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“O LORD, you misled me, and I allowed myself to be misled. You are stronger than I am, and you overpowered 
me. Now I am mocked every day; everyone laughs at me. When I speak, the words burst out. “Violence and 
destruction!” I shout. So these messages from the LORD have made me a household joke. But if I say I’ll 
never mention the LORD or speak in his name, his word burns in my heart like a fire. It’s like a fire in my 
bones! I am worn out trying to hold it in! I can’t do it!” (Jer 20:7-9 NLT) 
 
Around 600BC, the prophet Jeremiah articulated a prophet’s lament that has been repeated by many leaders 
of God’s people over the centuries. The call and burden to minister to the Word of God cannot be ignored, 
even though the messenger may be criticised and mocked by a cynical and antagonistic audience. Each 
generation only has one lifespan, before each person must give account to God and face divine judgement, 
so there is the urgency to speak the message of God’s grace and mercy to a dying world. Many people will 
try to gag the messenger and/ or muffle the message. Paul was careful to maintain his ‘freedom of speech’, 
while simultaneously serving Christ and the church. 
 
ICEBREAKER: Think of a ministry that you have been involved in. What were the defining things that led, 
inspired and motivated you to be involved in that ministry? (Eg did you see a particular need? Particular verses 
from Scripture?) What things helped you to persevere in that ministry when things got tough? 
 

READ: 1 Cor 9:1-27 
 
1 Cor 8-10 focuses on the issue of Christian freedom. Two weeks ago, we looked at the issue of freedom in 
Christ and looked at how the Corinthians had to consider others when they sat down to eat with each other 
and with unbelievers. Chapter 8 finishes with a comment by Paul that, “if what I eat causes my brother to fall 
into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.” Paul was willing to limit his freedom, 
so that his words and actions did not become a stumbling block to others. 
 
Many Australian government departments have strict rules requiring disclosure of gifts and political donations. 
Such gifts potentially create conflicts of interest which could impact decisions, legal process and the use of 
resources. In the same way, in 1st Century Corinth, the apostle Paul was well aware of the concept of ‘conflict 
of interest’ that came with the Roman system of ‘patronage’, where financial gifts would have imposed 
obligations on him. He did not want to be ‘owned’ by, particularly, the wealthy people in this church. 

“(The) Corinthians wished to be Paul’s benefactors and thus to put Paul in the position of being in their 
debt. Patronage was a means of putting oneself in a position of superiority and power over others. Some 
of the more well-to-do Corinthians were disturbed at Paul’s refusal to place himself in the Corinthians’ 
debt and so to subordinate himself to them because of their generosity.”1 

 
In 1 Cor 9, Paul argued that he, quite rightly, could expect to be paid by them. In 2 Cor 11:6-9, Paul 
acknowledged he had received funding from other churches. However, he had good reason for refusing the 
financial support of the Corinthians – and he had made a conscious decision to earn his own living instead 

(by making tents: Acts 18:1-3; 20:33-35; Philippians 4:14-16.) 

• What ‘rights’ did Paul see that he had as an apostle? What did other apostles, including the Lord’s 
brothers and Peter (aka Cephas) do, that he didn’t? (1 Cor 9:3-6) 

 

• What images from Corinthian life did Paul draw on, to illustrate that it was only reasonable that he 
should be financially supported to meet his needs? (1 Cor 9:7,10,13)  
 

                                                           
1 Witherington, B., III. (1995). Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Co. p341. 
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• Why did Paul see himself as equally deserving of support, as people in these jobs? (1 Cor 9:12,14) 
 

In 1 Cor 9:9, “Paul cites the authority of Scripture, "Do not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain" 
(Deut 25:4). This merciful command covered the practice in ancient times of oxen pulling the threshing sledge 
over the grain or treading it out with their feet (Isa 28:28; 41:15; Hos 10:11). They were allowed to eat as they 
did their work.”2  

• Three times (v12, 15, 18), Paul highlighted that he and Barnabas did not use their rights. What reason 
did he give in v12 and v19, for not using these rights? 

