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Turn in your Bibles to 1 Corinthians chapter 9.  We’re starting a new chapter in our study of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, but this chapter is closely connected to what comes before it.  In chapter 8, Paul brought up a very controversial issue that the Corinthians had asked him about: Should a Christian eat meat that had been sacrificed to idols?  And there were two groups within the Corinthian church who disagreed strongly about the answer to that question.  I’ve called those two groups Team No Meat and Team Meat, and we’ve spent the last three weeks looking at what Paul says to them.  Team No Meat was saying, “No, we shouldn’t eat meat that’s been sacrificed to idols.  It’s wrong to eat that meat.”  And in chapter 8, Paul calls Team No Meat weaker brothers.  They have a weak conscience and a weak faith.  And as a result, they’re tempted to sin by things that aren’t even sinful.  It’s kind of like the person who can’t watch a Tennessee sporting even without cursing when they lose.  Watching them lose is not sinful, but cursing when they lose is.  And so something that’s not sinful becomes sinful for you.  And it reveals that you need to grow stronger in your faith.  That’s not a perfect illustration, but I enjoyed coming up with it.  Anyway, these weaker brothers need to grow strong on the truth.  They’re afraid that the idols have affected the meat, and they think that whether they eat the meat or not will impact how close they are to God.  But none of that is true.  Paul tells them the truth is, idols aren’t real, so idols can’t affect the meat, so it’s fine to eat it.  Even more, food doesn’t make you right with God.  Jesus and His gospel makes you right with God.  So the weaker brothers are suffering from incorrect knowledge, and they need to trust Jesus and grow strong on the truth.  
On the other side of the issue is Team Meat.  They were saying, “It’s fine for us to eat the meat.  We know idols aren’t real, so we know we can eat the meat.”  Of course, that’s the right answer.  I just said that that’s exactly what Paul tells Team No Meat.  But Paul still doesn’t tell Team Meat that they’re right.  He tells them that even though they have the right answer, they’re still missing something.  Their knowledge is incomplete, because they haven’t combined it with love.  They should love their weaker brothers so much that they would give up their right to eat meat rather than tempting them into idolatry.  Even more, they should love Jesus and His gospel so much that they would never use their freedom in a way that hinders His gospel.  They should gladly give up all of their rights and freedoms, because they love Jesus and His gospel more.

That brings us to chapter 9.  In chapter 9, Paul takes what he’s been teaching the Corinthians, and he shares with them how that truth has affected him personally.  He tells them that he’s given up many of his own personal rights in order to advance the gospel of Jesus.  Paul is basically saying, “Look, I’m not asking you to do anything that I wouldn’t do myself.  In fact, I’m not asking you to do anything that I haven’t already done in order to reach you with the gospel.  The reason I can be so bold as to tell you to give up your rights for the sake of the gospel is because I’ve already given up my rights for the sake of the gospel.”  Let’s walk through the first 18 verses of this chapter and listen to what Paul says.  Start in verses 1-2, “Am I not free?  Am I not an apostle?  Have I not seen Jesus our Lord?  Are not you my workmanship in the Lord?  If to others I am not an apostle, at least I am to you, for you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord.”  

Paul points out that he’s an apostle.  He’s one of the men who Jesus called to lead the early church.  In fact, that’s the whole reason the Corinthian church exists.  Jesus used Paul to build His church and lead His church in Corinth.

So then in verses 3-6, Paul talks about his rights as an apostle.  Look at those verses, “This is my defense to those who would examine me.  Do we not have the right to eat and drink?  Do we not have the right to take along a believing wife, as do the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas?  Or is it only Barnabas and I who have no right to refrain from working for a living?”

Paul says, “As an apostle, I have the right to eat and drink.  (In other words, I have the right to have my basic needs met by the churches that I’m serving.)  I also have the right to get married and take my wife with me in my ministry.  And I have the right to be paid for my service to the church so that I don’t have to work another job to make a living.”

Then in verse 7, Paul gives 3 examples from other areas of life to prove his point.  He writes, “Who serves as a soldier at his own expense?  Who plants a vineyard without eating any of its fruit?  Or who tends a flock without getting some of the milk?”  

