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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 12: Concern for the Gospel above All 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–9 
II. A CHURCH DIVIDED: INTERNALLY AND AGAINST PAUL, 1:10–4:21 
III. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY COMMON RUMOR, 5:1–6:20 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 
B. Food Sacrificed to Idols, 8:1–11:1 

1. The basis of Christian conduct—Love, not knowledge, 8:1–13 
2.  Paul’s own example, 9:1–27 

Primarily, in this chapter Paul is offering himself as an example of self-sacrificial 
behavior that the Corinthians need to emulate. Paul is uses himself as an example of 
someone who voluntarily relinquishes his apostolic rights for the greater good of the 
gospel, which is what chapter 8 has been all about. The implication is that the 
Corinthians should follow their apostle’s example and relinquish any presumed right 
they think they have to attending the pagan temples so as to avoid causing harm to 
their fellow believers. 

 
a. Paul’s apostleship, 9:1–3 

 
(9:1) Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are 
you not the result of my work in the Lord? 
 
Paul begins with four rhetorical questions, each expecting a positive answer. 
Garland suggests a paraphrase; “As you well know, I certainly am free. As you 
well know, I certainly am an apostle. As you well know, I certainly have seen the 
Lord. As you well know, you are my work in the Lord.” 
 
The last two questions present Paul’s own view of apostleship by establishing 
that he is indeed an apostle. First, he says, “Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?”  
 
Second, Paul says, “Are you not the result of my work in the Lord?” This is 
Paul’s second proof for his apostleship, the establishing of churches in new areas 
(cf. Rom 15:17–22). 
 
(9:2) Even though I may not be an apostle to others, surely I am to you! For you 
are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord. 

 
The reference to “others” may refer to other Christians or other churches. That is, 
Paul may simply be allowing the hypothetical possibility that others outside the 
Corinthians’ immediate circle may have some reason for not thinking of him as 
an apostle. Probably the “others” refers to churches Paul did not establish. Paul 
says that while he may not be an apostle to other churches, in that he did not 
found them, he certainly is that to the Corinthians. That is the point of the final 
sentence: “For you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.” 
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(9:3) This is my defense to those who sit in judgment on me. 

 
What Paul will now “defend” is his seemingly odd behavior—giving up his right 
to material support from the Corinthians. His failure to take material support 
would have seemed odd to them since itinerant teachers in Paul’s day commonly 
gained their financial support by charging a fee for their instruction. Others 
accepted the patronage of some wealthy person or group. Traveling teachers who 
were concerned about their reputation, however, would often work at a trade. 
Paul refused patronage and worked at his trade, not only in Corinth but also in 
Thessalonica. He did so to remove hindrances to the gospel (v. 12), and so he 
could offer it free of charge (v. 18). 

 
b. Paul’s apostolic rights, 9:4–14 

(9:4) Don’t we have the right to food and drink? (9:5) Don’t we have the right to 
take a believing wife along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord’s 
brothers and Cephas? (9:6) Or is it only I and Barnabas who lack the right to 
not work for a living? 

 
Paul begins his defense with a series of rhetorical questions whose function is to 
demonstrate that he has all the rights of an apostle. 
 
Question 1 is in v. 4. The “we” in v. 4 and in the following verses may refer to 
Paul and some of his traveling companions, or as a literary plural, which is not 
uncommon in Paul, to refer to only Paul himself. 
 
Question 2 is in v. 5. Paul asks, “Do we not have the right to take along a 
believing wife as do also the rest of the apostles and the Lord’s brothers and 
Cephas?” Again, this is probably related to the question of support for not only 
one’s self, but also one’s wife. 

 
The third question is in v. 6. It makes clear what the previous two questions were 
all about. As Paul says: “Or do only I and Barnabas not have the right not to 
work for a living?” The issue is Paul’s right not to work, meaning work with his 
own hands at a trade (cf. 4:12). 
 
(9:7) Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and 
does not eat its grapes? Who tends a flock and does not drink the milk? 

 
Paul now moves to illustrate the point of vv. 4–6 with practices from the 
everyday work world. As before Paul uses another set of rhetorical questions. 
The questions are all taken from every day working situations: the soldier, 
farmer, and shepherd. Each expects the answer, “no one.” 
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(9:8) Do I say this merely on human authority? Doesn’t the Law say the same 
thing? 
 
Now Paul moves beyond his argument based on human analogies in v. 7. He 
supports his “rights” with an appeal to Scripture. His argument takes the form of 
a couple of rhetorical questions. The first question, “Do I say this merely on 
human authority?” expects a negative answer. Paul is referring to the 
immediately preceding illustrations of verse 7. Paul means “Are the analogies I 
have just given based on a merely human perspective?” “Of course not,” is the 
intended response. The first question sets the stage for the second question, 
“Doesn’t the Law say the same thing?”—the Old Testament Law of Moses. 
 
(9:9) For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is 
treading out the grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? (9:10) Surely he 
says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because whoever plows 
and threshes should be able to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. 

 
The “for” that begins verse 9 indicates that Paul is now going to explain his 
appeal to the “Law” in verse 8. There is clear proof for Paul’s previous argument 
in support of his apostolic rights “written in the Law of Moses.” The text Paul 
cites is Deuteronomy 25:4: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the 
grain.” This citation demonstrates by analogy from the words of Scripture what 
was argued from everyday analogies in v. 7, that the laborer is permitted to enjoy 
the material benefits of the harvest, even if the laborer is a lowly ox. 
 
