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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 13: The Necessity of Perseverance 

 
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 

a. Paul’s apostleship, 9:1–3 
b. Paul’s apostolic rights, 9:4–14 
c. Paul’s apostolic restraint, 9:15–18 
d. Paul’s apostolic freedom, 9:19–23 

Paul asked two questions in 9:1, “Am I not free?” and “Am I not an apostle?” 
The second question was dealt with first in vv. 1–14, particularly his right as an 
apostle to be supported by those he ministered to. Paul started answering the first 
question, “Am I not free?” in v. 15—“But I have not used any of these rights.” 
However, but he got sidetracked because of his concern that some might think 
his long argument about his right to support might sound like a disguised 
solicitation for it: “And I am not writing this in the hope that you will do such 
things for me” (v. 15). Now in v. 19 Paul returns to the theme of freedom and 
expounds upon it. Paul is free from external obligations that might impinge on 
how he conducts his ministry, yet he voluntarily catered to the personal, cultural, 
and religious patterns of the people he was evangelizing in order to win them to 
Christ. 
 
(9:19) Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave to 
everyone, to win as many as possible. 
 
Paul now says that although he is thus “free and belongs to no one,” he has used 
his freedom to become “a slave to everyone.” 
 
However, “freedom” is not Paul’s goal; rather, it is the salvation of others.  
 
In this context, Paul’s becoming slave of all is to be understood in light of the 
examples that follow, which we will see is referring to his willingness to 
accommodate himself to whatever social setting he found himself in, so as “to 
win as many as possible.” 
 
(9:20) To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I 
became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to 
win those under the law.  

 
Paul now proceeds to explain what he meant in v. 19 by the words “made myself 
a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible.” He does so by specifying some 



Community Bible Church Instructor: Bill Combs 

 
 
 

2 

of the kinds of social settings in which he practiced evangelism. 
 
Paul’s concern was to “win the Jews,” as well as all others; so, “to the Jews I 
became like a Jew.” This first item gives us a clue for understanding the others. 
 
The second item, “to those under the Law,” may be a reference to God-fearers 
and proselytes. With the parenthetical addition, “though I myself am not under 
the law,” Paul makes it clear that as a New Testament believer, was not under the 
authority of the Mosaic Law. He did, however, at certain times voluntarily 
comply with some Mosaic regulations in order to more effectively evangelize 
those who still believed the Law was binding upon them. 
 
(9:21) To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though 
I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not 
having the law.  
 
The third item in the series, “those not having the law,” corresponds to the 
second (“those under the Law”) as its opposite. Paul is here referring to his 
conduct among Gentiles, including the majority of the Corinthian believers. As 
in the previous verse, Paul adds a parenthetical qualifier, “I became like one not 
having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s 
law).” 
 
In Romans 2:14–15 Paul argues that “when Gentiles, who do not have the law, 
do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even 
though they do not have the law. They show that the requirements of the law are 
written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts 
sometimes accusing them and at other times even defending them.” Because we 
are in the image of God, we have the moral law of God “written on [our] hearts.” 
This can be demonstrated by the fact that we a conscience which debates right 
and wrong. This moral law of God causes us sometimes to “do by nature the 
things required by the law”—things like refraining from murder and theft. Paul 
sees Gentiles being responsible for those moral standards that God has placed 
upon them. In this sense Gentiles our “under law,” not the Law of Moses exactly, 
but law nevertheless.  
 
Thus, all people possess God’s moral law since it is written on their hearts. The 
moral law of God is eternal. It was reflected in the Mosaic Law, though the 
Mosaic Law is much broader, including civil and ceremonial laws binding only 
on the nation of Israel. The Mosaic Law is an indivisible unit that reached its 
culmination in Christ and has been abrogated (“Christ is the end of the law,” 
Rom 10:4). The Mosaic Law as a code or contractual obligation is not directly 
applicable to New Testament believers. It is “no longer a direct and immediate 
source of, or judge of, the conduct of God’s people” (Moo). Dorsey explains: 
“According to the OT writers this treaty was violated and in fact repudiated by 
that nation (e.g., Jer 11:10; 22:9; 31:32; Ezek 44:7), and according to the NT 
writers God has consequently abrogated the treaty and has established a new (not 
a “renewed”) treaty with a reconstituted covenant people (1 Cor 11:25; 2 Cor 
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3:6; Heb 8:6–13; 9:15–18; etc.; cf. Jer 31:31–34). When a new treaty or contract 
replaces an older one, as in modern labor contracts, the terms of the older 
contract are normally nonbinding upon the parties. Granted, parties might be 
interested in the terms of a former contract for various reasons. But as far as legal 
applicability is concerned, it is the terms of the new contract, not the old, that are 
binding.” 
 
