is actually saying in 1 Cor 7:1  is the 
following: “It is good (morally ideal) for a man to abstain from sex with a woman for mere 
self-gratification.” Now it is important to note that this statement of the ideal is directly 
connected with the following phrase “but because of [a serious problem with] illicit sexual 
intercourse, (KJV ‘fornication’; NKJV ‘sexual immorality’) let each man have his own 
wife, and let each woman have her own husband”.  
 
The introductory sentence to this section in his letter is: “Now concerning the things of 
which you wrote to me.” Knowing now what Paul means by this expression “to touch a 
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woman”, clearly Paul is responding to questions regarding the appropriateness of sex 
simply for self-gratification between man and wife. Evidently there were some amongst the 
Corinthian believers who were convinced that ideally it should be given up, but others felt 
that it should not, especially with all the powerful attractions to illicit and gross sexual 
indulgence to which all Corinthians were constantly exposed. Paul’s challenge is to 
respond to their inquiry in a way that will uphold the ideal and yet at the same time make 
some concession in consideration of the sexual immorality that pervaded Corinth and the 
incontinence that plagued the new converts. With wisdom, compassion and understanding 
of human weakness, he proceeds to walk a very fine line between leniency and strict 
morality.  
 
As he responds, it is of first importance for him to state plainly and unequivocally the ideal, 
but then, in the same sentence he acknowledges their particularly challenging situation 
when it comes to reaching that ideal, and immediately suggests a compromise that is less 
than the ideal, but far superior to the use of the temple prostitutes. In these first two verses 
Paul is basically saying: “It is always the moral ideal for a man to abstain from sex with a 
woman for mere self-gratification, but given the fact that you have so recently been 
involved in gross sexual immorality and have untamed drives in this area, and are still 
surrounded by powerful lures to gratify those drives in grossly illicit ways, let each man 
satisfy his inordinate sexual desires exclusively with his own wife and each woman with 
her own husband, and cease to do so with anyone else outside the marriage union.” 
 
Then Paul proceeds to give advice (vs. 3 and 4) that each spouse be readily available and 
willing to help the other so that they will at least be able to stay within the parameters of 
the marriage union in the gratification of their inordinate (v. 2) and out-of-control (v. 5) 
sexual passions. He even reminds them that being husband and wife, they have become one 
and therefore have rights to each others bodies (v. 4). The only time that they should not be 
available to help each other keep from turning back to their old and powerful habits of 
extra-marital sex, is when they mutually agree to abstain for times of spiritual devotion (v. 
5). But even then, because they are so weak and without self-control in this area, they 
should not refrain long, lest the enemy, who knows full well their special weakness and 
vulnerability in this area, be able to lure them back into grossly illicit behavior. 
 
It is important to note, that though Paul –taking into consideration the conditions that make 
the Corinthian believers so extremely vulnerable –is prepared to recommend something 
less than the ideal he has stated, he cannot bring himself to permit them to ignore that ideal 
when it comes to the worship of God. The implications of this definite limit to the 
permission he is prepared to grant are very significant. He wants them to be able to grow 
out of their terrible weakness and he knows that to do such will call for much earnest 
fasting and prayer but if those spiritual exercises are to be spiritually edifying, they cannot 
at the same time be indulging their carnal natures, therefore he insists that they hold 
themselves to the ideal at least while they are communing with God. This very significant 
stipulation; this definite limit to the extent he’s willing to lower the standard to 
accommodate their special needs, speaks volumes if we are willing to listen. 
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We believe it is the same thoughts that prompted Paul to definitely limit the allowances he 
was willing to recommend to them, that motivated him to hasten to add that all the 
permissive counsel he’s been giving (vs. 2-5) since stating the ideal (v.1), is only 
permissive, not mandatory! The thought that they might conclude he was actually requiring 
them to be actively involved in their marriages with sex for mere pleasure and therefore 
would keep devotional time to a minimum, is frightening to him. So immediately he 
proceeds to make it very clear that all the counsel he has just given that allows for behavior 
that is far less than the ideal in the marriage union, is only permission, not a commandment 
(v.6). 
 
Paul has explicitly stated that it is “good (morally ideal) for a man not to touch a woman” 
therefore they must know that his counsel to do anything otherwise is only by way of 
permission, not command and only because of their serious problem with sexual 
immorality and lack of self-control. They must be helped to recognize that his permissive 
counsel is not to be considered normative but only an interim provision for them as they 
make the journey back from the grossly immoral lifestyle they had known as hedonistic 
Corinthians, towards God’s ideal for them. Basically Paul is saying, “Listen, until you have 
enough self-control to resist the devil’s powerful temptations to visit your favorite ‘sacred 
prostitutes’ at the local temple, please, restrict your sexual indulgence to your spouse. And 
spouses, please help each other out in this process by being willing and available to meet 
those inordinate cravings in a much more appropriate manner than going downtown to the 
temple. But, I’m saying this only by way of permission, not a commandment, because the 
ideal is always the same, and it is still what I really want for you. It is always best to refrain 
entirely from sex for mere pleasure.” 
 
