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All things to all men for the sake of Christ 

1 Corinthians 9:19-23 

It is true that the gospel transcends time and culture. The Gospel is for all people regardless 

of their age status nationality or race. However most of us belong to a certain culture and are 

used to the norms and customs in which ever culture we live in. The trouble is that sometime 

we are so convinced that our particular culture, our way of doing things is so right that we 

can begin to confuse cultural norms with gospel truth. 1 Corinthians 9 helps us to put 

national, cultural, language and even familial relations in their correct perspective. Paul helps 

us to see that our allegiance is to Christ and his kingdom above all. He also helps us to see 

that our commitment to the church is not just our local church but the universal church and 

that our citizen ship is in heaven which means that all other citizenship must be seen as 

secondary. 

Paul helps us to see these things in three ways  

1. That the Christian is both free and yet a slave. In verse 19 Paul wrote “For though I am 

free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all that I might win the more.” Paul then 

goes on and explains what he means. To the Jews I became as a Jew to win the Jews … like 

one under the law. But Paul behaved differently towards the Gentiles …  like one not under 

the law except,….for the law of Christ!   

So what did Paul mean when he said that to the Jews he became a Jew under the law? There 

are a few places in the NT which help us. In Acts 21 there is the account of Paul returning 

from his third missionary journey and wanting to tell the church in Jerusalem of the things 

God had done among the Gentiles. But Paul knew that the ‘Peter party” would be quite strong 

in Jerusalem. The church there was made up mostly of Jewish Christians who wanted to hang 

on to their Jewish laws and customs more than others. So in order to try and win their 

confidence Paul took the Jewish purification vows as if to say “I am one of you.”  He also 

told the Jerusalem elders that the Gentiles accepted the advice from the Jerusalem council 

that they abstain from eating non-kosher food including meat not prepared in the right way. 

On another occasion (Acts 16:3) Paul had Timothy circumcised voluntarily because he would 

be would be ministering among Jews.  But refused to bow to pressure from the Jews to have 

Titus circumcised in Crete. So he placed himself under the law and then as one not under the 

law. 

When Paul ministered among the Gentiles he ignored the legalities which set Jews and 

Gentiles apart. To the Corinthians Paul wrote in 1 Cor 7:19, “Circumcision is nothing and 

uncircumcision is nothing keeping God’s commands is what counts”. 

In that way Paul became all things to all men for the sake of the gospel with the added 

provisio which we see in verse 21 “I am under the law of Christ”. 

So while Paul was prepared to live with or without the constraints of those Old Covenant 

laws which were no longer binding. He was not prepared to compromise Christian principles. 

Paul’s flexibility had its limits. He was limited by the law of God as it applies to the new 

covenant Christian. 

All the ceremonial laws have been fulfilled in Christ and are obsolete. The OT food laws 

were done away with by that vison given to Peter in Acts 10. Circumcision is replaced by 
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baptism, the Passover replaced by the Lord Supper. What is left then is the moral law 

reiterated in the New Testament in several places but especially by Jesus Sermon on the 

Mount. Not one jot or tittle would pass away from this law. 

So Paul didn’t want to compromise on that but when it came to cultural things well Paul was 

happy to be all things to all men for the sake of winning some to Christ.  

Hudson Taylor the founder of the China Inland mission let his hair grow long and braided it 

in the way the Chinese men often did in the 19
th

 century. He wore their style of clothing and 

ate their kind of food, spoke their language in order to be able to minister to them better. 

Apparently some of his colleagues criticised him for that but Hudson thought through what 

was essential to the gospel and what was merely a cultural norm; such as hair style and dress. 

He figured that sticking rigidly to his own cultural customs would be a barrier to effective 

gospel ministry.  

But how does this apply to us? Well like Paul we are also justified by grace through faith in 

Christ. We pray to God the Father in Jesus name. We know that God so loved us that He gave 

His one and only Son that whoever believes in Him will not perish but live for ever. And we 

also know that the one who grasps the length breadth height of God’s love in Christ will want 

to live a life of love. 

If you understand the gospel and know the love of God in Christ then it becomes possible to 

be all things to all men for the sake of Christ without compromising the law of Christ (which 

is  after all the law of love) because you know your freedom and limits clearly. There is great 

advantage to that; to not being constrained cultural norms. It helps us to be better witnesses 

for Christ. It helps us engage with all kinds of people without being sanctimonious or 

judgmental but also without compromising Biblical principles.   

However to be able to do that you have to be sure of your own standing with Christ. You will 

need a good grasp of the Bible so that you can differentiate between the gospel and your 

cultural preferences.  

That’s not to say that all cultural preferences are neutral either.  New Zealand culture has 

become very secular and rights based. We have land rights, customary rights, a right to 

welfare and health, the right to choose death or life, the right to free health and education you 

name it. Good laws have been replaced with bad one.  So one task we have is to be able to 

assess the society we live in and see how biblical norms challenge that. But it’s also 

important that the gospel is presented in such a way that it is easily understood wherever you 

are and who ever you are with. Speaking of rights… 

2. In the second place being all things to all men means not always standing on your 

rights .Here the context of our text is very important. In 1 Corinthians 8 Paul wrote about the 

problem of eating meat offered to idols. Christians recently converted out of paganism saw 

eating meat offered to idols as a serious compromise of their faith. Others thought nothing of 

it and nor did Paul.   But Paul wasn’t going to stand on his rights if it meant offending the 

conscience of a weaker brother. And so the last verse of chapter 8 says “If food causes my 

brother to stumble I will never eat meat again that I might not cause my brother to stumble.  

