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“The Right Approach to Rights”

1 Corinthians 9:1-27

This present era has been dubbed “the Age of Entitlement.” Of course, there are the horror story examples of sixteen-year-olds who complain about the color of the new car they’ve just been given by their parents. One author remarks, “Go to the mall or a concert or a restaurant and you can find them in the wild—the kids who have never been told no, whose sense of power and entitlement leaves onlookers breathless—the sand-kicking, foot-stomping, arm-twisting, wheedling, whining despots whose parents presumably deserve the company of the monsters they, after all, created.” Now that seems a bit harsh, but it gets at something that everyone has all experienced. Not simply in other people but within ourselves.

But it’s no longer merely children throwing tantrums when they don't get their way. Now entire segments of our society believe they are entitled to everything…at no cost! Free health care! Free college tuition! Free phones! What they don't understand—or choose to ignore—is that what they want for free is paid for by someone. I guess as long as it's someone else footing the bill, they don’t care.
Before we cluck our tongues at the younger generations, though, we need to take a look at ourselves. We may not think that we are entitled to free everything, but we do have our rights. And nobody had better stand in the way of the exercise of those rights!

As we continue our study of 1 Corinthians, we have come to chapter nine, where Paul provides the right approach to rights. And he uses himself as Exhibit A—an illustration of the mature use of liberty.

At first sight this chapter seems quite disconnected from what goes before but in fact it is not. The whole point lies in this—the Corinthians who considered themselves mature Christians have been claiming that they are in such a privileged position that they are free to eat meat offered to idols if they like. Their Christian freedom gives them—so they think—a special position in which they could do things that might not be permissible to lesser men. Paul’s way of answering that argument is to show the many privileges he himself had a perfect right to claim, but which he did not claim in case they should turn out to be stumbling blocks to others and hindrances to the effectiveness of the gospel.

Their motto was “I’ve got my rights!” Paul encourages them to model his own strategy for victory: placing the needs of the body of Christ above his own personal rights.
 He explains precisely how he sees his freedom in Christ, especially how he has deliberately, and freely, chosen to restrict his freedom for the benefit of others. This, he maintains, is a sign of strength, not of weakness.

The Evident Reality of Our Rights 

Paul begins by demonstrating the evident reality of our rights in verses 1-12,

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? 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. This is my defense to those who sit in judgment on me. Don’t we have the right to food and drink? 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? Or is it only I and Barnabas who must work for a living? Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat of its grapes? Who tends a flock and does not drink of the milk? Do I say this merely from a human point of view? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? 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? Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because when the plowman plows and the thresher threshes, they ought to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? If others have this right of support from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more?
As an apostle, Paul had the right to expect full material and financial support for himself (and a family, if he had one).
 He gives five solid reasons to back up his claim of rights: common practice, scriptural precept, common sense, Jewish custom and Christ’s command.
 

Apparently other Christian preachers of that time were being supported by the churches where they ministered, including other apostles (including Peter, called “Cephas” here) and the half-brothers of Jesus who became believers after the resurrection. This was common practice. Then Paul quoted Deuteronomy 25:4 to prove his point. (He quoted this same verse in 1 Timothy 5:17–18.) Sure, God wrote this about oxen, but wouldn’t it apply all the more to people who work at ministry? Common sense tells us that those who work should share in the outcome of their efforts. Paul had plowed the soil in Corinth. He had seen a harvest from the seed he had planted. It was only right that he enjoyed some of the fruits of that harvest.
 Then, down in verse 13, Paul points to the Jewish custom of the priests who were granted the right to eat some of the sacrifice of the altar. Finally, Paul point’s to a teaching of Christ that those who preach should earn their living through the offerings of those to whom they minister.

Some joke about preachers only working one hour a week while others seriously question whether any clergy should be paid at all. Paul makes it clear here that if he did not avail himself of the same privilege, it was because he chose not to do so, not because he had no right to it.

The Effective Restriction of Our Rights

Paul changes course, though in verses 12-18, as he outlines the effective restriction of our rights,

12 But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ. 13 Don’t you know that those who work in the temple get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the altar? 14 In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel. 

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. I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of this boast. 16 Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 17 If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust committed to me. 18 What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, and so not make use of my rights in preaching it.