On the other hand, moral truth or precepts that flow from the character of God do 
not change and cannot change. This eternal moral law has always been and 
always will be binding on human creatures. For example, murder was wrong 
before the Law, was during the period of the Law, is wrong in the New 
Testament age, and will be wrong in the Kingdom. For Israel, the moral law 
became part of a larger legal system, the Mosaic Law, which included civil and 
ceremonial demands, along with precise penalties that were culturally specific to 
a particular people living in a particular location at a particular time.  
 
What is binding upon Paul, and us, is “Christ’s law.” “Christ’s law” obviously 
includes God’s eternal moral law as well as the teaching and example of Jesus 
and the apostles found in the New Testament. 

 
(9:22) To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to 
all people so that by all possible means I might save some.  

 
Paul now mentions another sociological category of people, “the weak.” This 
would be similar to those mentioned in 1:26–27, “Brothers and sisters, think of 
what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human 
standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth. But God 
chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak 
things of the world to shame the strong.” The “weak” according to this passage 
includes the majority of the Corinthians themselves. 

 
The concluding sentence, “I have become all things to all people so that by all 
possible means I might save some,” summarizes and generalizes the argument. 
 
(9:23) I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. 

 
Paul concludes his argument with a final, clear statement of his primary 
motivation in life: “all this for the sake of the gospel.” Paul means “for the sake 
of the progress of the gospel.” The final purpose clause, “that I may share in its 
blessings,” is referring to Paul’s sharing with the Corinthians in benefits 
(“blessings, promises”) of the gospel. Thus, Paul is anticipating his discussion in 
vv. 24–27 to follow. 

 
e. Exhortation and example, 9:24–27 

This section forms a transition by bringing chapter 9 to its conclusion and at the 
same time preparing for a return to the argument against going to the cultic meals 
in chapter 10:1–22. This section consists of illustrations from the nearby Greek 
games. The most well-known were the Olympic Games, but Corinth had their 
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own celebrated in nearby Isthmia. 
 
The primary point of Paul’s illustrations from the Games is the imperative of 
v. 24b, “Run in such a way as to get the prize.” This idea controls the entire 
section. Paul is urging the Corinthians to “run” the Christian life while exercising 
proper self–control, so as to obtain the eschatological reward. Paul commonly 
speaks of our salvation as a future reward (12 times; e.g., Rom 5:9; Rom 10:13). 
Those whose lives are characterized by sin are not exercising proper self-
control—not persevering. 
 
This passage is an important one dealing with the doctrine of perseverance, 
sometimes called the perseverance of the saints. Grudem says: “The 
perseverance of the saints means that all those who are truly born again will be 
kept by God’s power and will persevere as Christians until the end of their lives, 
and that only those who persevere until the end have been truly born again.” The 
doctrine of the perseverance of the saints emphasizes both God’s preservation 
and the believer’s need to persevere, that is, to continue in their Christian faith. 
The parallel concepts of preservation and perseverance are set forth clearly in 
1 Peter 1:5, “Who are kept by the power of God through faith unto salvation.” 
The believer is kept by God; he is eternally secure, but that keeping includes the 
continuing faith of the believer. He is not kept irrespective of his faith. If one 
does not continue in faith, that is proof that he is not being kept by God.  
 
A genuine believer will never, voluntarily, deny Christ. Hebrews 3:14 says: “We 
have come to share in Christ, if indeed we hold our original conviction firmly to 
the very end.” This verse is saying that if we continue to believe as we did at the 
beginning of our salvation experience, then this is proof that “we have come to 
share in Christ,” that is, that we are genuinely saved. Those who permanently 
give up their profession of faith prove that they were never true believers to 
begin with. In Colossians 1:22-23 Paul says: “But now he has reconciled you…if 
you continue in your faith.” A true believer will also persevere or continue in 
good works. Good works have no part in saving us, but they are the inevitable 
result of salvation. Paul says that we were “created in Christ Jesus to do good 
works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Eph 2:10). Although the 
NT Epistles were written primarily to Christians, they are filled with warnings 
about the consequences of not continuing in good works. Paul told the Galatians: 
“The acts of the sinful nature are obvious: sexual immorality, impurity and 
debauchery; idolatry and witchcraft…. I warn you, as I did before, that those 
who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God” (6:19–21). Why write this 
to Christians? Because the Galatians like all the rest of us are professors of faith 
in Christ. The late R. C. Sproul said: “Nobody was ever saved by a profession of 
faith. You have to possess faith.” And the real proof of the genuineness of one’s 
faith is perseverance in good works. As James says: “faith without works is 
dead” (Jas 2:26). Christians who are living a sinful pattern of life have no right 
to feel secure about their salvation. This is not to say, however, that a true 
believer may not fall into sin and carnality. This can happen to any of us. 
However, a genuine believer will not remain in that condition forever. A true 
believer will repent of sin and begin again to produce spiritual fruit. In other 
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words, one cannot simply make a profession of faith in Christ, never produce any 
fruit or good works in his life, and have confidence that they will go to heaven. 
 
