
“A Messy Community: Studies in 1 Corinthians” 

Lesson 24: 1 Corinthians 9:19–27 

As we saw last week, Paul’s bold claim in 8:13 to be willing to completely forsake his rights for the benefit 
of others was not an empty claim: The proof of his willingness to do so lay in his willingness to forego the 
financial support (which was his right) for the sake of others. Specifically, his willingness to forsake his 
financial rights would enable him to remove any stumblingblock to the gospel message he preached. It 
would enable him to be a more effective witness, to more effectively win the lost to Christ. 

In the remainder of the chapter, Paul shows that that was indeed his motivation for forsaking his financial 
right. His motivation was not a false sense of bravado. He was not fishing for pity. He was genuinely 
moved to forsake his rights by a desire to reach others with the gospel. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
When you consider your Christian liberties and rights, do you primarily think about the freedoms you 
have to enjoy, or do you consider how you might, forsaking your rights, be a more effective gospel 
witness to others? Are you at all concerned that your insistence on claiming your rights might put an 
obstacle in the way of your gospel witness? 

His willingness to forsake his rights to financial compensation allowed him to more effectively reach the 
lost in at least two ways. (Note: The notes that follow rely heavily on the essence of John MacArthur’s 
commentary on these verses.) 

Through Self-Denial (9:19–23) 
Paul once again highlights the liberty that he enjoyed in Christ (“I am free from all”), but again claims his 
willingness to become a “servant” to others by limiting his liberties out of love. His willingness to forego 
financial compensation was but one example of this. “He would gladly modify his habits, his preferences, 
his entire lifestyle if any of those things caused someone to stumble, to be offended, or to be hindered 
from faith in the Lord.” (MacArthur) 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Paul was willing to become “a servant to all” in order to “win more of them.” It is evangelistic zeal of 
which he writes here. This means that he was willing to limit his liberties even before unbelievers in order 
to be an effective witness to them. Ought we to follow this pattern today? To what degree (if any) should 
we be willing to forego our rights before unbelievers? 

Paul mentions three specific examples of how he was willing to make himself “a servant to all.” First, 
when witnessing to Jews, he was willing (insofar as Scripture allowed) to take on Jewish customs and 
traditions in order to more effectively present the gospel to them. Second, when witnessing to Gentiles 
(“those outside the law”), he adopted Gentile customs and traditions in order to more effectively point 
them to Christ. Third, when dealing with “the weak” (those whose consciences bound them to matters 
that were not clearly mandated in Scripture), he was willing to stoop to their “weak” level in order to 
more effectively witness to them. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Can you think of any ways in which we might be willing to “become all things to all men” in order to “by 
all means win some”? What customs or traditions might we need to be willing to adopt in order to not 
put an obstacle to the gospel before others? 
               

“If a person is offended by God’s Word, that is his problem. If he is offended by biblical doctrine, standards, 
or church discipline, that is his problem. That person is offended by God. But if he is offended by our 

unnecessary behavior or practices—no matter how good and acceptable those may be in themselves—his 
problem becomes our problem.” 

(John MacArthur) 
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Note: In none of the above does Paul suggest a willingness to disobey Scripture. If those he seeks to win 
are involved in sinful behaviour, he will not involve himself in it in order to win them. In no way will he be 
“outside the law of God.” 

Paul re-enforces that his motive was in no way to please other people. He did all of this only “for the sake 
of the gospel.” He was determined to set aside anything that might hinder the gospel’s effectiveness in 
the lives of others. 

Through Self-Control (9:24–27) 
The second way in which the limiting of his liberties gave him the ability to more effectively minister the 
gospel was through the exercise of self-control. The exercise of self-control helped Paul stay single-
minded in his devotion to win others with the gospel. 
               

“Holding tightly to liberties and rights is a sure way to lose the race of soul-winning. Many of the 
Corinthian Christians seriously limited their testimony because they would not limit their liberty. They 

refused to give up their rights, and in so doing they won few and offended many.” 
(John MacArthur) 

               

Paul here alludes to two athletic events with which the Corinthians would have been intimately familiar: 
the Olympic Games and the Isthmian Games. (The latter was held in Corinth itself.) The athletes who 
participated in these games exercised rigorously for months under strict supervision and with great self-
control. They knew that they would never attain the prize without exercising self-control. They were, we 
might say, as free as any Roman citizen to eat junk food and laze around all day, but if they kept the eye 
on the prize, they knew they would need to limit their freedom an exercise self-control to attain the prize 
they were aiming for. The athlete set on winning would voluntarily restrict his liberties with regard to 
sleep, diet and exercise. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
MacArthur writes, “The athlete’s disciplined self-control is a rebuke of half-hearted, out-of-shape 
Christians who do almost nothing to prepare themselves to witness to the lost—and consequently 
seldom do.” In what ways can we train ourselves for witnessing opportunities? 

Again, Paul reminds his readers that he had a purpose in limiting his freedoms. He did not run aimlessly or 
shadow box. Instead, his goal was to preach the gospel effectively and not find himself disqualified. He 
did not fear being “disqualified” from eternal life but from effective witness. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
We do well to remember that the liberties that Paul has in view in these chapters are things that are 
actually good and acceptable, and yet he argues that insistence on good and acceptable liberties can 
easily disqualify one from effective witness. Why is this so? 

The implication from this second section is that the effective witness cannot allow himself to become a 
slave to his body. There are times when we need to take our bodies into subjection and simply do what is 
right, whether or not we feel like it. An athlete leads his body; he does not follow it. 

TO THINK ABOUT 
Can you think of ways in which we must take our bodies into subjection if we will be effective witnesses? 
Try to think of very specific examples, and then ask yourself if you would be willing to do those hard 
things if it meant that you would be a more effective witness with the gospel. 


