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I Corinthians 

 

Chapter 7:17-40 
 

17 Only, as the Lord has assigned to each one, as God has called each, in this way let 

him walk. And so I direct in all the churches.  
 

The concept expressed throughout the rest of this chapter is “rest” ... “Rest in the state 
that you are ... Rest in the Lord.”  The message is not “Don’t change!” but, rather, “Rest.” 
As we study these verses consider them through the filter of “Rest”. 
 

The Lord, through Paul, is laying out the foundation here.  “HE is the one that gave to us the 
part we are to play (see “assigned”).  HE called us.  That means HE knows us personally and 
has a plan for us. 
 

Constable > Whether he or she is unmarried or married, married to a believer or to an 
unbeliever, the Christian should regard his or her condition as what God has placed him 
or her in for the time being. 

 

Only > (Utley) The Greek terms ei mē can mean "unless," "except," or "but." 

 

Robertson > This use of ει μη — ei mē as an elliptical condition is very common 
(1 Corinthians 7:5; Galatians 1:7, Galatians 1:19; Romans 14:14), 

 

Romans 14:14 > 14 I know and am convinced in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean 

in itself; but to the one who thinks something is unclean, to that person it is unclean. 
 

Assigned > (Strong’s) to part, i.e. (literally) to apportion, bestow, share, or (figuratively) to 
disunite, differ 

 

Utley > This verb means "to divide or distribute." 
 

Walk > I love the visual of this word > peripateo (Strong’s) to walk (the foundational word 
means to tread or tread on ... the prefix adds about, concerning around ... therefore mine 
mind picture is someone padding about) 
 

Utley > This is literally "walk", which is a biblical metaphor for lifestyle 

 

Direct > (Strong’s) to arrange thoroughly, i.e. (specially) institute, prescribe (from a 
preposition denoting the channel of an act; through ... and a word commonly used in 
ancient military language for "designating" ("appointing, commissioning") a specific status, 
i.e. arranging (placing) in a deliberate, fixed order.) 
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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. 19 Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing, but what 

matters is the keeping of the commandments of God.  
 

He is not to become uncircumcised > (Clarke) It is a fact that it was possible by the 
assistance of art to do this; and Celsus himself prescribes the mode, De Medic. vii. 25. 

 

Swindoll > Jewish believers should not shed their Jewishness and act like Gentiles (7:18). 

Gentiles should not shed their unique culture and act like Jews (7:18). Slaves should not 

fret about being freed from their legal obligations of service (7:21). Those who are free 

should not seek to indenture themselves to new masters (7:21, 23). The engaged should 

not break off their engagements (7:27). The single should not rush into marriage (7:27). 
 

Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing > (Utley) This shows Paul's view of 

the OT rituals and regulations. This was the very issue brought up at the Jerusalem Council 

of Acts 15 and exploited by the Judaizers in the churches of Galatia. Paul's theology at this 

point is very clear. Gentiles do not need to perform Jewish rites, rituals, and cultic 

procedures. Believing Jews must not be proud or ashamed of OT covenant practices they 

had participated in in the past. True circumcision is of the heart, not the body, and it issues 

in "circumcised" ears to hear God and lips to speak His message, His new message in Christ. 
 

 Keeping > (Strong’s) a watching, i.e. (figuratively) observance, or (concretely) a prison -- 
hold 

 

20 Each person is to remain in that state in which he was called. 
 

 As always ... it is important to understand a specific verse in the light of the rest of  
 scriptures.  Begin with our original premise > “Rest in the fact that the Lord has a plan for  
 our lives.”  The rest of the passage will build out this thought. 
 

Remain > (Strong’s) to stay (in a given place, state, relation or expectancy) 
 

State > (Strong’s) an invitation (figuratively) (The Greek word is related to the word 
translated “called” at the end of the verse) 
 

Utley > The NKJV is more literal and keeps the word play "let each one remain in the 

same calling in which he was called" 
 

Vincent > Not the condition or occupation, a meaning which the word does not have in 
classical Greek, nor in the New Testament, where it always signifies the call of God into 
His kingdom through conversion. 
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21 Were you called as a slave? Do not let it concern you. But if you are also able to 

become free, take advantage of that.  
 

Were you called as a slave? Do not let it concern you > What might the concern be in this 
case? 

 

If > (Strong’s) ei 
 

But if you are able to become free > (Constable) Paul did not mean that a Christian should 
take a fatalistic view of life and regard his or her condition as something he or she should 
definitely remain in forever. If we have the opportunity to improve ourselves for the glory 
of God, we should do so. If we do not, we should not fret about our state but bloom where 
God has planted us. We should regard our call to Christ as sanctifying our present situation. 

  

It is unfortunate that many Christians today choose to focus on their limitations rather than 
on their possibilities as representatives of Jesus Christ. We should use the abilities and 
opportunities that God gives us rather than feeling sorry for ourselves because we do not 
have other abilities or opportunities. 

 

22 For the one who was called in the Lord as a slave, is the Lord’s freed person; likewise 

the one who was called as free, is Christ’s slave. 23 You were bought for a price; do not 

become slaves of people.  
 