In this context. the area where the Corinthians lack “self–control” is in the area 
of insisting on the right of going to the temples and engaging in idolatrous eating 
in the pagan temples. 
 
(9:24) Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the 
prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize.  

 
“Do you not know that?” indicates Paul is continuing his preceding argument, in 
this case by offering an illustration that will bring Paul’s main concerns, going 
back to 8:7–13, into focus. The illustration is taken from the runners in the 
various Greek games, and, as we noted, the Corinthians would be well 
acquainted with Paul’s illustration, given their own Isthmian Games. In these 
ancient games, there was only one prize per race, the victor’s wreath, which was 
given to the winner. 
 
(9:25) Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it 
to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. 

 
The phrase “goes into strict training” is actually one word in the original that has 
the idea of “self-control.” It is found in 1 Corinthians 7:9, “But if they cannot 
control themselves, they should marry.” In the games, winning required “self-
control,” self-discipline, even for the best athletes. Any athlete entering in the 
games was required to go into ten months of strict training and was subject to 
disqualification if he failed to do so. 
 
So, Paul says that in the Christian life self-control is essential in order to win the 
prize. In the case of the Corinthians, Paul is concerned that their insistence on the 
right to eat the cultic meals in the pagan temples may indicate a lack of “self-
control,” and thus a lack of perseverance. Therefore, they may be in danger of 
not winning the prize. 

 
The Corinthians should be willing to exercise the self-control Paul is calling for 
when one considers the prize, “a crown that will last forever.” 

 
(9:26) Therefore I do not run like someone running aimlessly; I do not fight like 
a boxer beating the air.  

 
Paul now draws a conclusion from the previous illustration and applies it to his 
own life. Paul views himself as a runner in the race. and he wants the Corinthians 
to follow his example (cf. 11:1). But Paul does “not run like someone running 
aimlessly,” which means running with no fixed goal. Paul’s intent is to win the 
prize (v. 24).  

 
Paul adds a second illustration from the games that is designed to make the same 
point. He is not like a boxer who is just “beating the air.” This last phrase may 
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refer to a boxer who fails to land effective blows while in the ring, or of the 
exercise of shadow-boxing prior to the fight. 
 
(9:27) No, I strike a blow to my body and make it my slave so that after I have 
preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize. 

 
The “No” indicates that Paul is contrasting the foolish boxer, who would merely 
beat the air and not hit his opponent, with his own conduct as one who boxes 
with real purpose. Paul’s goal is to win the prize of a crown that will last forever. 
And to do so, he must, as he argued in v. 25, exercise self-control. Paul makes 
this point by continuing the boxing illustration he introduced in v. 26. 
 
Paul, the whole person, must exercise self-control, but because of the boxing 
metaphor, the object of the blows becomes Paul’s “body,” which, he adds, is 
made his slave in order to serve his purposes in the gospel. Again, we must not 
think that Paul is speaking of beating or subduing his physical body because it is 
sinful. Sin does not lie in our bodies but in our immaterial aspect. In order to 
persevere, we must, as Paul says elsewhere, “For if you live according to the 
flesh, you will die; but if by the Spirit you put to death the misdeeds of the body, 
you will live” (Rom 8:13). 
 
As I noted, by “body” Paul intends “myself,” as in v. 19, which would include 
the body, but only as it is the vehicle of his present earthly life. Paul’s point is 
the need for self–restraint, which means that in Paul’s own case, “strik[ing] a 
blow to my body” probably refers to hardships to which he voluntarily subjected 
himself in preaching to the Corinthians, which included working with his own 
hands, and which in turn meant suffering the hardships mentioned in 4:11–13. 
 
The final purpose clause, “so that after I have preached to others, I myself will 
not be disqualified for the prize,” expresses Paul’s real intent. With the previous 
illustrations, Paul is telling the Corinthians that he exercises self–control in all 
things so that after he has fulfilled his task, laid on him by divine necessity 
(v. 16), he himself will not come short of the prize. Failing to win the prize is 
expressed with a final athletic metaphor, “disqualified for the prize.” 