 

At the beginning of this chapter, Paul stated: “Am I not free? Am I not an apostle” (1 Cor 9:1). These two 
statements are, in some ways, a massive contradiction. On one hand, Paul was ‘free’ and he had free will 
over his life and his decisions. On the other hand, he was an apostle – literally: a ‘sent one’. Paul’s understood 
full well that was that he was “called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.” (1 Cor 1:1). The 
Corinthians had questioned his authenticity and credibility as an apostle, so he was defending that claim. 

• READ 1 Cor 9:16-17. What do these verses tell us about how Paul understood God’s call on his life? 
How are these verses similar to the sentiments of Jeremiah (above)? How do we know that Paul felt 
he really couldn’t renounce his calling to gospel ministry? 

 

• READ 1 Cor 9:23-27. Paul compared the life of a church planter and evangelist, to that of an athlete. 
The Corinthians were familiar with athletic contests. The biennial Isthmian Games were held nearby, 
and this event was second only to the Olympic Games. What were some of the attributes, attitudes 
and lifestyle choices that Paul saw as an essential part of gospel ministry? 

 

In 1 Cor 9:19, Paul declared that “Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, 
to win as many as possible.” He and Barnabas were willing to “put up with anything rather than hinder the 
gospel of Christ.” (1 Cor 9:12) To a greater or lesser extent, his exercise of his ‘freedom’ as a human being 
was limited by the call that God had placed on his life to be a minister of the gospel and his need to consciously 
act, speak and behave in a way that worked toward the effectiveness of his ministry. 

• READ 1 Cor 9:19-23. What different groups of people was Paul targeting with the gospel?  
 

Paul had been a Pharisaic Jew and the Pharisees were the strictest sect of Judaism, especially when it came 
to applying Jewish law. (Acts 23:6, 26:5). But he has also lived in various places across the Roman Empire 
(including Tarsus in Asia Minor and Jerusalem), so had a broad range of life experience.  

“Paul’s “defense” (v. 3) now broadens its scope considerably. After the extended rhetoric regarding his 
rights, and his right to lay them aside, he now sets out to explain his apparently chameleonlike stance 
in matters of social relationships. In so doing he returns to the opening question of the section, “Am I 
not free?” (v. 1). Just as with his not accepting patronage, so here he has done all things “for the sake 
of the gospel” (v. 23), meaning for the sake of sharing the good news with others.”3 

 

• In 1 Cor 9:20-21, Paul commented that he was “not under the law” (ie the Torah), but he was still under 
God’s law, so he wasn’t living a ‘lawless’ life. This is part of how he resolved the issue re meat eating. 
In this context, what did Paul mean when he said he was “under Christ’s law”. What were the 
overarching principles which he talked about in Chapters 8 and 10? 
 

• What adjustments would Paul have had to make in his life, as he ministered to different groups of 
people in different places, especially those with different religious backgrounds? How was his life 
different, because he was focused on taking the good news to his world? 

 

REFLECT, SHARE & PRAY: We are all called and commissioned to take the gospel to the world (Matt 28:18-
20). We are all ‘sent ones’ to this generation. Our speaker challenged us: “You have to go out … but you don’t 
have to come back.” What are you willing to risk, to speak to someone about Christ this week?  
                                                           
2 Mare, W. Harold. “a. Rights of an apostle (9:1-12a)” In The Expositor's Bible Commentary, Abridged Edition: New Testament. Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan, © 1994. p632. 
3 Fee, G. D. (2014). The First Epistle to the Corinthians. (N. B. Stonehouse, F. F. Bruce, G. D. Fee, & J. B. Green, Eds.) (Revised Edition). Grand 
Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company. p467. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nicnt67co1-2ed?ref=Bible.1Co9.19-23&off=743&ctx=e+in+its+blessings.%0a~Paul%E2%80%99s+%E2%80%9Cdefense%E2%80%9D+(v.