Freed person > (Vincent) Rev., correctly, freedman; the preposition ἀπ' from implying 
previous bondage. (KJV translates this as “freeman” possibly missing the concept and 
formerly being a slave)) 

 

 Do not become slaves of people > (Robertson) Literally, stop becoming slaves of men. 

 

24 Brothers and sisters, each one is to remain with God in that condition in which he 

was called. 
 

With God > (Robertson) para theoi > alongside God > There is comfort in that. Even a slave 
can have God at his side by remaining at God‘s side. 

 

Wuest Translation (vss. 21-24) > Were you divinely summoned when you were a slave? Let 

not that be a concern to you. But on the assumption also that you are able to become a free 

man, the rather take advantage of the opportunity, for the slave who was divinely summoned 

by the Lord is the Lord's freedman. Likewise, he who was divinely summoned when he was a 

freedman, is Christ's slave. At a price you were purchased. Do not go on becoming those 

who are subservient to men. Each one in the sphere in which he was divinely summoned, 

brethren, in this let him be remaining in the presence of God. 
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25 Now concerning virgins, I have no command of the Lord, but I am offering direction 

as one who by the mercy of the Lord is trustworthy.  
 

Now concerning virgins > (Constable) This was another subject on which the Church at 
Corinth had asked the advice of the apostle. 

 

I have no command of the Lord > (Constable) Note that Paul appealed to the Lord’s mercy, 
not His command. As in the first part of this chapter, Paul was offering good advice, but he 
was not commanding that everyone do the same thing. Thus to choose not to follow Paul’s 
advice did not amount to sinning. 

 

26 I think, then, that this is good in view of the present distress, that it is good for a 

man to remain as he is.  
 

Present distress > (Vincent) (The Greek word and tense) may also express something which 
is not simply present, but the presence of which foreshadows and inaugurates something 
to come. Hence it may be rendered impending or setting in. 

 

Swindoll > Although persecution had been sporadic and localized in Paul’s day, based on 

Jesus’ teaching (Matt. 23:34) and on reading the signs of the times, the apostle knew 

that full-blown persecution was just around the corner. In fact, about ten years after 

Paul wrote this letter, the Roman emperor Nero falsely blamed Christians for setting the 

imperial capital ablaze. He slaughtered believers of all ages; one rampage followed 

another, blowing past Rome’s city limits into the rest of the empire like shock waves of a 

massive explosion. The horrible persecutions left a dreadful wound on the body of 

Christ that would take decades to heal. In light of this impending doom, Paul knew that 

those with spouses and children would find themselves tempted to deny the faith, or at 

least compromise their testimonies, in order to protect their families. 
 

Barnes > If the Epistle was written about 59 A.D. it was in the time of Nero; and 
probably he had already begun to oppress and persecute Christians. 

 

MacArthur > Paul gives six reasons for remaining single:  

 (1) the pressure of the system (vv. 25-27) 

 (2) the problems of the flesh (v. 28) 

 (3) the passing of the world (vv. 29-31) 

 (4) the preoccupations of marriage (32-35) 

 (5) the promises of fathers (vv. 36-38)  

 (6) the permanency of marriage (vv. 39-40) 
 

27 Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be released(1x). Are you released(2x) from a 

wife? Do not seek a wife.  
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Bound > (Strong’s) A primary verb; to bind 
 

 Released(1x) > (Strong’s) loosening, i.e. (specially), divorce 
 

Released(2x) > (Strong’s) to "loosen" (literally or figuratively) 
 

Wuest Translation > Have you been bound to a wife? Stop seeking to be loosed. Have you 

been loosed from a wife? Stop seeking a wife. 

 

28 But if you marry, you have not sinned; and if a virgin marries, she has not sinned. 

Yet such people as yourselves will have trouble in this life, and I am trying to spare 

you.  
 

If > (Strong’s) ean 
 

Trouble > (Strong’s) pressure (literally or figuratively) 
 

29 But this I say, brothers, the time has been shortened, so that from now on those who 

have wives should be as though they had none; 30 and those who weep, as though they 

did not weep; and those who rejoice, as though they did not rejoice; and those who 

buy, as though they did not possess; 31 and those who use the world, as though they did 

not make full use of it; for the present form of this world is passing away. 
 

The time has been shortened > (Barnes) The time is "contracted," "drawn into a narrow 
space". The word which is used here is commonly applied to the act of "furling" a sail, that 
is, reducing it into a narrow compass; and is then applied to anything that is reduced within 
narrow limits. 

 

  Vincent > Only here and Acts 5:6, where it is used of the winding up of Ananias' corpse. 
 

Acts 5:6 > 6 The young men got up and covered him up, and after carrying him out, 

they buried him. 

 

   Covered > (Strong’s) to send (draw) together, i.e. enwrap (enshroud a corpse for  
   burial) 

 

Make full use of it > (Robertson) to use up, use to the full 

 

Utley > Believers are citizens of two realms, the spiritual and the physical or the church 

and the world. The physical is not evil but transitory. Believers must be service-minded, 

gospel-minded. We use the world and its resources to serve the Kingdom. Otherwise, 

physical thing, worldly things, use us! 
 

