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1 Corinthians 7: A Paradigm for 
Pastoral Counselling 

The late 20th century is not the first era where there are intractable pastoral problems 
which need Christian advice. For Paul's converts at Corinth there must have been many 
tensions. They had all comefromabackgroundofgrosspromiscuity(1 Cor6:9-11), and 
were now following Christ, who allowed no sexual misbehaving. Their prime teacher, 
Paul, was not married, and as far as we can ascertain had no desire to do so (1 Cor:7;8). 
The stresses and strains to which they were subject must have been as great as 
anything we experience today. Especially in a city where the main temple (that of 
Aphrodite on the Acrocorinthus) was a public and social-acceptable brothel! Paul's 
handling of this situation gives us four very basic rules for counselling. 

Ability to Listen 
First, he listens to what his hearers actually say. "It is well for a man not to touch a 

woman" is almost certainly a quotation of what some said. Paul knows the strong pull 
to cut all links with sexual activity ( 1 Cor 7:5), and is also aware of the dangers that this 
can bring (1 Cor 7:2,9,36). He is not rushing in to pontificate without first hearing what 
people are saying. While he can and does give definite advice, it is in the full knowledge 
of the situations that actually occur (eg 1 Cor 7:12-16). Believers were torn between 
loyalty to God and loyalty to an unbelieving (and perhaps awkward and violent) partner. 
Here we have case study based on finding out what was actually going on. 

Being Directive 
Secondly, Paul is not afraid to give definite advice. Today, non-directive 

counselling is fashionable. In part, it is a reaction against insensitive counselling of 
the past. But the trend has gone too far. Where Paul has a definite command from 
God, he is not afraid to state it (1 Cor 7: 10). This is not to say that he then enforces 
it with all the savage sanctions of mediaeval canon law. But he does make it clear 
when God has spoken on a matter. 

This, of course, flies in the face of much accepted theory and practice today. But 
surely, part of the task of a Christian pastor is to spell out what is God's way, even if 
people choose then not to follow it. It is a surrender to post-modernist relativism for a 
Christian counsellor to keep silent about what God says. And this applies not only to 
sex, butto other things as well (e.g. personal honesty). The prophet could not command 
obedience, but he was under an obligation to pass on God's message. 

In the past, I fear; Christian counsel has been emasctllated by the terror that 
counsellors might be "directing" those they are counselling. This danger has also 
appeared in some types of work with young people, where almost no parameters of 
acceptable behaviour have been set. When God has spoken, we do no-one any 
service by keeping silent about it. 

God's Word and Ours 
Thirdly, Paul makes a clear distinction between what is God's word and what is 

. Paul's opinion. He spells this out most plainly in 1 Cor 7:25. He offers his opinion, 
but makes it clear that this is on a lesser level than an actual word of Christ. He has 
also drawn the contrast earlier (1 Cor7:10 and 12). And although he has a high opinion 
of his power (1 Cor 7:40), he maintains this important distinction. 

In view of the widespread use of "words of knowledge", this distinction needs to 
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be heeded. It is one thing to have a clear command from Scripture. It is quite another. 
to have a vague spiritual "feeling" that something is so. Protestants rightly reject 
Papal claims for infallibility. There should also be an equally forthright rejection of 
charismatic "infallibility". Roman Catholics do, as a matter of fact, officially limit papal 
infallibility to pronouncements made "ex cathedra". But in practice, any papal 
encyclical is invested with an aura of infallibility which few would dare to question. 
Similarly, in many charismatic cir9les, claims to "a word of knowledge" are uncritically 
accepted. For my own part, I very much doubt whether 1 Car 12:8 actually bears any 
relevance to what goes on in some charismatic circles. I would think that "word of 
wisdom" refers to practical application of Scripture, and ''word of knowledge" to the ability 
to find the relevant Scripture. But even if I am wrong, we are told to test everything (1 
Thess 5:21). Scripture is the standard by which evangelicals must do the testing. 
Anything else must be viewed with caution. 

So, in counselling, we must clearly say when something is just our opinion. In non
charismatic circles, "I feel led" has been used to preface some authoritative but often 
highly dubious opinion. The most Paul will say, when giving his opinion (as an 
apostle!) , is that "/think I have the Spirit of God" (1 Car 7:40). If the apostle, with 
an authority which none of us now possesses, could be as cautious as that, we need 
to walk very carefully, and to avoid anything which might seem to put our fallible 
words on a level with Scripture. 

Readiness to Advise 
Fourthly, having said all this, Paul is ready to give all kinds of practical advice. 

Some would say, "Well, as an Apostle he had a right to do this, but we don't". 
However, such folk would still be able to accept the giving of advice based firmly on 
Scripture. But even though apostleship is the one charismatic gift no longer available 
to us, Christian pastors should be able to give advice. Here again, I am aware that I am 
flying in the face of much modern counselling practice. But I would question the widely
held view that we are just to be passive listeners and sounding boards. 

After all, anyone coming to a Christian minister declares by that very act that they 
think they might have something worthwhile to say. The Christian minister is not any 
Tom, Dick or Harry (or their female equivalent)> He or she is at least a trained person, 
and someone with some knowledge and understanding. While we are not in the position 
of the Roman Catholic priest, who in theory at least can give commands, there is surely 
no good reason why we should not offer advice in our position as a ministerof the Gospel. 
People are free to take our advice, reject it, or take some intermediate path. But, if we 
allow for Paul's safeguard, and clearly declare when it is our opinion and not God's word, 
then advice of a specific nature can be given. ' 

Such advice should be reasoned. Paul could speak of motives (1 Cor 7: 36-7), 
consequences (7:32-5), possibilities (7: 14-16) and circumstances (7:26-31). All 
these need to be considered and spelled out. Different views should be discussed. 
Paul could outline different choices which might both be good (7:36-8). Ultimately, 
the choice is left with the person who has come for counselling. They have to decide 
how to act, when the guidelines from Scripture and the spiritual wisdom of the 
counsellor have been offered. 

Too many people think that 1 Corinthians 7 is just Paul's view on sex. Actually, 
the specific case provides us with definite guidelines for counselling in any pastoral 
situation. · Mike Smith 
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