Marriage in this Passing World (1)

The apostle Paul gives three reasons in I Corinthians 7:25-34 why is it preferable to remain single. First, the argument from sin: there are distress and trouble in marriage (25-28; CR News XI:10). Second, the argument from eschatology or the last times: "the fashion of this world passeth away" (29-31). Third, the argument from our chief end: "how [we] may please the Lord" (32-34).

However, it is not preferable to remain single if you burn sexually: "But if they cannot contain, let them marry: for it is better to marry than to burn" (9). This is a command to those who do not have the "gift" of sexual self-control (7), yet they must marry "only in the Lord" (39).

Of the three arguments given above, the argument from eschatology is the most unexpected and striking to us. But the apostle, who was soaked in eschatology and understood the unity of God’s truth—that all biblical doctrines are related—was inspired here even to treat marriage in the light of eschatology.

Again, we see that marriage is a subject that requires thinking, sober thinking, including considering it from various angles, because marriage is two people becoming one flesh, for better or for worse, for life.

The two key eschatological phrases in I Corinthians 7:29-31 are "the time is short" (29) and "the fashion of this world passeth away" (31). Together these two phrases speak of created reality from two different aspects: time ("the time is short") and space ("the fashion of this world [kosmos] passeth away").

"The fashion of this world passeth away" refers to the transformation of the creation at the last day. Similarly, II Peter 3 tells us that the world will be purged with fire and the heavens and the earth will be renewed. According to Romans 8:19-22, the creation shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption. Matthew 19:28 refers to "the regeneration" of the heavens and the earth. "The time is short" teaches us that it will not be long before all this takes place.

The phrase, "the fashion of this world passeth away," helps us reconcile apparently contradictory scriptural statements. Some verses speak of the permanency of the world: "the world also is established that it cannot be moved" (Ps. 93:1; cf. 96:10). Other verses predict the destruction of the world: the heavens and the earth shall "perish" (Ps. 102:26) or "pass away," "melt" and "be burned up" (II Peter 3:10). I Corinthians 7:31 explains that it is "the fashion of this world [that] passeth away." The world itself is permanent; God decreed and wills that it shall forever be and that man will always live there. But "the fashion of this world"—its external circumstances—will pass away. This is what will "perish" (Ps. 102:26) and "be burned up" (II Peter 3:10).

"The fashion of this world" which passes away includes all of man’s achievements on this planet: civilizations; cities, towns, hamlets; airports, harbours, roads; factories, libraries, homes—and everything in them! For "the earth also and the works that are therein shall be burned up" (II Peter 3:10).

Luke 20:34-36 contrasts this world/age with that world/age which is to come. In this world/age there is marriage (and thus families and children), death (and thus dying, aging and sickness) and non-resurrection bodies (in which we currently live). In the world/age to come there is no marriage (and thus no families or children), no death (and thus no dying, aging or sickness) and glorious resurrection bodies. Revelation 21:4 unfolds the idea of "no more death" in the world to come: there will also be no more "sorrow," "crying" or "pain," for "the former things" will pass away.

Our text (I Cor. 7:29-31) develops the idea of marriage as passing away, as one would expect in I Corinthians 7: "But this I say, brethren, the time is short: it remaineth, that both they that have wives be as though they had none" (29). "The fashion of this world [including marriage] passeth away" (31).

In the phrase, "the time is short," time is not simply the succession of moments until Christ’s return, but it is the designated time, the time appointed for salvation and the service of God in this life. The word "short" is, literally, "shortened" or shrunken or contracted. But what does it mean that "the time is short," when almost 2,000 years have passed since Christ’s ascension into heaven?

Here we should point out several things. First, time is short from God’s perspective, for with the timeless One 1,000 years are as 1 day (II Peter 3:8). Second, time is short from the perspective of the endless ages of everlasting glory. Third, the next great divine wonder work is Christ’s second coming and the renewal of all things. No great redemptive act and no other age or dispensation are to come between now and Christ’s return. Fourth, the signs of the end of the world—including wars, famines, pestilences and earthquakes (Matt. 24:6-7)—point to and foreshadow the grand truth that "the fashion of this world passeth away." Fifth, time is "shortened" in that everything which happens in this world serves the goal and end in such a way that all God’s purposes are fulfilled so that Christ returns for His bride, the church, as quickly as possible. 
Marriage in This Passing World (2)

I Corinthians 7:29-31 shows how important one’s understanding of eschatology (or the last things) is in marriage. Just as the church’s unity requires not only "one faith" but also "one hope" (Eph. 4:4, 5), so Christian couples ought to share "one hope" in Christ, as it is set forth in the Scriptures.

