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7:17 Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in this manner let him 
walk. And so I direct in all the churches. 

 
From 7:1 we have observed that the Corinthians viewed abstinence and celibacy as being “spiritual” and 
so they sought to change the state of their marriages in order to practice these beliefs. However, Paul 
argues that God’s call for them in Christ (1:9) “transcends such settings so as to make them essentially 
irrelevant. That is, the call to Christ has created such change in one’s essential relationship (with God) 
that one does not need to seek change in other relationships (with people)” (Fee, 307).  
 
Verse 17 begins with “nevertheless” (“only” in the NASB) which ties it to verse 15 (Barrett, 167).  In 
other words, although a brother or sister is not bound to their spouse in cases where their spouse 
leaves, nevertheless, a believer should remain in the place where God has called them. The “call of God” 
throughout this section refers to our conversion (1:9 cf. 1:24). 
 
Paul’s concern is not that we keep our station in life, but that we realize that whatever condition we find 
ourselves in is the setting that God wants us to live out our Christian faith (vv. 18, 20, 21, 22, 24). The 
ESV is clearer; it reads, “lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to which God has called 
him.” Our present state is something that God “assigned” to us when we believed. This doesn’t mean 
that it will never change or that we should strive to stay in that setting, but that the situation we are in is 
designed by God for us. In Philippians 4:11 Paul said, “I have learned to be content in whatever 
circumstances I am.” This was possible because Paul realized that God is sovereign over the 
circumstances of life. 
 
“So I direct in all the churches” and similar expressions are used frequently in I Corinthians by Paul (4:17; 
11:16; 14:33; 16:1). This is his way of reminding them that their theology is off, not his (Fee, 311). 
 
In the verses that follow, Paul illustrates what he means by “lead the life that the Lord has assigned to 
him, and to which God has called him” (ESV).  
 

7:18 Was any man called when he was already circumcised? He is not to become 
uncircumcised. Has anyone been called in uncircumcision? He is not to be circumcised. 
7:19 Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but what matters is the keeping of 
the commandments of God. 
7:20 Each man must remain in that condition in which he was called. 

 
Having stated that the believer is to see their calling as something that includes their life setting, he 
moves into other examples outside of marriage to illustrate and expand his point.  
 
Paul uses the words “circumcision” and “uncircumcision” as metaphors for “Jew” and “Gentile” (cf. Ro. 
15:8; Gal. 2:12; Phil. 3:2–3; Col. 4:11, etc.), not of the literal surgical procedure. This is obvious by the 
comment, “He is not to become uncircumcised,” which was a physical impossibility. In essence, he 
means a Jew shouldn’t try to become a gentile or vice versa. 
 
In verse 19 Paul gives the theological reason for this admonition. Verse 19 says literally, “Circumcision is 
nothing and uncircumcision is nothing, but keeping the commandments of God (is everything).” 
To the Jew, circumcision meant everything; it was a symbol of pride demonstrating that one was a 
descendant of Abraham (Gen. 17:14) and a sign that one would be submissive to the law (Lev. 12:3; cf. 
Gal. 5:3). Even though circumcision was commanded in the OT, Paul’s point is that anything that 
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requires more than belief in the gospel (like reverting back to Judaism in order to become “spiritual”) 
negates the gospel, for it attaches spirituality to something other than Christ. The same principle applies 
to every other area of life as well. To assume that a change in life will improve our spiritual condition is 
to destroy the gospel, for it puts life’s circumstances on an equal plane with the saving work of Christ. 
What matters is that we follow Christ wherever we are. 
 
When Paul says to remain “in the condition in which he was called” he is repeating what he has already 
said in verse 17; we are not only called to be saved, but our call to salvation includes our walk in the 
circumstances we are currently in. Because we were “created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God 
prepared beforehand” (Eph. 2:10) it follows that we should “walk in them” (Eph. 2:10) instead of 
spending our time trying to change them (cf. Phil 4:11–13; II Tim. 6:8; II Cor. 12:10). 
 

7:21 Were you called while a slave? Do not worry about it; but if you are able also to become 
free, rather do that. 
7:22 For he who was called in the Lord while a slave, is the Lord's freedman; likewise he who 
was called while free, is Christ's slave. 

   
Paul continues to illustrate “how a man is not called to a new occupation; his old occupation is given 
new significance” (Barrett, 170).  
 
The second illustration in verse 21 parallels the first, only this time it has to do with slavery and freedom 
(Thiselton lists a number of views on this verse, 553 ff.—only one view is presented here).  
 
The general principle still applies: “stay as you are when you are called to salvation”; however, in verse 
21 his argument takes a twist. If the slave has the chance to be set free, he should take it. Being a slave 
is not an obstacle to glorifying God, but life is complex. “Remain as you are” does not fit every 
circumstance. The point is: when you are called into the fellowship of Christ, you gain a new set of 
radically Christ-centered priorities; so much so that if you are a slave, it should not cause you to fret. 
Don’t let life be your focus.  
 
In sum, change may occur, but whether it does or does not, the station of life you are in shouldn’t 
trouble you for “your calling in Christ eclipses such conditions, and thereby transforms them into 
situations where you may live out your Christian ‘calling’” (Fee, 316).  
 
Verse 22 gives the reason (ga,r—gar) for slaves (or for that matter, anyone) not to be concerned about 
their situation. Slavery or freedom doesn’t mean a thing as far as serving Christ and glorifying God goes, 
for we are joined to Christ. Even though a slave may still be forced to serve another, in Christ he is free. 
In the same way, those who are free are in reality servants of Christ. In both cases, Christ, not the 
worldly situation, determines one’s position.  
 
Verse 23 takes the same point one step further. 
 
 7:23 You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. 
  
Being redeemed or purchased by Christ has a twofold effect: (1) those in Christ are free from the 
bondage of the world, sin, and self, but (2) they also become the slave of Christ Himself. Because Christ 
is the Christian’s Master, no one should willfully enslave himself to another. The slave is freed in Christ; 
the freedman becomes a slave when coming to Christ. 
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 7:24 Brethren, each one is to remain with God in that condition in which he was called. 
 
Verse 24 concludes with the theme of this paragraph: stay as you are. Some were contemplating 
abandoning both their sexual responsibilities to their spouse and possibly even contemplating divorce in 
order to achieve a state of celibacy which they considered a higher spiritual status. Paul says they should 
remain with God in that condition in which they were called. 
 
The words “remain with God” are significant in that they demonstrate that staying in the situation that 

God has called you in is where God is; God sets both us and our life situation apart as the arena in which 

He is at work.   

In conclusion, God is more concerned with the way we live life in the circumstances we are in than that 

we change the circumstances. Secondly, the command to stay in the calling in which we were in when 

converted is not absolute. It does not condemn all change. Thirdly, God’s will is that we maintain close 

fellowship with Him and devote ourselves to obedience wherever we are in life. Lastly, our present 

station in life is God's assignment to us. Verse 17 says, “Let everyone lead the life which the Lord has 

assigned to him.” God is sovereign. It is no accident that we are where we are. “A man's mind plans his 

way, but the Lord directs his steps” (Proverbs 16:9). “Many are the plans in the mind of a man, but it is 

the purpose of the Lord that will be established” (Proverbs 19:21). “The lot is cast in the lap, but the 

decision is wholly from the Lord” (Proverbs 16:33). 

We are where we are by divine assignment. 