Three times he states, “I have not used my rights.” He has just established that he has these rights, but he chooses not to insist on them. Verse 13 begins with “Don’t you know,” indicating that they ought to have known about his rights as an apostle.
 Paul did not want new or potential converts to have reason to think he was preaching the gospel for selfish motives. He wanted no one thinking he was in the ministry for the sake of money or an easy living.
 Instead, he says in effect, “Because Jesus Christ is dearer to me than anything else in the world, I have renounced my rights.”

The world in which Paul ministered had been overrun by charlatans, opportunists, and soothsayers who were “in it for the money.” The market was flooded with all kinds of philosophical and religious claims, each peddled by teachers who wanted to be paid for access to their enlightened ideas. If Paul had stepped into Corinth taking up a love offering every time he preached his message, the good news of Jesus Christ would have been immediately associated with the fakes.

It is unfortunate when the ministry of the Gospel is sometimes hindered by an overemphasis on money. The unsaved world is convinced that most preachers and missionaries are only involved in “religious rackets” to take money from innocent people. No doubt there are religious “racketeers” in the world today, people who “use” religion to exploit others and control them. We would certainly not agree with their purposes or their practices. We must make sure that nothing we do in our own ministry gives the impression that we are of their number.

Because the Corinthians had become so obsessed with their rights, they found it almost impossible to believe that Paul could be inwardly driven purely by his love for Jesus Christ and his passion for the gospel. They would have reckoned it the ultimate disaster if they had had all their supposed rights stripped from them. For Paul, on the other hand, it would have been the ultimate catastrophe if he had been compelled to stop preaching the gospel free of charge.

William Barclay writes, “Men judge a message by the life and character of the man who brings it; and Paul was determined that his hands would be clean. He would allow nothing in his life to contradict the message of his lips. Someone once said to a preacher, ‘I cannot hear what you say for listening to what you are.’ No one could ever say that to Paul.”
 He would work day and night to earn his own living rather than be a burden to those he served or cause them to think he was in the ministry for the money.

Paul continues in verses 19-23 by sharing his personal philosophy of ministry:

Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. 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. 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. To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.
Paul was talking about priorities, the things that are really important to us in our lives. It is unfortunate that some Christians have their personal priorities confused and, as a result, are hindering the work of Christ.
 He had learned the truth that “freedom is not license to do what I want, but liberation to do what I ought.”
 Paul had the right to be supported by the Corinthian church. But for the gospel’s sake, for the brothers’ sake, and for love’s sake, he gladly limited his liberty. He willingly waived his right.

Paul’s whole attitude to Christian ministry was to endure rather than to enjoy his daily calling. The word for endure is one of the eloquent verbs he uses of true agapē-love in 1 Corinthians 13:7. This kind of love “endures all things,” and it is refreshing to hear the heart of an evangelist expressing itself in this way. A man who is ready to endure anything for the gospel is not interested in his rights.

If anyone is actually entitled, it is Paul; yet he’s the very one who says he’s not interested in entitlement. He has rights, but he’s not interested in using them. He is far too interested in the work he has to do (preaching the gospel) than any perks or fringe benefits that may accompany it, including financial compensation.

It is unfortunate that the phrase “all things to all men” in verse 22 has been used and abused by the world and made to mean what Paul did not intend for it to mean. Paul was not a chameleon who changed his message and methods with each new situation. Nor was Paul a compromiser who adjusted his message to please his audience. He was an ambassador, not a politician!
To immature people, Paul’s lifestyle probably looked inconsistent. In reality, he was very consistent, for his overriding purpose was to win people to Jesus Christ. Consistency can become a very legalistic thing, and a man can become so bound by man-made rules and standards that he has no freedom to minister.

Paul had the right to eat whatever pleased him, but he gave up that right so that he might win the Jews. Paul revered the Law, but set that aside so that he might reach the lost Gentiles. He even identified himself with the legalistic weak Christians so that he might help them to grow. It was not compromise, but rather total abandonment to the higher law of love. Paul followed the example of the Saviour and humbled himself to become the servant of all.

I am convinced that we haven’t really begun to live the devoted Christian life until Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 9:19 can become our words: “For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I may win more.” As Christians, we have the right to use our liberty and position in Christ to enjoy all God has for us. But we also have the responsibility and privilege of sharing the gospel and building up other Christians in the faith. This necessarily calls for humility, sacrifice, and teamwork.