The question arises then, are the godly man and wife who, by God’s grace, have gained the 
victory over sexual immorality and have regained self-control, still to be bound by advise 
which was only permissively given and on account of those very problems? Are they to feel 
that they must not refrain from being actively involved with sex for self-pleasure except for 
short periods of time for fasting and prayer? What kind of reasoning could possibly answer 
yes, to that question? Would they be doing something wrong if they were to choose to deny 
themselves all non-procreative sexual indulgence because they together want to embrace 
what God has revealed to them as His ideal? If, by their own experience, they have come to 
understand why Paul can not grant permission to have sex during times of deep spiritual 
communion with the Lord, and they want to have such communion all the time, and 
therefore choose not to indulge in the sexual union at any time for it interferes with such 
communion, could they be accused of doing something immoral? Of course not!  
  
But we must take it one step further. Who could justly accuse a married couple of doing 
something wrong –something “not good” –if after prayerfully considering the times in 
which they live, and desiring to give all their time and energy to finishing the work –they 
choose not to have even procreative sex? Especially if the decision was made realizing that 
to bring children into the world would not only require much of their time and energy to be 
devoted to raising them, but would have to be done against overwhelmingly powerful and 
extremely negative influences due to the gross immorality that abounds in the world today. 
Influences which would make it well nigh impossible for them to grow up to be godly men 
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and women!  If in prayerful consideration of all these factors, they should conclude that the 
ultimate “good” for them would be to choose “to be eunuchs for the kingdom”, could 
anyone logically or Biblically fault them? No. Especially if one still has full confidence in 
the counsel of Ellen White for she explicitly and repeatedly calls for married couples to 
make precisely such a commitment. 
 
Of course the more challenging question is whether or not a man or a woman who is 
already married is doing that which is “good” (morally ideal), when he or she chooses not 
to have sex for mere pleasure when his or her spouse is not of the same mind and unwilling 
to make the same choice. Obviously, I believe so. And I do for the following reasons. 
 
The ideal is the constant. It is always the case regardless of circumstances. And the ideal is 
what Paul unequivocally states at the onset. “It is good for a man not to touch a woman.” 
The fact that this, in the mind of Paul, is the high standard that must always be upheld for 
everyone, is clearly evidenced in that immediately following the provisional advise he 
gives –due to the special circumstances of the Corinthian believers (vs 2-5) –he hastens to 
add “But I say this as a concession, and not as a commandment” (v 6) and then he proceeds 
to call them back to the unchanging and transcendent ideal with the words, “For I wish that 
all men were even as I myself” (v. 7).  
 
The language he uses in this restatement of the invariable ideal is significant. The word 
“for” introduces the reason he is insisting that the special advice he has just given is only 
permissive, not mandatory. And what is that reason? It is the fact that what he really wants 
for them is God’s ideal. He wants to make it very clear that he is not mandating something 
that would preclude them from ever reaching that which is “good” in this matter, but rather 
is only suggesting something that would help to keep them from gross sin in the meantime 
as they grow out of their sexual immorality and gain self-control. He wants to make sure 
they all know that he is not prohibiting anyone from embracing the ideal.  
 
Also, it must be carefully noted that the expression “all men” means just that –all men, 
married or unmarried –but especially in this context, –married men for those are the ones 
he is directly addressing.  Those are the ones he has just told not to consider themselves 
bound by his permissive advise and thereby prohibited from attaining the ideal. He wants 
all men to consider themselves perfectly free to do what he himself has chosen to do –live a 
life of complete sexual abstinence that he might better serve the Lord. In other words, make 
themselves eunuchs for the kingdom of heaven’s sake. (see Mat. 19:12) He wants every 
man to know, that that is not only an option available to them, it is actually the one he 
desires the most for them. And lest we try to convince ourselves that he never intended a 
married man to be “even as [he himself]”, but rather only had in mind those who were not 
yet married and could still choose to remain celibate, we need to ask ourselves why he says 
such directly to married men. How pointless to do so if by virtue of the fact they are 
married it isn’t even an option! 
 
Now at this point Paul follows closely the Lord’s example. When Christ Himself offered 
this great privilege as an option, He couched it in words that indicated that it was a gift to 
be accepted by “[him] who is able” (see Mat. 19: 11,12). Likewise Paul quickly adds after 
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his invitation to all men to join him in total consecration, “But each one has his own gift 
from God, one in this manner and another in that”. And any man that breathes a sigh of 
relief at this point –grateful that God has not given this gift to him –has in so doing, 
precisely the reason why God hasn’t and why He never will –unless things change. God 
never forces His gifts on any man! If we love the world and the things of the world more 
than we love our Lord, we need not ever worry about Him giving us the high and holy 
honor of being a “eunuch for His kingdom”!  
 