Soldiers get paid for their service.  Farmers get to eat their crops.  Shepherds get to drink milk from the sheep.  The same should be true for the leaders of the church.  And then in verses 8-12, Paul points out that you don’t have to look to everyday life to figure this out.  You can look to the Bible.  The Bible itself teaches this truth.  Read verses 8-12 with me, “Do I say these things on human authority?  Does not the Law say the same?  For it is written in the Law of Moses, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it treads out the grain.’  Is it for oxen that God is concerned?  Does he not certainly speak for our sake?  It was written for our sake, because the plowman should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in hope of sharing in the crop.  If we have sown spiritual things among you, is it too much if we reap material things from you?  If others share this rightful claim on you, do not we even more?”

In the very first books of the Bible, God gave the principle that a worker deserves to be paid for his work.  And when the work that he’s doing is spiritual work, it’s certainly not too much to ask that he reap material benefits, because the spiritual work is more valuable than anything he could ever be paid anyway.

And Church, before we look at what Paul says next, I want to take a minute to say thank you.  Thank you that you provide financially for me, so that I can focus full-time on preaching and teaching the Word of God.  It is a wonderful blessing to serve a church who values the Word of God in that way.  Even more, thank you for being obedient to Jesus.  You may not have thought of it in those terms, but look at verse 14 real quickly, “In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel get their living by the gospel.”  It is the command of our Lord Jesus Himself that His church should provide financially for her leaders who give their lives to proclaiming the gospel.  Thank you for your faithfulness in that.  
So Paul establishes that he has the right to receive pay from the Corinthians for his work as an apostle.  In fact, Jesus Himself commanded that the Corinthians should pay Paul.  But now, look at what he says in the rest of verse 12, “Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an obstacle in the way of the gospel of Christ.”

Paul says, “I have the right to insist that you pay me for my work.  But I haven’t done it.  And the reason I haven’t done it is because I don’t want that to be an obstacle for the gospel.”  

Now, why would it be an obstacle for the gospel if Paul were to insist on being paid?  Well, think about what Paul’s doing.  He’s traveling as a missionary to areas where there aren’t any churches.  No one there has heard the gospel yet.  And imagine if Paul comes into town and says, “Hey, you need to know about Jesus.  And if you’ll start paying me a salary, I’ll be glad to tell you about Him.”  How’s that going to go over?  Most people are going to think Jesus is just a way for Paul to make money.  And it would make it very difficult for Paul to reach new people and start new churches.  So instead, we see Paul doing two different things in the New Testament.  First, he sometimes works as a tentmaker to support himself.  And second, he has other churches who support him financially while he’s working as a missionary.  For example, listen to what he says in 2 Corinthians 11:8, “For I robbed other churches by accepting support from them in order to serve you.”  Other churches paid Paul, so money would not be an obstacle to the spread of the gospel in Corinth.   
And Church, this is one reason why it’s so important for us to give faithfully to our missionaries all over the world.  We support about 14,000 missionaries, church planters, and chaplains through the Southern Baptist Convention, and we don’t want them to ask for money from the people they’re trying to reach, because that would be a major obstacle to the gospel.  So instead, we give 10% of our budget plus our North American missions offering at Easter and our international missions offering at Christmas to support our missionaries and advance the gospel.  And I praise God that we get to invest in the work of the gospel in that way. 

So… Paul has clearly made his point that he has the right to be paid by the Corinthians.  But he drives it home one more time for good measure in verses 13-14, “Do you not know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings?  In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their living by the gospel.”
In the Old Testament, God commanded that the priests got to eat part of the food that was offered in the temple.  And in the same way, Jesus now commands that the church support her leaders financially.  So again, Paul has every right to insist that the Corinthians pay him.  He is the person who first shared the gospel with them.  He started the church.  He spent a year and a half with them.  And he’s still serving them as an apostle.  He has every right to be paid for that work.
Verse 15, “But I have made no use of any of these rights, nor am I writing these things to secure any such provision.”  Paul has not demanded that they pay him for his work.  He’s given up that right for the sake of the gospel.  And now he says, “And let me be clear about something else: I’m not writing you now so that you’ll pay me what you owe me.  I don’t want you to pay me.”