There would seem to be a problem with Paul’s explanation of the OT text in v. 9 
where he seems to deny that the passage from the Law expressed any concern for 
the ox: “Is it about oxen that God is concerned?” However, Paul’s purpose in this 
context is not to explain the meaning of the OT text. Paul’s question, “Is it about 
oxen that God is concerned?” is presented merely to set up the question in v. 10, 
“Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he?” Paul is viewing the law as teaching a 
general principle from which one can draw an analogy. 

 
So, in v. 10 Paul says that God was teaching more than concern for the ox in 
Deuteronomy 25:4, “because whoever plows and threshes should be able to do 
so in the hope of sharing in the harvest.” 

 
(9:11) If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a 
material harvest from you? (9:12a) If others have this right of support from you, 
shouldn’t we have it all the more?  
 
Paul now picks up the themes from the previous analogy and specifically applies 
them to the present argument. He has “sown spiritual seed” among them, thus it 
should not be “too much,” therefore, for him “to reap a material harvest” from 
them. If “others” have so benefited from them, should not he have that right as 
well? 
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The final question in v. 12a puts Paul’s argument in plain and direct language. 
“Others” have been receiving the kind of support that Paul is arguing for as his 
own “right.” Certainly, their spiritual father was entitled to the same material 
support. 
 
(9:12b) But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything 
rather than hinder the gospel of Christ. 

 
Paul begins to explain why he “did not use this right” as “others” had. Paul will 
give a fuller explanation of why did not use this right to material support in vv. 
15–18. 
 
Paul’s basic reason for not demanding the material support he was rightfully 
entitled to was his concern for the effectiveness of his gospel ministry. Paul 
explains that rather than exercise his right to material support, he was willing to 
“put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.” Paul has in mind 
anything that would hinder evangelism in any way. 
 
(9:13) Don’t you know that those who serve in the temple get their food from the 
temple, and that those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the 
altar? 

 
Paul interrupts his explanation of why he gave up his rights to add two additional 
illustrations that even more strongly support his argument that he had a right to 
be supported by the Corinthians. These are illustrations that are more closely 
parallel to his situation since they involve religious service. When Paul uses the 
expression “Don’t you know that?” (9 times in this letter), he it always has the 
sense that it is something the Corinthians certainly do know or should know. 
 
(9:14) In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the 
gospel should receive their living from the gospel. 

 
Based on the preceding analogy (“in the same way”), Paul caps off his argument 
with a word from the highest possible authority—Christ himself—“The Lord has 
commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the 
gospel.” 
 

c. Paul’s apostolic restraint, 9:15–18 
This section may seem a little strange. Paul has previously vigorously defended 
his rights to the Corinthians’ support, but now argues for his “right” to give it up.  
 
(9:15) But I have not used any of these rights. And I am not writing this in the 
hope that you will do such things for me, for I would rather die than allow 
anyone to deprive me of this boast. 

 
Paul’s argument returns to what he began to explain in v. 12b, “But we did not 
use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the 
gospel of Christ.” The argument of vv. 3–14, was that Paul had the right to 
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material support. “But,” he now repeats, even though he has the right, “I have not 
used any of these rights.” 
 
Paul is so concerned that what he has been “writing” in vv. 3–14 about his right 
to be supported in this gospel ministry might be misconstrued as a backhanded 
way of trying to actually secure this right that he rather emotionally explains, 
“for I would rather die than allow anyone to deprive me of this boast.” The word 
“boast” is not to be understood in the negative sense of prideful boasting. Here it 
has more the idea of “glorying” in something good. 
 
Paul believed that for him to have assumed his apostolic right to support would 
have to put a hindrance in the way of his proclaiming the gospel — “we put up 
with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ” (v. 12b). Thus, Paul says 
that no one will allow Paul to deprive him of his “boast.” Paul is apparently 
referring to his not accepting support from those he evangelizes. 
 
(9:16) For when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, since I am compelled to 
preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 

 
The “for” that begins this verse indicates that Paul’s purpose is to explain the 
final part of v. 15 about not allowing anyone to deprive him of his boast. Paul’s 
boast, contrary to what we might think, is not that he willingly preaches the 
gospel. 
 
But why can’t Paul boast in his willingness to preach the gospel? First, he says, 
“I am compelled to preach.” Paul is speaking here about his divine destiny. 
 
Paul’s is under such divine compulsion that he says, “Woe to me if I do not 
preach the gospel!” 
 
(9:17) If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply 
discharging the trust committed to me. 

 
What we might expect next in Paul’s argument is an explanation of what Paul’s 
boast does consist of, since it does not consist of simply being willing to preach 
the gospel. Instead, Paul further elaborates on what he has just said in v. 16 about 
the compulsory nature of his task of preaching the gospel. In thinking about his 
own work of preaching the gospel, Paul conceives of two possible alternatives 
that a person my carry out that task: the free individual and the slave. 
 
Paul. as he sees his calling, does not preach the gospel “voluntarily.” It is not that 
Paul is being forced against this will to preach the gospel, but that because he has 
been especially called to do this work by God himself, he cannot be seen as a 
volunteer. That fact rules out any possibility of “reward” or “pay” in Paul’s case. 
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(9:18) What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may 
offer it free of charge, and so not make full use of my rights as a preacher of the 
gospel.  

 
“What then is my reward?” Paul asks. Since Paul did not “volunteer” to perform 
the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, he is not entitled to be paid. But 
he does have a “reward.” Paul considers the privilege of preaching the gospel 
free of charge (the privilege of not exercising his right) a reward in and of itself 
and the source or basis of his pride. 
 

 