It is important to note that neither Christ nor Paul in offering this option gives any 
indication whatsoever that it is only for single men, in fact a close look at the contexts 
reveal that it is an option open to all men at anytime. This too is confirmed in that Ellen 
White expressly recommends this option to the married. The marriage covenant cannot 
disqualify anyone from accepting for themselves God’s gifts for them, even should their 
spouse be unwilling to do so as well. The covenant relation that each man or women has 
with God –with all its obligations and privileges –transcends all others. Paul wants this 
clearly understood. For if this were not to be made very clear, he would be creating a 
situation where the will of a spouse, on account of a supposed mandate from an apostle, 
could prevent a man or woman from following what they believed to be the will of God for 
them. God forbid that the words of a man –even if he is an apostle –should ever hinder 
anyone from pressing on towards God’s ideal for them. It is precisely to make sure this 
never happens –not only among the Corinthians but among all believers who should ever 
read his letter as long as time should last –that Paul assures them, and all of us, that his 
advise is not a command, but only permission granted under extraordinary circumstances 
and most definitely not the ideal.  
 
It is not until a few verses later that he very clearly signals that he is shifting from this 
mode of giving permissive advise as a wise counselor, to speaking with the full authority of 
his apostleship, by stating: “Now to the married I command, yet not I but the Lord…” (v 
10). Obviously he wants what he is about to say –following such bold words –to be taken 
very differently than what he has just been saying. It is because he knows full well that the 
permissive counsel he’s given is not God’s ideal that he wants it clearly understood that it 
is he himself, only granting permission, not God, through him, giving commandment. In 
Paul’s thinking, the sexual behavior he has just recommended is only a “halfway house” 
that he is offering in consideration of how very far the Corinthians are from God’s ideal, 
therefore he is very careful to inform them that it is only an allowance given in special 
consideration of unique circumstances and not a requirement by which anyone should feel 
bound if they should choose to move on –out of the “halfway house” and into God’s ideal 
for them. It is Paul’s tender and compassionate heart for these wayward and very fleshly 
Corinthians that has led him to offer them something less than the best in this area. It is to 
keep them from being so overwhelmed with how very far they presently are from God’s 
ideal, and yielding to the temptation to turn back to their very recent full-fledged bondage 
to sexual immorality, that Paul offers them an interim step. It is with the knowledge that 
they will be sorely tempted to do this, that he is prepared to grant them permission that errs 
on the side of leniency. But in so doing he is determined to make it very clear to them that 
it is not the ideal. Thus the words: “But I say this as a concession not as a commandment” 
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which are followed immediately by a renewed invitation to that which truly would be the 
best for “all men”.  
 
Now, with this understanding, how could we possibly conclude that Paul’s permission is 
binding on anyone, let alone feel that we should discipline some one for choosing that ideal 
he clearly upholds as preferable. Would Paul want a husband or a wife to be prevented 
from embracing the ideal and be bound by his “permission” simply because their spouse 
was unwilling to embrace that ideal. I insist not. Does a man or women in the marriage 
union loose the privilege of seeking God’s best for them simply because they are married 
and their partner doesn’t want to do so with them? No! Emphatically no! Otherwise we are 
making the privileges and obligations of the transitory covenant relationship between man 
and wife more important than the privileges and obligations of the eternal covenant 
relationship between man and God. We are giving power to mere men to prevent their 
fellow men from responding to God’s invitation to press on toward the ideal. This of course 
is exactly what Paul wanted to avoid! 
 
Paul in essences is saying, “Please know, that all this counsel I’ve just given you regarding 
the way you sexually relate to each other as man and wife, is just a concession given in 
consideration of your serious problems in the area of sexual immorality, it is not 
mandatory. It is not a command from God. It is not the ideal. In fact, the last thing I want 
you to do is to think of it as such. Do not take what I’ve just said by way of permission and 
consider it to be what I’m requiring you to do for if you were to do so, you could then use 
what I’ve just said to prohibit someone from embracing God’s ideal for them.  Don’t do 
that!”  
 
Unfortunately –in spite of his efforts to prevent it –this is precisely what many have done.  
Oh how often this passage has been used, not only to justify our marital self-indulgence, 
but to make it a virtue –indeed to make it even mandatory! Turning Paul’s permission into 
a commandment, also allows us to pressure others into compliance with our self-indulgent 
ways if they should ever try to seek God’s true ideal. And, what is especially amazing, is 
that if we have made Paul’s permission a commandment then God’s true ideal becomes to 
us a very undesirable aberration. In fact, God’s ideal becomes disobedience! Which then 
calls for the discipline of those who would pursue it. Amazing! 
 
By making Paul’s permission a commandment, we can then use this passage as a mandate 
to silence anyone who might have the “audacity” to call God’s people back to His ideal in 
this area. By so doing, we would have what we could consider to be sufficient Biblical 
grounds to condemn them as being in violation of the marriage covenant and feel justified 
to take strong measures against them to make sure they don’t influence anyone else to 
“violate” the marriage covenant in like manner. Truly, there’s much we can do to protect 
and promote self-indulgence in marriage when we turn Paul’s permission into a 
commandment. All this is exactly what Paul was trying to prevent when he wrote: “But I 
speak this by permission, and not of commandment”. Can you imagine how he would feel if 
he knew what we have done with this passage. –SVW] 
 


