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For the Sake of the Gospel 

(1 Corinthians 9:19–27) 19 For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant 

to all, that I might win more of them.  

20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I 

became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that I might win 

those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (not 

being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those outside 

the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. 22b I have become 

all things to all people, that by all means I might save some.  

23 I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings.  

24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? 

So run that you may obtain it. 25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They 

do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 So I do not run 

aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. 27 But I discipline my body and keep it 

under control, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.  

Chapter 8:1-11:1 deal with one subject—the knowledge of our rights and the 

proper time and place to sacrifice them for the good of others.  

In chapter 8 Paul warned against causing another brother to offend his or her 

conscience.  

Last week (9:1-18) Paul discussed his willingness to give up the right to food, 

marriage, and taking money from churches if it would make the gospel less 

offensive.  

In today’s text, Paul turns to another related subject, the need to socially 

conform to the conscience of others.   

The main point is in verse 22b. “I have become all things to all people, that 

by all means I might save some.”  

BILLBOARD: What and Why?  

A. WHAT? ALL THINGS TO ALL PEOPLE  

19 For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win 

more of them.  
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20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the law I 

became as one under the law (though not being myself under the law) that I might win 

those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (not 

being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those outside 

the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak.  

In Vs 22 he describes what he does. “I became all things to all people that by 

all means I might save some.”  

1. Vs 19 Paul uses his freedom to serve.  

“Though I am free I have made myself a servant.” What does Paul mean?  

Luther opened his significant Reformation treatise, The Freedom of the 

Christian Man,  with these words. "A Christian is a perfectly free Lord of all, 

subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.” 

What did Luther mean? He meant that love motivates Believers to use their 

freedom to serve God and man.  

Think of Galatians 5:1 “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm 

therefore and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery.”  

What has Christ freed us from? Justification through human effort.  

Why has Christ done this? So that we will use our freedom to enslave 

ourselves to God and man. Galatians 5:13 “For you were called to freedom, 

brothers. Only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but 

through love serve one another.”  

 

2. Vs 20 To the Jews he became as a Jew to win the 
Jews.  

Acts 16:1-3 relates the story of Paul circumcising his disciple, Timothy. Why? 

Paul knew circumcision was utterly irrelevant to God. 1 Cor 7:19 “For neither 

circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping the 

commandments of God.” He wanted Timothy to win Jewish converts and 

circumcision was important to Jews.  

“To those under the law he became as one under the law.”   



  

3 of 7 

In Acts 21:23-26 Paul arrives in Jerusalem. Hundreds of Jews have heard 

about Paul, and to them only one thing matters. Paul has thrown out the law, and 

to them the law is sacred. So to win the Jews he came under that law. He gave 

up his freedom, and performed the Nazirite vows to prove that he was a friend of 

all Jews.  

(Acts 21:23–24) "23 Do therefore what we tell you. We have four men who are under a 

vow; 24 take these men and purify yourself along with them and pay their expenses, so 

that they may shave their heads. Thus all will know that there is nothing in what they 

have been told about you, but that you yourself also live in observance of the law." 

The Nazirite vow meant abstention from wine, or grapes in any form, for 30 

days. It also meant no haircuts, and no contact with anything dead.  

3. Vs 21 To Gentiles he became as a gentile to with 
gentiles.  

In acts 17 Paul had an opportunity to speak to the Areopagus in Athens. It 

was a secular crowd of intellectual sophisticates. They know nothing about the 

OT. So, Paul doesn’t quote the OT. Instead, he quotes Greek poets with which 

they are familiar.  

(Acts 17:22–23) "22 So Paul, standing in the midst of the Areopagus, said: “Men of 

Athens, I perceive that in every way you are very religious. 23 For as I passed along 

and observed the objects of your worship, I found also an altar with this inscription: ‘To 

the unknown god.’ What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you." 

Today we call this contextualization, i.e. adapting the message to the context 

in which we are speaking. Note: to Paul “contextualization” never meant 

changing or diluting the message. How do we know that?  

(Acts 17:30–31) "30 The times of ignorance God overlooked, but now he commands all 

people everywhere to repent, 31 because he has fixed a day on which he will judge the 

world in righteousness by a man whom he has appointed; and of this he has given 

assurance to all by raising him from the dead.”" 

4. Vs 22 To the Weak he became weak.  

Now Paul goes back to chapter 8. “weak” means a weak conscience. It is the 

person who thinks eating food sacrificed to idols is a sin.  

So, in summary. Concerning theological commitments that affects the 

gospel, Paul is unyielding. He is willing to offend.  
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(1 Corinthians 2:1–5) "1 And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming 

to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. 2 For I decided to know 

nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 3 And I was with you in 

weakness and in fear and much trembling, 4 and my speech and my message were not 

in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 5 so that 

your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God." 