And that brings us to the heart of our text.  Everything Paul has said so far has been very personal for him.  He’s given examples from his own life.  Well, I pray that what he says next is very personal for all of us.  I pray that it will be true in our lives just like it was true in Paul’s life.  Paul explains why it is that he still doesn’t want the Corinthians to pay him.  Look at verses 15-18, “But I have made no use of any of these rights, nor am I writing these things to secure any such provision.  For I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of my ground for boasting.  For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting.  For necessity is laid upon me.  Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!  For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward, but if not of my own will, I am still entrusted with a stewardship.  What then is my reward?  That in my preaching I may present the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my right in the gospel.”

I don’t know about you, but those verses are a little confusing to me when I read them.  I have a hard time following Paul’s train of thought.  But as I worked on it, I think I’ve seen it, and there’s a powerful truth for us to dig out.  So let’s walk through these verses together.  In verse 15 Paul says, “I haven’t insisted that you pay me, and I’m not insisting now that you pay me.  And here’s why: Because I would rather die than have you deprive me of my ground for boasting.”

Now as soon as I read that, I start to get a little uncomfortable.  We usually think of boasting as communicating pride or arrogance, so it sounds like Paul is saying, “I don’t want you to pay me, that way I can brag that I preached for free.”    But I looked up the word boasting in Greek, and I found out that while it sometimes communicates pride or arrogance, it also sometimes communicates rejoicing or celebration.  And I believe that’s the correct meaning here.  Keep reading with me, and hopefully you’ll see what I mean.  Verse 16, “For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting.  For necessity is laid upon me.  Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!”  What does Paul mean here?  He means that Jesus called him to preach the gospel, so when he preaches, he’s just doing what he was called to do.  It’s his duty to preach, because his Lord called him to preach.

Now look at verse 17, “For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward, but if not of my own will, I am still entrusted with a stewardship.”  Paul says it’s not a question of whether he preaches the gospel.  It’s a question of why he preaches the gospel.  If he only preaches because it’s his duty, then he’s just doing what he’s supposed to do.  But if he preaches because he wants to, he gets a reward.

Now, here’s where it gets really, really good.  Up to this point, I’m thinking, “So Paul is saying that if he will preach the gospel and not charge for it, then he’s going to get a reward.”  


But that’s not quite right.  Look at verse 18, “What then is my reward?  That in my preaching I may present the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my right in the gospel.”  Do you hear that?  Paul doesn’t say, “I get a reward for preaching the gospel free of charge.”  That’s not what he says.  Paul says, “Preaching the gospel free of charge is my reward.”  Look at verse 18 again, “What then is my reward?  That in my preaching I may present the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my right in the gospel.”

Paul says, “My reward is that I get to lay down my rights for the gospel.  My reward is not that I get something from the gospel.  My reward is that I get to give something to the gospel.  The gospel is so valuable that the fact that I get to give something up for it is a reward and a privilege beyond belief.”

I’ve tried to think of a couple of illustrations here, because I really want to make sure we’re seeing this.  Imagine that you’re sitting at home one evening when your doorbell rings.  You answer the door, and two Secret Service men are standing there.  One of them says, “I’m sorry to bother you tonight, but the President of the United States has asked for you to come to the White House.  He heard that you make the best peanut butter pie in the whole country, and he would like to try your pie.”  So you agree to go, and you bake a peanut butter pie for the president.  The president eats your pie.  He loves it.  And before you leave, he says, “I’d like to pay you for your time.  What do I owe you?”  To which you respond, “No, Mr. President, you don’t owe me anything.  It’s a privilege for me to get to come to the White House and cook for you.  The fact that I got to do this for you is a reward for me.”


Do you see that that’s what Paul is saying in these verses?  He’s not saying that he preaches the gospel for free in order to get a reward.  He’s saying he preaches the gospel for free, because the privilege of preaching the gospel for free is a reward.  You don’t bake your pie for the president in order to get a reward.  The privilege of baking your pie for the president is a reward.


Let’s try another illustration.  Imagine that you play basketball in a community league at the YMCA.  One day LeBron James shows up to play.  He walks over to you and says, “I’d like for you to be on my team today.  I’ll pay you $20 for every game we play together.”  To which you respond, “You don’t need to pay me.  It would be a privilege for me to get to play with you.  Just the fact that I can play with you is a reward for me.”

Do you see it?  You don’t play with LeBron in order to get a reward.  He’s the best player in the world, and the privilege of playing with him is a reward.  Paul doesn’t give up his right to pay in order to get a reward.  The gospel is the most important thing in the world, and the privilege of giving up his right for the gospel is a reward.

