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I. What About Calling? 

(1 Corinthians 7:17–24) "17 Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has 

assigned to him, and to which God has called him. This is my rule in all the 

churches.  

18 Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to 

remove the marks of circumcision. Was anyone at the time of his call 

uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. 19 For neither circumcision 

counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God. 

20 Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called.  

21 Were you a bondservant when called? Do not be concerned about it. (But if 

you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.) 22 For he who was 

called in the Lord as a bondservant is a freedman of the Lord. Likewise, he who 

was free when called is a bondservant of Christ. 23 You were bought with a 

price; do not become bondservants of men. 24 So, brothers, in whatever 

condition each was called, there let him remain with God." 

The main idea is this: Don’t be concerned about the place, 

occupation, relationships that you were in when called. If possible 

remain there.  

"17 Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to 

which God has called him. This is my rule in all the churches.  

20 Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called. 

24 So, brothers, in whatever condition each was called, there let him remain with 

God."   

This has been Paul’s theme since the beginning of chapter seven.  

• 7:1-5 If married, continue normal sexual relationships.  

• 7:7-9 If single, stay single. However, it is OK to marry 

• 7:10-16 Should we divorce? No! If married, stay married. 

But divorce is OK for biblical grounds 
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Why is Paul against change? Because many new converts think 

something like this. “Now that I am a Christian, in order to secure my 

salvation I must change my environment.’   

If your environment forces you to sin—prostitution, meth sales, 

buying or selling slaves, performing abortions, writing for a pro-

homosexual magazine, etc.—that is true. You should immediately 

change occupations.  

• God called Rahab, a prostitute, to join the people of God 

and leave prostitution.  

• God called Ruth, a Moabitess, to leave the worship of 

Chemosh, and her idolatrous kin, and marry Boaz.  

However, if the environment that you are in (marriage to an 

unbeliever, marriage to a believer, unmarried, Starbucks barrista, 

Army chaplain, Apple technician, etc.) does not cause you to sin, 

changing will not enhance your salvation. It is not your environment 

that saves or unsaves. It is the internal heart-change, wrought by 

conversion, that saves a person.  

(1 Jn 5:4) “Everyone who is born of God overcomes the world.”  

Paul wants the Believer to overcome in the environment to which 

God has assigned them. The main point is in verse 17.  

 17 Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to him, and to 

which God has called him. This is my rule in all the churches.  

In this verse Paul uses two important words, assigned and called.  

“The life that God has assigned to him.” God is sovereign. He 

assigned you a life. That includes your DNA. He assigned your 

parents. He assigned your IQ. He has assigned your athletic ability. 



  

3 of 10 

He assigned the nationality of your birth. He assigned the year and 

day of your birth. Nothing accidental.  

This means that your place, or status, in life at the time of your 

conversion is no accident. Are you a housewife? You don’t need to 

go to medical school. Were you working on your BA in architecture? 

You don’t need to switch majors. Were you a diesel mechanic? You 

don’t need to become a homebuilder. Were you an RN? Don’t 

become a school teacher.  

Why? The second phrase Paul uses are the words, “Let each 

person lead the life…To which God has called him.” We have a 

calling, and God is the Caller. Normally, it is the career trajectory that 

we are on at the time of our conversion.  

This doesn’t mean we can’t change occupations. It means that 

our current situation, unless inherently sinful, has no bearing on our 

salvation. There are many exceptions to this principal.  

• Peter, James, and John were fishermen.  

• Calvin and Luther were training to be lawyers.  

• William Carey was a cobbler.  

• John Bunyan was a Tinker.  

• Martyn Lloyd-Jones was a medical Doctor.   

Paul does not prohibit these changes. Instead, Paul would ask 

this question of anyone wanting to change. WHY? Why are you 

changing? Is it because you don’t think you can pursue salvation in 

your current environment?  

Or, is it because you feel a call from God to the ministry? A valid 

call to ministry needs an inward and outward confirmation.   
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In other words, conversion is a call to Christ. It is a call to follow 

Christ in a particular social setting and occupation.  

God called Cornelius, a Gentile proselyte and Roman soldier, to 

continue serving God as a soldier in the Roman Legions.  

God called Luke, the Physician. He continued as a physician. In 

his spare time he wrote Luke and Acts.  

In summary: God has assigned a life to us, to which he has called 

us. In the absence of a compelling inward and outward call from God, 

grow where you are planted.  

Paul provides us with two illustrations. The first is religious. The 

second is social.  

A. A RELIGIOUS ILLUSTRATION 

18 Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised? Let him not seek to 

remove the marks of circumcision. Was anyone at the time of his call 

uncircumcised? Let him not seek circumcision. 19 For neither circumcision 

counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the commandments of God. 