If the wife’s hope is the rapture of the church (so that believers will avoid the great tribulation) followed 7 years later by the 1,000 year reign of Christ on earth, but the husband’s hope is the bodily return of Christ to renew heaven and earth, there is disunity in the marriage, because they do not have the same hope. Or if a husband hopes for the Christianization of all the countries of the world so that believers predominate and the civil governments draft and enforce biblical laws, while his wife maintains that the perfection of the world comes with Christ’s glorious return, they are divided by their different hopes. In mixed marriages, the believer watches and waits for Christ’s return, while the unbeliever has no such interest and prefers not to think about it. Here the spiritual disunity between them shows itself in the fact that the believing spouse lives by hope while the unbelieving spouse has "no hope" (Eph. 2:12)

According to Postmillennial Reconstructionism, "the fashion of this world passeth away" (I Cor. 7:31) refers to the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70. Thus Ken Gentry refers to Christ’s second coming as being in the "distant" future (He Shall Have Dominion, p. 331). This makes the apostolic requirement for the Corinthians (in first century Greece) and for us (in the twenty-first century) of sitting loose to marriage (and to weeping, rejoicing, buying, and selling) of little sense (29-31). Regarding marriage, Premillennial Dispensationalism holds that it passes away at the rapture for believers, that it continues for the non-raptured in the great tribulation, and that it returns in an earthly 1,000 year-reign of Christ on earth, before it passes away again at the end of the millennium. The Reformed Amillennialist, however, believes that marriage belongs to this present age/world, and that it passes away with this age/world, for in the age/world to come there is no marriage (Luke 20:34-36). In the new heavens and the new earth, the reality to which our marriages must point—the union between Christ and His bride, the church—is perfected forever (cf. Rev. 19:7-9).

Thus two Christians contemplating marrying each other ought to agree together on eschatology (as well as on the other doctrines of the faith) before they wed. What future would your marriage have if you do not even agree on the future of marriage? Those who consider becoming "one flesh" (Gen. 2:24) ought to have "one hope" (Eph. 4:4), which is part of being of "the same mind" (I Cor. 1:10). Moreover, they must not merely have "one hope" objectively but this should be a living hope, so that both long for Christ’s coming and pray (individually and together), "Even so, come, Lord Jesus" (Rev. 22:20).

This radical, new understanding of the end of our present mode of existence implies a calling regarding marriage: "they that have wives be as though they had none" (I Cor. 7:29). This does not set aside God’s command that husbands love their wives, as Christ loved His church (Eph. 5:25). It does not mean that husbands do not have to provide for their wives or that they may defraud their wives sexually (I Cor. 7:3-5) or simply divorce them (10-13). But it does mean that marriage is not an end in itself; it is a means of serving God. Your spouse and children are only loaned to you, and your time with them is relatively brief.

Because "the time is short" (29), "they that weep [should be] as though they wept not" (30). The Lord here does not require us to kill our godly affections and bowels of mercies or never to cry. Indeed, there is "a time to weep" (Ecc. 3:4) and we are commanded to "weep with them that weep" (Rom. 12:15). But when we sorrow over departed brethren, we do not sorrow "as others which have no hope" (I Thess. 4:13); and in all our weeping we must remember that "the fashion of this world [with all its griefs] passeth away" (I Cor. 7:31). All the causes of our sorrows will be removed, whether at home or at work or in the world, and the wicked who persecute us will not dwell in the new earth (Ps. 104:30, 35). All this applies also to weeping in marriage, brought on by quarrels with your spouse or problems with your children or sickness or death in your household. Weep as though you wept not! Do not become totally cast down so that you are unable to function. Hope in the Lord for you will yet praise Him (Ps. 42:5, 11; 43:5)!

