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“For the Sake of the Gospel”

1 Corinthians 9:1-27

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


There’s an old phrase tossed around these days, in the debates raised by terror about individual rights vs. homeland security; it is a phrase penned by Benjamin Franklin as the War of Independence loomed on the horizon: “They that can give up essential liberty to obtain a little temporary safety deserve neither liberty nor safety.” As Americans, we understand this (and must always come to understand it afresh). There is a call for national and individual freedom that is visceral and virtuous (and spreading). But as Christians, there is something even more so: and that is “the sake of the gospel.” 
As Paul will conclude this larger section (11:1), it is: “Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” So his example is ours to follow: (1) to give up all for the sake of the gospel, and (2) to give my all for the sake of the gospel. In all things, and in all ways, it is all for the sake of the gospel.
First: I must resolve to give up all for the sake of the gospel (9:1-18).
In the opening section of his argument from personal example, Paul presents us with his rights (9:1-12a). Paul begins: “Am I not free? Am I not an apostle”? (9:1). These two opening questions set the tone for the whole. Ah, freedom; how it rings, especially as we come up to the Fourth. And this freedom we fought so hard to gain, and continue to protect and proclaim, is our fundamental right. And this pedestal of freedom sets us apart in the world. And yet, as Paul argues here, in the face of those Christians who were proclaiming their “right” or “freedom” to attend the idol feasts with their pagan friends, Paul turns to his own person and example. There is no one with more “freedom rights” than he. And he spouts off a litany of these. (1) The right to eat and drink (9:4)—that is, anything (in the gospel age, the old dietary constraints are done away). Since food is the issue at hand, so here he begins. (2) The right to take a wife along with him in his missionary travels (9:5)—which was the custom of most, as he admits. Paul, on the other hand (evidently a widower), remained unmarried in his single-minded passion for church planting in new frontiers. (3) The right to material support in his gospel work (9:6-12a). This is the focal issue in the ministry of Paul—that evidently irked some Corinthians and caused them to turn on him and his authority. You see, it was customary for someone in his position to receive patronage (and many in fact did; but then there could be “strings attached,” and he wanted to be able to “be all” in order to “win all”), and not be constrained by such a menial task as tent-making. This was his “God-given right” (!): above all others (9:12a)—even from the lips of Jesus Himself (9:14; see Luke 10:7, “the laborer deserves his wages”).
One aside here on his use of the Old Testament command: “don’t muzzle the ox” (9:8-10). Contrary to the opinion of some (who say he has changed the sense), Paul’s use here is fully in line with the Old Testament context; for in Deuteronomy 25:4, the surrounding context is all about the right treatment (not of animals, but) of people. This was a just principle from their everyday agrarian life. And evidently it is a principle that had become proverbial (that is, applied outward). All this is to the effect that those who give themselves to the work of the ministry are deserving of material support (which is why we pay for full-time pastors—a good thing).
In the next movement of the passage, however, Paul speaks of his restraint (9:12b-18). But he “did not make use of these rights”—a phrase noted three times (9:12, 15, 18). And why not? This is the key: “to put no obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ” (9:12b, “no hindrance to the gospel”). This was the bottom line for Paul. And this must be the bottom line for us all. In whatever circumstance (and it would vary), anything that would get in the way of the gospel, he would get rid of. Here, he gave up everything he was entitled to, in order “to present the gospel free of charge” (9:18).
What about us? This brings us to the question of “standing on my rights vs. everything for the gospel.” Am I willing to give up all for the sake of the gospel (so that there is no unnecessary obstacle or cost attached to the giving and receiving of the gospel message)? What rights might I need to give up? Say, my right to a good retort or the last word, when it might be better (for the sake of Christ) just to listen and endure. What things do we put in the way? For example, do we insist (or think) that people need to act a certain way before they can become a Christian, or should do, or don’t do, certain things once they do (like the old mission mistake: to “Westernize” along with “Christianize”)? And in what ways do we attach cost? For example, as a pastor, do I have extra charges for hospital visits or counseling appointments, etc.? No, this is part of my call. The freedom of the gospel should be presented “free” (in order to preserve the nature of the gospel as a “free gift,” see Romans 6:23b).
Second: I must strive to give my all for the sake of the gospel (9:19-27).
Paul then moves to outline and underscore his mission (9:19-23). He began: “Am I not free?” (9:1). Now he asserts, “Though I am free” (9:19). This is the crucial turn in the passage, and the second answer: which is surprising, even shocking. What does he do? He willingly becomes “a slave”; he becomes “all things to all people” (9:22b). Paul is not being a chameleon here, as it might seem to some—acting like a Jew with Jews and a Greek with Greeks; he is not being “wishy-washy” in his convictions, as is too common amongst us: not just with politicians, but Christians in general (going with the crowd—whatever that may be—in order to be “in”). Paul has core convictions; and he has a core reason for all that he does in this regard. There is “a method to his madness” (and we would do well to learn it). 

Why does he do it? There is a series of repetitive “purpose” clauses (all i{na)—striking, really: he becomes a Jew in order to win the Jews (kosher); under the law to win those under the law; outside the law to win those outside the law; weak to win the weak (9:20-22a). Now, these are his particulars: the particulars he faced in the circles he lived—and lived for the gospel. And they are framed by the introductory: “that I might win more of them” (9:19); and the concluding: “that by all means I might save some” (9:22b)—what you might call a “salvation sandwich.” And then there’s the resounding punch: “all for the sake of the gospel . . .” (9:23). You see, there is a “salvation motivation” that governs all his actions. There is a gospel drive that governs all he does. What about us? Do we have this “core cause”: that goes with us, everywhere to everyone?
And lastly Paul shows us his method (9:24-27). Paul supports this strategy with the image of “competitive sports” (in that day and in that area, it was the Isthmian Games—second only to the Olympics). Two he highlights: running and boxing. And the focus here is “how you compete”—or, for the Christian, how you are to live: focused, for the gospel’s sake (not cavalier, undisciplined; running aimlessly, beating the air). No, he uses very strong language: “I pummel my body (here a graphic image drawn from boxing; uJpwpiavzw, literally, “to strike under the eye”) and make it a slave” (9:27, see margin). There are a couple of boxing movies that have come out recently. One thing that characterizes the sport—or any truly grueling competition—is the need for serious “self-control” (9:25): rigorous training and unflagging drive and unflinching focus on the goal—play to win (and the win here is to see yourself, and as many other souls as possible, find heaven in Christ). But what about us? Do we take our Christian life as seriously (. . . as we take our sports)?
Again, as Paul himself will close out this present section, we are to “follow his example, as he follows the example of Christ” (11:1). Many missionaries have to take this example very really and personally (for example, Dwight to Romania). But really, this attitude and activity is something that is placed upon us all: one that (1) resolves to give up all for the sake of the gospel, and that (2) strives to give my all for the sake of the gospel. Let this necessity sink it: take it to heart, and take it to life.