20 Each one should remain in the condition in which he was called. 

Circumcision was the great religious divide between Jew and 

Gentile. Some new Christians were Jews. They had been 

circumcised. Should they now remove the marks of circumcision? 

“No,” Paul says. It is irrelevant.   

On the other hand, Christianity came from Judaism, and 

circumcision was the mark of Jewishness. A Jew felt that 

circumcision was necessary for salvation. Should a Christian get 

circumcised? No, because keeping the commandments saves. 

Circumcision pointed to the fact that a Jew was one set aside for 

obedience to God’s commands. Therefore, circumcision was 

irrelevant. Obedience is the issue.  
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You were raised Mormon. You have a tattoo of Joseph Smith on 

your shoulder. God calls you to himself through the gospel. Should 

you remove it? Not if you think it affects your salvation. It is irrelevant. 

Faith and repentance are what saves. Everything else is irrelevant.  

You are a Hindu woman with a red dot on your forehead. It 

signifies your religious belief. You become a Christian. Does the red 

dot have anything to do with your salvation? No!  

What affects your salvation? Faith in the atoning work of Christ 

expressed by repentance from all known sin.  

B. A SOCIAL ILLUSTRATION   

The word, bondservant, translates the Greek word, doulas. A 

bondservant was a slave.  

Somewhere between a third and two thirds of the population in 

Rome were slaves. About twenty five percent of the population of the 

Roman Empire were slaves. That means that somewhere between 

25 and 50% of each Christian congregation were probably slaves.  

Although the bondservant had no rights, and was wholly owned 

by another, first century slavery differed from American slavery.It was 

not racial. Because it was not racial, in the market place it was hard 

to distinguish a slave from a freeman. This also meant that the 

slave’s personhood was not looked down on because of their racial 

appearance.  

In some cases the slaves earned money, and could use that 

money to eventually buy their freedom. Some slaves even bought 

and owned other slaves. At any rate, the slave had no right to this 

treatment. He or she was a slave, a slave was chattel, property 

owned by another. Roman law had two categories of property: 

articulate property (a slave) and inarticulate property (an ox).  
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It was a curse to be an attractive female slave. They were 

routinely abused by their masters. Think Harvey Weinstein.  

Slaves gained their freedom two ways: by running away or by 

manumission. Manumission often took place after ten or twenty years 

of service, but the slave had no right to this, and in many cases the 

slave died enslaved.  

Because it was a miserable life, slave insurrections routinely took 

place, and this the Roman population greatly feared. (Think the movie 

Spartacus). There were three servile wars 135 BC, 100 BC, and 75 

BC.  

Murray Harris. “At the heart of slavery, ancient or modern, are the ideas of total 

dependence, the forfeiture of autonomy, and the sense of belonging wholly to 

another. A slave lacked the power of refusal, in the sense that he knew that if he 

refused to obey his master, he would suffer dire consequences. His or hers was 

the frustration not only of powerlessness, but also of relative hopelessness, for 

even in the first-century setting, manumission was never guaranteed and even a 

promise of emancipation could be revoked by the arbitrary decision of the 

master…Whereas in many parts of the English-speaking world slavery is part of 

our history, in the Mediterranean lands of the first century, slavery was part of 

their life.”1 

This is the context in which Paul wrote these revolutionary words 

to the church at Corinth.  

21 Were you a bondservant when called? Do not be concerned about it. (But if 

you can gain your freedom, avail yourself of the opportunity.) 22 For he who was 

called in the Lord as a bondservant is a freedman of the Lord. Likewise, he who 

was free when called is a bondservant of Christ. 23 You were bought with a 

price; do not become bondservants of men. 24 So, brothers, in whatever 

condition each was called, there let him remain with God." 

                                       

1 Murray Harris, Slave of Christ, (Downers Grove, IVP, 1999), pg. 44-45 



  

7 of 10 

We find it shocking that Paul says in vs 21 that slaves “should not 

be concerned about” their slavery. But this has been his point since 

the beginning of chapter seven. More than stay where you are, it has 

been “don’t be concerned” about your current status/position.  

Why? God has assigned you a position in life. God has called you 

to a social status.  

 “OK,” you might be thinking. “I agree that married people should 

continue with their conjugal relations. Yes, single people should stay 

single, Yes, married people should not seek divorce. Yes, the 

circumcised should not seek to remove the marks of circumcision. 

But slavery?  

What does the modern ear expect to hear. “God made every 

individual in his image. We have rights. That includes slaves. It is the 

duty of every newly converted Christian to throw off the yoke of 

slavery.” But that is not what Paul says, and he reinforces these word 

in Eph 6 and Col 3. 

Just the opposite. Paul tells slaves to continue in the condition in 

which you were called. If you can obtain your freedom legally, by all 

means do so. Why so little concern about the institution of slavery? 