 
And that’s why I said a few minutes ago that the word boasting in this text doesn’t mean pride and arrogance.  It means rejoicing and celebration.  Paul’s talking about what it is that gives him joy.  He’s talking about the source of his rejoicing.  And make sure you see it.  Paul’s source of rejoicing is not the rights and freedoms that he gets from the gospel.  Paul’s source of rejoicing is the rights and freedoms he gets to give up for the gospel.  When he gets to give up something for the gospel, that’s a reward to him.  It gives him joy to give something for the gospel, because the gospel is that valuable to Paul.

And the question is: Is that true for you?  How valuable is the gospel to you?  How valuable is Jesus to you?  And our text today tells us that one of the ways we can really know the answer to that question is to ask ourselves, “What I am willing to give up for the gospel?”  And even more than that, to ask ourselves, “Does it give me joy to give up things for the gospel?”  Do I value Jesus and His gospel so much that I consider it a reward if I get to give something for Him?  

Church, there’s a danger for all of us that we could call ourselves Christians and come to church and have the name of Jesus on our lips, but never value Him and treasure Him the way He deserves.  That’s always the danger of religion… that it will become empty ritual with no heart behind it.


And that makes this text so good for us.  Paul reminds us that following Jesus is deeply personal.  Believing the gospel is deeply personal.  Jesus changes the way you live your life.  He changes what you love and what you value.  He changes what you boast in and what you rejoice about.


Do you know Jesus in that way?  Do you love Jesus and treasure Jesus that way?  Do you value Jesus and His gospel so much that it fills you with joy when you get to give things up for the gospel?  And because this truth is so personal, let’s talk about some examples of what this will look like for us personally.


First, are you giving your money to advance the gospel?  Do you give to the church?  Do you give to missions?  But it’s not just a question of if you give.  Do you have joy when you give?  Do you want to give?  Paul said he considered it a reward to give up money for the sake of the gospel.  Do you see it that way?  Is Jesus and His gospel that valuable to you?  What does your giving say about the value and worth of Jesus?


  Another example is our comfort.  Paul says he gave up his right to food and drink.  Are you willing to be uncomfortable in order to advance the gospel?  God is calling some of you to leave the comforts and conveniences of this culture to make Him known all over the world.  God is calling some of you to dangerous places to make Him known.  Will you joyfully give up your comfort for the sake of the gospel?  And then God is calling all of us to live differently in this culture… He’s calling us to reject the idols of materialism and greed… He’s calling us to sacrifice some luxuries so we can invest in the gospel.  Do you value Jesus and His gospel so much that you will gladly give up your comfort for the sake of the gospel?


What about your time?  Do you view your time as a resource that can be given for the gospel?  How much time do you really invest in making Jesus known?  And is it the joy of your heart to do so?  Do you rejoice over the fact that you get to pour out your life making Jesus known?


And then let’s move to some examples here at church.  The reason I want to do this is because I want us to remember the context for Paul’s teaching in this chapter.  Remember, two groups in the church were arguing about eating meat sacrificed to idols, and Paul tells both of them that they need to value the gospel more.  The weaker brothers need to trust the gospel more than they trust their rules.  And the stronger brothers need to love the gospel more than they love their rights.  Paul tells them, “You need to give up everything that might become an obstacle to the gospel.”


And in the church, it’s easy for us to develop very specific and very strong ideas about what we like and how we want things to be and how we think decisions should be made.  And sometimes we can get so focused on our preferences that they become an obstacle to the gospel.  And I’m asking all of us, for the sake of the gospel, let’s give it up.  Give up your preferences.  Give up your demands.  And find your joy in Jesus and His gospel.


Another thing that happens too often in too many churches is that when people don’t get what they want, they complain and grumble.  And I can tell you beyond a shadow of a doubt, complaining and grumbling is a huge obstacle to the gospel.  People are not drawn to that.  So I’m asking us to give it up.  Give up your complaining.  Give up your grumbling.  And find your joy in Jesus and His gospel.

I pray that every single one of us will value the gospel that much.  I pray that every single one of us will give anything we can for the gospel.  I pray that we will give up our rights, give up our freedoms, give up our preferences, give up our demands, give our money, give our comfort, give our time, give our lives for Jesus and His gospel.  And I pray that we will boast in Jesus by showing Him to be more valuable than everything else in the world.     