A word of caution however there are some who are so convinced of the superiority of their 

position that they think everyone ought to obey the same rules. Not so, everything must be 
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tested by the word of God and churches may not be ruled by individual consciences but by 

sessions which submit to the word of God. When it comes to doubtful matters, not altogether 

clear in the Bible, members need to learn to trust their session’s judgment, for they are the 

ones who have to give account.  

However the appeal here by Paul is for love. To be prepared to not eat meat for the sake of 

loving a weaker brother or sister in Christ.  

Another example given by Paul was whether or not Paul ought to be paid for his ministry 

work in Corinth. It seems that in Corinth there were some who did not regard Paul very 

highly because we do find him defending his ministry time and time again in this letter. For 

example we see that in verse 1 of chapter 9 where Paul wrote “Am I not an apostle have I not 

seen Jesus are you not my work in the Lord? 

Paul was anxious for the Corinthians to understand that he was not like the travelling orators 

and sophists of his day who were assessed by the size of the crowds they drew, the amount of 

money they could take in by their presentations and whether or not they could claim an all-

expenses paid trip for themselves and their spouses. Paul says that he had a right to be paid 

for his work. He quoted Old Testament scriptures to make that point. “You shall not muzzle 

the ox while threshing the grain.”  He had the right take his spouse along if he had one, but he 

refused those rights. He preferred to earn his own money and pay his own way by making 

tents. By doing so he knew that he risked denigrating himself in some people’s eyes because 

no respectable Hellenistic teacher would work as a labourer. But Paul cared little about that, 

he didn’t want to be associated with any kind of money making racket.  

Even today we know that sometimes gospel ministry is hindered by an over emphasis on 

money. It does look a bit crass when a preacher stands in front of a crowd preaching 

castigating the congregation about tithing and then, the congregation having been 

manipulated by guilt, empty their purses and wallets and cover the stage with bank notes 

which is promptly gathered up by ministry assistants. Some might see that and conclude that 

most preachers and missionaries are only involved in religious rackets to take money from 

innocent people.   

Paul was aware of such attitudes in Corinth and so he wisely refused the right to a living from 

gospel ministry He didn’t want anything to hinder the progress of the Gospel in Corinth. 

Paul was living out what it means to take up your cross and follow Jesus and aren’t we all 

called to do that as Christians? Did not Jesus say “If anyone is not prepared to take up his 

cross, deny himself and follow me he cannot be my disciple?” 

It begins in the home. Why do we have arguments? Isn’t it because we are not prepared to 

give up what we think are our rights? I deserve to have to have the latest electronic gadget I 

want to go to this party or buy this big kids toy rather than taking a more considerate 

approach and asking a parent or a sibling “what do you think? What is your advice” or “what 

can I do to help you?”  

Being all things to all men for the sake of the gospel also means not always standing on our 

so called rights.  
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3. In the third place what is the purpose of all this? Paul states his purpose in verse 19 

That I might win all the more and verse 23 “I do all things for the sake of the gospel so thatl 

that I may become a fellow partaker of it.”  

First Paul’s aim is the salvation of men and women. Where ever Paul went and we notice that 

in Luke’s record of Paul’s Missionary journeys in Acts as well as Paul’s letters, he was 

sensitive to each different cultural situation. On Mt Areopagus Paul engaged with 

intellectuals and tried to reach them through a common point of belief in a supreme God 

(although to the Athenians an unknown god). In Corinth Paul became aware of the influence 

of Hellenism and found criticism and opposition to his ministry.  In Jerusalem he observed 

food laws and took purification vows to be like one of them. Paul tried to do this without 

compromising his faith or the law of God but became all things to all men; denied his own 

rights in order to win as many as possible to Christ. 

The commentator Don Carson wrote about  a Christian seminar held at a university in 

Scotland. A large number of  Muslims attended thios meeting probably to find out what 

Christianity was all about. The seminar began with a few songs  performed by a musical 

group. But when they sang the song “Awake, Awake O Zion come clothe yourself with 

strength” all the Muslim folk walked out. The singing group probably didn’t think that one 

through and probably didn’t ask the question “What must I do to win as many as possible for 

Christ?  

When Dr Carson lectured in Australia he said that came to appreciate that the warmest 

introductions where sometimes quite scathing be because Australians often indulge in their 

national pastime of cutting down the tall poppy. That may have rattled some but Carson saw 

the humour in it because 1 Cor. 9  teaches us that our aim has to be the salvation of all men 

and women. It teaches us to avoid turning our church or style of Christianity into a cultural 

thing but that the gospel must transcend all customs and cultures. It helps us to look at people 

with more kindness and compassion and to love those who are quite different from us.  

It helps us to see Jesus. Look at the conclusion of our text Paul wrote that I may become a 

fellow partaker of the gospel. Paul understood that if he was to share in all the blessings of 

Christ than he had no choice but to become like Christ. 

Jesus our Saviour was crucified, he died to all and any self interest in order to win to himself 

the hearts and minds of men women and children of every race and nation. To win your and 

my heart and mind.  

He now calls us to follow him. In doing so we are free yet slaves for Christ. We don’t 

automatically stand on our rights but are willing to deny ourselves and follow Jesus for the 

sake of the gospel of Jesus Christ and the salvation of others  

Amen 