But when it concerns matters of social custom, to win the lost, he is willing to 

bend. He is willing to be a chameleon.  

How about you and me?  

B. WHY? FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL  

1. Love for the Lost 

22b I have become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some. 23 I do 

it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings.  

Paul knows there is absolutely no salvation apart from conscious faith in 

Christ and trust in his atoning work.  

Is your thinking this sharp, this black and white?  

Paul wants to share the blessing of the gospel with unbelievers.  

Do we love the lost like Paul loves the lost?  

2. Hope of Reward  

24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one receives the prize? 

So run that you may obtain it. 25 Every athlete exercises self-control in all things. They 

do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 So I do not run 

aimlessly; I do not box as one beating the air. 27 But I discipline my body and keep it 

under control,.. 

To obtain the reward he disciplines himself. He controls his body. He 

punishes himself. He is like an athlete preparing for the Olympics.  

The American swimmer, Michael Phelps, owns the Olympic record for most 

gold medals. How did he get so good? He swam three to six hours a day, or a 

distance of 50 miles a week. To do this he had to consume 12,000 calories a 

day, and at 6’4” he was still only 165 pounds. On top of all this, was a daily 

weight training regimen. Michael Phelps was driven. 
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What drove him? Olympic medals, fame, notoriety celebrity status. Why don’t 

we push ourselves? The Bible reminds us that we train for a spiritual crown, for a 

reward much greater than Olympic gold.  

Phelps accomplished goal did not satisfy. After the last Olympics he became 

suicidal.   

Paul compares himself to a boxer preparing for a match. (Think Sylvester 

Stallone in “Rocky”). He has the prize in mind.  

My example of running cross county in High School.  

Paul is not talking asceticism.  

Fee:” It is unfortunate when such a powerful text, with its exhortation to discipline as a 

necessary part of the Christian life—and consequent warning if one take such 

exhortation lightly—gets sidetracked either in the allegorizing of details or in the kind of 

bodily discipline exercised in self-imposed asceticism.  

That is not to say that in an overindulgent culture some of us do not need to discipline 

our bodily appetites. But it is to say that we have been called to a higher life of service 

that includes self-control and the willingness to endure hardship as concomitants. 

Perhaps too many contemporary Christians have lost sight of their eschatological goal 

and are running aimlessly, if they are in the “contest” at all.”1 

3. Fear of God 

27b “lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified.  

Is Paul inferring that he can lose his salvation? “Yes” and “No.”  

No, because everyone truly born again will persevere in faith and repentance 

to the end.  

Yes, because Paul has not yet persevered to the end.  

C. APPLICATION 

Chapter 11:1 ends this section by summing up Paul’s goal. “Imitate me as I 

imitate Christ.”  

                                            

1 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1987), 440–441. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nicnt67co1?ref=Bible.1Co9.27&off=3966&ctx=em+in+Christ+Jesus.%0a~It+is+unfortunate+wh
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Paul can say this because he has beheld the glory of Christ and it has 

changed him.  

(2 Cor. 3:18) “Beholding the glory of God we are transformed into his image from one 

degree of glory to another.”   

Kevin DeYoung suggests that this is our greatest need.  

The biggest need in your life, and in mine, is to see the glory of God in the face of 

Jesus Christ. 

I’m convinced that more evangelism, more prayer, more fruitfulness, more holiness will 

flow from the fountain of our lives only when we start drinking more deeply of Christ. 

If you want to be more merciful, look upon Jesus who cried out at the cross, “Father 

forgive them, for they know not what they do.” 

If you want to be more loving, look upon Jesus who ate with sinners and welcomed 

repentant prostitutes and tax collectors into the kingdom. 

If you want to be purer, look upon Jesus whose eyes are like flames of fire and whose 

feet are like burnished bronze. 

If you want to grow in grace, look upon Jesus who reinstated Peter after he denied his 

Lord three times. 

Our main problem is not lack of time or resources or the annoying people in our lives. 

Your main problem and my main problem is that we do not see enough the glory of 

God in the face of Jesus Christ. We are not amazed. We do not stand in awe. We are 

not rendered speechless in his presence.2 

Where did Paul see the glory of God? He saw it in the Incarnation 

culminating in the cross of Christ.  

(Philippians 2:5–8) "5 Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus,  

6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be 

grasped,  

7 but emptied himself,  

by taking the form of a servant, (doulos)  

being born in the likeness of men. 8 And being found in human form,  

                                            

2 “What We Need Most” Kevin DeYoung, May 31, 2017 Gospel Coalition.  
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he humbled himself  

by becoming obedient  

to the point of death, even death on a cross." 

How has it affected him?  

(2 Corinthians 4:5) "5 For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, 

with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake." 

(Galatians 5:13) "13 For you were called to freedom, brothers. Only do not use your 

freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love serve one another." 

 


