
  

1 of 8 

Sacrificing Rights to Love 

(1 Corinthians 9:1–18) 1 Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our 

Lord? Are not you my workmanship in the Lord? 2 If to others I am not an apostle, at 

least I am to you, for you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.  

3 This is my defense to those who would examine me. 4 Do we not have the right to 

eat and drink? 5 Do we not have the right to take along a believing wife, as do the 

other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas? 6 Or is it only Barnabas and I 

who have no right to refrain from working for a living?  

7 Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard without eating 

any of its fruit? Or who tends a flock without getting some of the milk?  

8 Do I say these things on human authority? Does not the Law say the same? 9 For it 

is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the 

grain.” Is it for oxen that God is concerned? 10 Does he not certainly speak for our 

sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the 

thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the crop. 11 If we have sown spiritual things 

among you, is it too much if we reap material things from you? 12 If others share this 

rightful claim on you, do not we even more?  

12b Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather 

than put an obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ.  

13 Do you not know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food 

from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings? 14 

In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get 

their living by the gospel.  

15 But I have made no use of any of these rights, nor am I writing these things to 

secure any such provision. For I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of my 

ground for boasting.  

16 For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid 

upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 17 For if I do this of my own will, I 

have a reward, but if not of my own will, I am still entrusted with a stewardship. 18 What 

then is my reward? That in my preaching I may present the gospel free of charge, so as 

not to make full use of my right in the gospel.  
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Context: Chapter 8-10 are an extended discussion about one subject. When 

appropriate, should Christians should lay down their rights out of love for other 

Believers?   

In chapter 8 the presenting issue was this question. Is it OK to eat food 

sacrificed to idols?  

Paul laid down the general principle. “If food makes my brother stumble, I will 

never eat meat, lest I make my brother stumble.”  By “stumbling” Paul meant 

sinning against their conscience.  

 (1 Corinthians 8:9–11) "9 But take care that this right of yours does not somehow 

become a stumbling block to the weak. 10 For if anyone sees you who have knowledge 

eating in an idol’s temple, will he not be encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat 

food offered to idols? 11 And so by your knowledge this weak person is destroyed, the 

brother for whom Christ died." 

Terry Burns Anecdote.  

Now, in chapter nine, Paul moves on to the broader principle, how he 

personally handles the knowledge of his rights.  

Because we are a culture focused on rights, this subject is especially 

important to Americans. Our constitution guarantees the right to freedom of 

worship, freedom of press, the right to keep and bear arms, the right of 

peaceable assembly.  

In recent years, we have added black rights, women’s rights, disabled 

people’s rights, homosexual rights, and now transgendered rights.  

The Christian position emphasizes our responsibilities not our rights. God 

wants us to defend the rights of others even as we are willing to give up our own 

rights for the higher call of love.  

Main Idea: Love surrenders rights that are an obstacle to the gospel.  

12b Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather 

than put an obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ.  

Billboard: 1st Paul’s Authority 2nd Paul’s Rights Articulated 3rd Paul’s Rights 

Defended 4th Paul’s Rights Defended 5th Paul’s Boasting  
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A. PAUL’S AUTHORITY DEFENDED  

1 Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are not you my 

workmanship in the Lord? 2 If to others I am not an apostle, at least I am to you, for you 

are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.  

Paul feels the need to defend his apostolic authority. Why? Some are 

criticizing Paul. It sounds something like this. “Paul works for free, he has 

forsaken marriage, he is celibate. Those are signs of weakness. A real apostle 

would be more assertive.” Or, “the fact that the church is unwilling to pay Paul is 

a sign that he is really not an apostle.”  

Paul answers with a series of rhetorical questions.  

Am I not free?  

Am I not an apostle?  

Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?  

Are not you my workmanship in the Lord?  

In his second letter to Corinth he will go further. He will assert that power 

released through weakness is the real sign of spiritual authority.  

B. PAUL’S RIGHTS ARTICULATED  

3 This is my defense to those who would examine me. 4 Do we not have the right to 

eat and drink? 5 Do we not have the right to take along a believing wife, as do the 

other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas? 6 Or is it only Barnabas and I 

who have no right to refrain from working for a living?  

The word “right” or “rights” appears six times in today’s text. It is one of the 

central ideas. Paul lists three rights that he enjoys as an apostle.  

▪ The right to eat and drink.  

▪ The right to be accompanied by a wife.  

▪ The right to be paid by the churches he plants   

He notes that the other apostles, specifically Cephas and Christ’s brothers, 

travel with their wives. Many are in settled paid pastorates. In addition, the gospel 

frees us from Jewish dietary laws.  
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C. PAUL’S RIGHTS DEFENDED   

Paul defends his rights from custom and from the OT law. Paul is doing this 

because his detractors are saying he is not an apostle and therefore, he doesn’t 

have these rights. That is why he is not using them.  

1. A defense from Custom  

7 Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard without eating 

any of its fruit? Or who tends a flock without getting some of the milk?  

The argument is simple. We normally get paid by those we work for. This 

includes pastors of churches.  

2. A defense from the Law 

In addition, the OT law commands that the spiritual laborer receive his 

compensation from those he serves.  

8 Do I say these things on human authority? Does not the Law say the same? 9 For it 

is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the 

grain.” Is it for oxen that God is concerned? 10 Does he not certainly speak for our 

sake? It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the 

thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the crop. 11 If we have sown spiritual things 

among you, is it too much if we reap material things from you? 12 If others share this 

rightful claim on you, do not we even more?...  

13 Do you not know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food 

from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings? 14 

In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get 

their living by the gospel.  

D. PAUL’S RIGHTS SURRENDERED  

12b Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather 

than put an obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ.  