For Paul, preaching the gospel—his calling, his vocation—is not optional. However, what is optional to Paul is the exercising of his rights and entitlements. And what is it that has allowed Paul to set this aside, to break out of the economy of entitlement, to work free of charge, to abandon the pageantry of the powerful, eloquent leader in favor of being himself? Simply put, he has found something better than rights and entitlement. 
The ideal world, which we might describe as peaceful, flourishing, harmonious, fulfilling, and beautiful, can never exist if life is primarily about what I want, what I need, what I deserve, what I am entitled to, what I have a right to demand of others. The only world that is really free—the world that we want to live in—is the one where we are free from ourselves. Free from the ceaseless scorekeeping, the incessant card counting, the criteria meeting, the accomplishment amassing, the credential checking world that we have built for ourselves. In our attempt to hold on to our rights and our entitlements, we’ve written scripts for ourselves that we can’t measure up to!

Rights, rights, rights—that’s all we hear about—even among Christians. Paul had many rights, and claimed none.
 He was living his own words in Philippians 2:5-6, “You must have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had. Though he was God, he did not think of equality with God as something to cling to. Instead, he gave up his divine privileges; he took the humble position of a slave and was born as a human being” [nlt]. If anyone had rights and entitlements, it was Jesus—God the Son, Creator of all, King of Kings and Lord of Lords! Yet when the time came, He sacrificed His rights, even His life.

The Eternal Rewards of Our Restriction

Finally we see the eternal rewards of our restriction in verses 24-27,

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. 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. Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.
Athletic contests were common in the Greek world, and the Isthmian Games, second only to the Olympic Games, were held every two years at Corinth. Paul often uses imagery from the Games.
 He was apparently a sports fan!
If an athlete expects to excel, he voluntarily, and often severely, restricts his liberty. His sleep, his diet, and his exercise, are not determined by his rights or by his feelings but by the requirements of his training. The athlete’s disciplined self-control is a rebuke of half-hearted, out-of-shape Christians who do almost nothing to prepare themselves to witness to the lost—and consequently seldom do.
 In fact, the word “competes” is the translation of the Greek term agōnizomai, which gives us words like “agony” and “agonize.” It does not mean a half-hearted effort.

In order to give up his rights and have the joy of winning lost souls, Paul had to discipline himself. That is the emphasis of this entire chapter: Rights must be balanced by discipline. If we want to serve the Lord and win His reward and approval, we must pay the price.
 It is necessary to exercise self-control in all things if staying power is to be maintained so that the spiritual race is run consistently to the end of the course and the coveted prize won.
  Self-control is the greatest battle that any Christian has to face.

Paul had one great goal in life: to glorify the Lord by winning the lost and building up the saints. To reach this goal, he was willing to pay any price. He was willing even to give up his personal rights! He sacrificed immediate gains for eternal rewards, immediate pleasures for eternal joys.

Most people, including many Christians, are instead slaves to their bodies. Their bodies tell their minds what to do. Their bodies decide when to eat, what to eat, how much to eat, when to sleep and get up, and so on. An athlete cannot allow that. He follows the training rules, not his body. He runs when he would rather be resting, he eats a balanced meal when he would rather have a chocolate sundae, he goes to bed when he would rather stay up, and he gets up early to train when he would rather stay in bed. An athlete leads his body; he does not follow it. It is his slave, not the other way around.

Let me be clear: The Christian does not run the race in order to get to heaven. He is in the race because he has been saved through faith in Jesus Christ. Only Greek citizens were allowed to participate in the games, and they had to obey the rules both in their training and in their performing. Any contestant found breaking the training rules was automatically disqualified.

“Disqualified” translates adokimos, which means “which has not stood the test;” it was used of disqualification in the Games. Paul’s fear was not that he might lose his salvation, but that he might suffer loss through failing to satisfy his Lord.
 (Remember the Judgment Seat of Christ? Paul did not want his works to be burned up in the fire.)

Rights? Entitlements? Oh, sure, we have these, but to what degree do we insist on them? As Christians, only when we sacrifice our personal, individual rights in this life will we be eligible for rewards in the next. What a hard thing to do—and how rarely it occurs!

By focusing on the glory of God and the good of others, we will concentrate less on our own rights and see how we might serve. Then we will truly be like Christ.
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