Since "the fashion of this world passeth away" (I Cor. 7:31), we must "rejoice as though [we] rejoiced not" (30). This does not mean that joy is something sinful and shameful or that we ought not be glad in God’s good creation and ordinances. But we should know that our rejoicing in this world is temporary and can never be totally satisfying, so we should look forward to the greater, perfect, everlasting joy of heaven. Many of the causes of our joy will pass away: joys at work or school, joys on holiday or with friends, and even the joys of marriage. But these will be replaced by something even better and deeper. 
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Having considered marriage and weeping and rejoicing in this passing world (I Cor. 7:29-30), we now turn to the proper use of our possessions and the world itself (30-31).
Since "the time is short" (29), "they that buy [should be] as though they possessed not" (30). This does not mean that we do not own things by purchase and legal right. But all our possessions—clothes, books, car, house, and so on, including whatever we value most highly—will pass away. For "the earth also and the works that are therein shall be burned up" (II Peter 3:10). In all our shopping and with everything that we own, we need to take account of this. Those who believe that "they that buy [should be] as though they possessed not" will not run up crippling debts on their credit cards nor hoard up their treasures on earth (Matt. 6:19-24) nor fret and worry about what they shall eat or drink or wear (25-34).

Because "the fashion of this world passeth away," we must "use this world, as not abusing it" (I Cor. 7:31). Abusing the world includes polluting it and sinfully exploiting it out of selfishness and greed. Though not "abusing" it, we are to "use" this world. Here monkery and Anabaptist world-flight are condemned (5:10). We must use the world for the purposes for which the Most High has given it, filling it and exercising godly dominion over it (Gen. 1:26-28; 9:1-7), as prophets, priests and kings glorifying Jehovah. Even eating and drinking are to be done "to the glory of God" (I Cor. 10:31; Gen. 1:29-30; 9:2-3; I Tim. 4:1-6). In this life, our calling is to serve the Lord Jesus Christ as His stewards, in singleness or marriage and in all our relationships, in every sphere and institution in which God has placed us. To use this world as an end in itself—worldliness!—is "abusing" it. Against this the brute creation itself protests indignantly: "God made me for His glory; you must use me to serve Him!" (cf. Rom. 8:18-22). Right use of the world and everything in it is using it to seek first the kingdom of God (Matt. 6:33); anything else is abusing it.

This instruction that "the time is short" and that "the fashion of this world passeth away" and its calling regarding marriage, weeping, rejoicing, buying, and using this world (I Cor. 7:29-31) ought to feature in the Christian’s worldview. We must use passages like this to think biblically about time, history and eschatology; the creation, its institutions and everything in it; and the believer’s culture in the home, in the market, in the workplace and in the state.

The Christian’s zealous and active life in God’s creation flows from the electing, regenerating and sanctifying grace of Jesus Christ and is guided by the sacred Scriptures. Obedience to the Word in an ungodly world, though blessed by God, brings persecution from the wicked.

The true children of Abraham, in both Old and New Testament days, are "heirs with him of the same promise" (Heb. 11:9) of the heavenly city and country. Thus, like him, we look "for a city which hath foundations, whose builder and maker is God" (10) and we "desire a better country, that is, an heavenly" (16). Emulating father Abraham, we "sojourn" in this world (9) and confess that we are "strangers and pilgrims on the earth" (13) and "declare plainly that [we] seek [the heavenly] country" (14). Those without this hope and confession are not Abraham’s seed, for God is "ashamed to be called their God" (16).

Thus a truly Christian worldview does not negate the believers heavenly citizenship (Phil. 3:20). It is precisely as one who is "dead," whose "life is hid with Christ in God," who seeks "those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God" and sets his "affection on things above [and] not on things on the earth" (Col. 3:1-3), that the believer is quickened and motivated to live in every sphere of life to which the Most High has called him in the consciousness, comfort and service of the Lord Jesus Christ. We must do all to the glory of God now, "while it is day," for "the night cometh, when no man can work" (John 9:4). "The end of all things is at hand: be ye therefore sober" (I Peter 4:7).

As regards "Christian Singleness and Marriage" (our theme for I Corinthians 7), this teaching about the brevity of time and the passing away of the fashion of this world has at least two further applications. First, it is of comfort to those in a bad marriage (including those in a mixed marriage). Christian spouses can grow in obedience in their God-given roles, with the husband loving his wife as himself and the wife reverencing her husband (Eph. 5:33). Through your prayers and godly example, your spouse’s behaviour may well improve. The submissive, chaste behaviour of a wife—no nagging!—may even be used to convert her unbelieving husband (I Peter 3:1-6). But even if there is no improvement, you must serve the Lord in your marriage, remembering that Christ comes quickly to reward His people (Rev. 22:12). Second, I Corinthians 7:29-31 is a warning to those (either married or desirous of marriage) who make an idol of marriage. Marriage is a good gift of God, a blessed union between one man and one woman, and a picture of Christ and His church. But for all this, it is temporary and will be superseded by a far greater consummation in the world to come. 
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