I know a church planter who invested about $200,000 of his own money in 

the church he was planting. The church is up and doing well. Love for the local 

church motivated him to forfeit his rights.  
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Danny Wuerffel, Heisman Trophy winner from U. of Florida, forfeited his right 

to fame and glory. He went to work for a Christian non-profit, Desire Ministries, in 

inner city New Orleans serving young black men.  

Paul forfeited the right to marriage.  

George Whitfield forfeited his right to singleness.  

Hudson Taylor dressed like the Chinese to win the Chinese.  

I know a trial lawyer left his practice and went into the ministry for 1/5 of his 

previous pay.  

Paul forfeited the right to pay. He moon-lighted as a tent-maker. Why? One 

of the most popular entertainments of his day were travelling orators who make 

great sums by giving public lectures. Paul did not want to be associated with 

them.  

Paul forfeited his right to the luxuries of Roman Citizenship.  

Citizenship “placed him amid the aristocracy of any provincial town. In the first century, 

when the citizenship was still jealously guarded, the civitas may be taken as a proof 

that his family was one of distinction and at least moderate wealth.”1  

E. PAUL’S BOASTING  

15 But I have made no use of any of these rights, nor am I writing these things to 

secure any such provision. For I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of my 

ground for boasting.   

16 For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid 

upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 17 For if I do this of my own will, I 

have a reward, but if not of my own will, I am still entrusted with a stewardship. 18 What 

then is my reward? That in my preaching I may present the gospel free of charge, so as 

not to make full use of my right in the gospel.  

Paul cannot disobey the Lord in order to safeguard the conscience of a 

weaker brother. For example, skip church attendance, skip Bible Reading, quit 

submitting to husbands, quit disciplining children, quit serving a wife sacrificially.  

                                            

1 William Mitchell Ramsay, St. Paul the Traveller and the Roman Citizen (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1907), 31. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/sptrc?ref=Page.p+31&off=39&ctx=ion+of+society%3b+and+~placed+him+amid+the+
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God commanded Paul to preach the gospel, and so he must do. It is not 

optional. Paul cannot boast in obeying God’s commands.  

But Paul can boast in giving up his privileges. He can boast in not taking pay 

from the local church.  

He can boast about forsaking marriage for the good of the gospel.  

He can boast about adapting his diet to the conscience of another.  

These privileges he can boast about renouncing.  

In summary, the principle is simple— 

 (Vs 12) “We have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an 

obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ.”   

The one who loves becomes a slave of all men.  

Fleshly Christians think about and demand their rights. Spirit led Christians 

think about their responsibility to love and release their rights.  

F. APPLICATION 

1. Ambiguities   

The issues get complicated. The subject is not black and white?  

The Pharisees were weaker brothers. Their consciences were bound by a 

body of extra-biblical traditions. (A Sabbath’s journey, tithing on spices, not 

picking grain, etc.). Yet Jesus’ deliberately offended them by picking grain on the 

Sabbath, healing on the Sabbath, etc. How is this different?  

Should we neglect to obey a commandment in scripture for the sake of 

another’s conscience? i.e. Grape Juice at communion?  

IF we are going to drink grape juice then what is to keep us from using rice 

cakes, or soda crackers, rather than bread? 

What should I do when enjoying a right opens doors with some people but 

closes them to others? Having a beer after work with co-workers, but offending 

some Christians?  

The presenting issue is sacrifice of food to idols. Can a Christian eat food 

sacrificed to idols? (Hallel Meat in U.K butcher shop). 
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The mature Christian answers, “Yes.”  

The weaker more immature Christian answers, “No.”  

Does this mean, in order to reach my cousin for Christ, I should attend his 

same-sex wedding? Is it a sin to go? Do I have freedom?  

What about offending a strong Credo-baptist by attending the infant baptism 

of a friend’s baby?    

Is it OK to offend a strong Sabbatarian by doing yardwork or watching 

football on Sunday?  

Is it OK to offend an environmentally oriented Christian by not recycling?   

Is it OK to offend your Christian pacifist co-worker by joining the Army?  

Is it wrong for a successful businessman to buy a nice house or drive a 

Lexus?  

Is it OK to sere wine or beer at your daughter’s wedding?  

Should you capitulate to the new gender neutral language and use the 

pronoun zie for male and female?  

2. Imitate Paul who Imitates Christ   

1 Cor 11:1 Be imitators of me as I am of Christ.  

Jesus had a right to wealth, but for our sake he became poor.  

Jesus had a right to worship, but for our sake he submitted to mocking, 

belittling and scorning.  

Jesus had the right to rule and govern, but he became a slave to all. In Jesus 

case, the Ruler became the ruled.  

The Creator became something created.  

The Judge became the one judged.  

The Priest became his own sacrifice.  

Naselli & Crowley: “Eat pork? If it advances the gospel. Stop eating pork? If it advances 

the gospel. Celebrate a Jewish holy day? Sure, when I’m in Jerusalem. Abstain from 

wine or meat sacrificed to idols? No problem, if partaking might embolden my brother 

with a weak conscience in those areas to sin. Paul became someone who could glide 
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from culture to culture, making nearly seamless transitions without attracting attention 

to himself, because it was not about him. It was about Christ and the gospel and the 

eternal souls of men and women.”2 

3. Calibrate Your Conscience to God’s Word 

I was a passivist.  

I thought wealth was inherently corrupting.  

I though alcoholic beverages were sinful.  

4. What right are you clinging to that God want you to 
lay aside?  

There is freedom here.  

Love should motivate whatever we do.  

We shouldn’t be too anxious.  

                                            

2 Naselli, Andrew David; Crowley, J. D.. Conscience: What It Is, How to Train It, and Loving Those Who Differ (p. 

130). Crossway. Kindle Edition. 

 