Paul gives two answers, and they both assume the priority of eternal 

things.  

First, the Christian slave is a free man in Christ. Life as a slave is 

very short. An eternity of freedom is coming, and it is forever. The 

gospel solves our biggest problem, enmity between me and God. It 

frees the Christian slave from the power of sin. It frees he or she from 

guilt. It frees us from God’s condemnation.  

Why is the slave free? A Redeemer, became a slave in my place. 

A Redeemer fulfilled my duty to be a bondservant to God the Father.  
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In addition, that other Slave, Christ, purchased my freedom by his 

death on a cross.  

Paradoxically, the opposite is also true. The slaves freeborn 

master, if a Believer, is now a slave of Christ. And Paul now 

commands that master to treat his slaves with justice, fairness, and 

kindness. (See Eph 6:5-9, Col 3:22, 1 Peter 2:18ff, Titus 2:9-10).  

In other words, Paul wants the Corinthians to know that their 

calling in Christ is more important than their status of slave or 

free. And, your calling in Christ transforms your status as a slave into 

a venue to serve Christ and glorify him.  

(Ephesians 6:5–9) "5 Bondservants, obey your earthly masters with fear and 

trembling, with a sincere heart, as you would Christ, 6 not by the way of eye-

service, as people-pleasers, but as bondservants of Christ, doing the will of God 

from the heart, 7 rendering service with a good will as to the Lord and not to 

man, 8 knowing that whatever good anyone does, this he will receive back from 

the Lord, whether he is a bondservant or is free. 9 Masters, do the same to 

them, and stop your threatening, knowing that he who is both their Master and 

yours is in heaven, and that there is no partiality with him." 

In other words, through the gospel all Christians are God’s slaves, 

and all Christians are free from the condemning power of sin.  

It is important to note that neither Paul, nor Jesus, nor the other 

apostles soug3ht to change the political system or political climate of 

their day.  

They were not social revolutionaries.  

They were spiritual revolutionaries.  

Political freedom and political structures were irrelevant to them. 

Their concern was the kingdom of God, an eternal, spiritual kingdom 

that would eventually swallow up all earthly kingdoms.  
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Their tolerance of the institution of slavery must never be 

confused with their approval of the institution of slavery.  

C. FOUR APPLICATIONS 

1. Put on Contentment 

God is sovereign over your status/occupation in life. It is no 

accident.  

Therefore, grow in godly contentment.  

Why should we be content? Your Status/Condition in Life is 

secondary to eternal things 

Unless sinful, your work and status are not ultimate. They have no 

effect on your salvation.   

Fee: “Paul’s point, then, is not that one must stay where one was when called. 

Rather…Whatever your situation was at the time of your call, don’t let that 

become a concern to you. One’s calling in Christ raises one above that 

urgency.…Change may occur, but one’s calling in Christ means that change is 

unnecessary, and certainly not to be a compulsion.”2 

2. Focus on Eternal Priorities 

Whether slave or free, all Christians are slaves of Christ.  

By contrast, whether slave or free, all non-Christians are slaves of 

sin. Their end is eternal damnation.  

Rom 14:9 “For to this end Christ died and lived again, that he might be Lord of 

both the dead and the living.”  

This means that repentance from all known sin is not optional.  

Whether slave or free, also, all Christians are free in Christ. 

Double imputation has freed us from the need to be perfect. Our faith 

                                       

2 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1987), 318. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nicnt67co1?ref=Bible.1Co7.21&off=7480&ctx=%2c+is+a+parenthesis.%0a~Paul%E2%80%99s+point%2c+then%2c+


  

10 of 10 

unites us with Christ. When that happens, our sins get transferred to 

Christ.  

Christ’s righteousness gets transferred to us. In the words of 

Galatians,  

“For freedom therefore, Christ has set us free. Stand firm therefore, and do 

submit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1).  

3. Keep the Gospel Central  

Politics and or social action are fruits of the gospel. When they 

displace the gospel the church dies. Politics and social action matter, 

but they pale in comparison to the centrality of the gospel. They have 

little relevance compared to the eternal condemnation or justification 

that is the consequence of accepting or rejecting the gospel.   

4. Reject the Arrogance of the Modern.  

The writers of the gospel lived in a culture where slavery was 

systemic and had been for hundreds of years. It was just a fact of life. 

There was no thought of ending it. People didn’t have rights. People 

didn’t expect to have rights. In the first century, rights were not on 

anyone’s agenda. Paul and apostles only thought of responsibilities, 

not rights. They wanted to use the institution of slavery to display the 

beauty of the gospel.  

Slave-owners in the American South used Paul’s words to justify 

the perpetuation of racial slavery. This was a mistake. Since they 

were mostly Christians, and had power to end slavery, they should 

have. Paul would have. Jesus would have.  