 Form > (Strong’s) a figure (as a mode or circumstance), i.e. (by implication) external  
 condition 
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For the present form of this world is passing away > (Wuest Translation) for the temporary 

fashion of this world is passing away 
 

32 But I want you to be free from concern. One who is unmarried is concerned about the 

things of the Lord, how he may please the Lord;  
 

Utley > This (these verses ... 32-35) describes the mutual commitment of married people to 

each other as "one flesh" (cf. Eph. 5:24-31). This is not evil, it is used to describe the 

relationship between Christ and His church. It is obvious that single people have more time 

and energy for ministry. Paul's concern throughout this context has been the ability to be 

an active believer without concern. 
 

 Concern > (Strong’s) free from care (from a word meaning care, anxiety with an alpha
 negative) 
 

 Concerned > (Strong’s) care, anxiety 
 

33 but one who is married is concerned about the things of the world, how he may 

please his wife, 34 and his interests are divided. The woman who is unmarried, and the 

virgin, is concerned about the things of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body 

and spirit; but one who is married is concerned about the things of the world, how she 

may please her husband.  
 

Holy > (Strong’s) sacred (physically, pure, morally blameless or religious, ceremonially, 

consecrated) 
 

The woman who is unmarried, and the virgin, is concerned about the things of the Lord, 

that she may be holy both in body and spirit; > (Wuest Translation) Both the unmarried 

woman and the virgin seek to promote the interests of the things of the Lord in order that 

they may be set-apart ones to God and His service both with respect to the body and the 

spirit. 

 

35 I say this for your own benefit, not to put a restraint on you, but to promote what is 

appropriate and to secure undistracted devotion to the Lord. 
 

Constable > Paul did not want his readers to regard his preceding comments as an attempt 
to build too strong a case for celibacy, as ascetics do. He wanted to help his readers 
appreciate the realities of the single and married states so they could express unhindered 
devotion to the Lord. 

 

 Benefit > (Strong’s) profitable, useful 
 

Restraint > Look at this word!!  (Strong’s) brochos > a noose, halter, snare 
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Clarke > Here is a manifest allusion to the Retiarius among the Romans, who carried a 
small casting net, which he endeavored to throw over the head of his adversary and 
thus entangle him. Or to a similar custom among the Persians, who made use of a noose 
called the camand; which they employed in the same way. 

 

Appropriate > (Utley) a compound from "good" and "form." It denotes that which is 
proper, pleasing, and appropriate 

 

Undistracted > (Strong’s) a compound of the word meaning to draw away with an alpha 
negative 

 

Wuest Translation > But this I am saying for your own profit, not in order that I may throw 

a noose over you, but I am saying this in order that in a seemly manner you may 

assiduously serve the Lord without distraction. 
 

36 But if(1x) anyone thinks that he is acting dishonorably toward his virgin, if(2x) she 

is past her youth and it ought to be so, let him do what he wishes, he is not sinning; 

let them marry.  
 

Let him do what he wishes > (Utley) This is literally "so ought to be what the one wishes." 

 

My thoughts ... I believe the words “let them marry” indicates this might be a response to 
one of the questions sent to Paul in the earlier unknown letter. 

 

37 But the one who stands firm in his heart, if he is not under constraint, but has 

authority over his own will, and has decided this in his own heart, to keep his own 

virgin, he will do well. 38 So then, both the one who gives his own virgin in marriage 

does well, and the one who does not give her in marriage will do better. 
 

Not under constraint > (Barnes) Often daughters were espoused, or promised when they 
were very young, and in such a case a man would be bound to adhere to his engagement; 
and much as he might desire the reverse, and her celibacy, yet he would not have power 
over his own will, or be at liberty to withhold her. 

 

Vincent > Among the Greeks and Romans the choice of a wife was rarely grounded upon 
affection. In many cases the father chose for his son a wife whom the latter had never 
seen, or compelled him to marry for the sake of checking his extravagances ... Nor was 
the consent of a woman generally thought necessary. She was obliged to submit to the 
wishes of her parents, and perhaps to receive a stranger. 

 

Fee > "So at the end Paul has agreed, and disagreed, with the Corinthians in their letter. 
They prefer celibacy for "spiritual" reasons; he prefers it for pastoral and eschatological 
ones. But quite in contrast to them, he also affirms marriage; indeed, he does so strongly: 
Such a man "does well." But there is one final word.  



These verses are addressed to the man; but in keeping with his response throughout, there 
is a final word for married women as well."  

 

39 A wife is bound as long as her husband lives; but if her husband dies, she is free to be 

married to whom she wishes, only in the Lord. 40 But in my opinion she is happier if 

she remains as she is; and I think that I also have the Spirit of God. 
 

 Bound > (Strong’s) to tie, bind 
 

Constable > Paul expressed his opinion, that a widow would probably be better off to 

remain unmarried, with a very light touch, one that he used throughout this chapter. This 

decision, as well as all decisions about whether to marry or not, pivots on a delicate 

balance ... Notice that the issue is the widow’s happiness, not her obedience. 


