
“The Ultimate Priority? The Gospel!”
1 Corinthians 9

Main Point: The work of the gospel is the ultimate priority for deciding what we should do.

More advice about making decisions in matters of Christian liberty:
Work should provide a living, including the work of the Lord (1-12a, 13-14).
   While it may appear that Paul was completely shifting directions in his letter, he actually 
wasn’t. In continuing to reinforce the principle of making decisions based on love in areas where 
believers have a “right” under Christian liberty or freedom, Paul turned to himself to provide an 
example of denying a right in his life out of love of others. In this case, the right that Paul had 
was to make a living from the work of the gospel. Paul asked a lot of rhetorical questions in the 
opening verses of chapter 9. The first questions were aimed at legitimizing Paul’s apostolic 
calling and authority. Paul was an apostle. Ultimately, the very existence of the church in Corinth 
was the evidence of his apostolic standing! As an apostle, Paul had the same rights as the other 
apostles. He had the right to eat, to drink, and to marry. Just like a soldier or a vineyard keeper, 
Paul had a right to be compensated for his labor. He had a right to share in the fruits of his labor. 
This wasn’t just a worldly observation, it was a biblical principle. God designed the world so that 
an individual should earn a living through his/her work. God also commanded that those who 
are called to the work of gospel should make a living by the gospel. Paul applied knowledge 
from God’s Word to this issue, revealing that he had a right for the church in Corinth to support 
his work.
1. Read each question that Paul asked in these verses. Take time to answer each question 

and to discuss what the answer to that question meant for Paul and for his “rights.”
2. How does Paul use knowledge or truth from Scripture to identify this “right” in his life? How 

does a passage about an ox have anything to do with Paul’s work? What does this teach us 
about identifying the underlying, unchanging principle in God’s Word?

3. God’s design for work is that it should provide a living for the one who works. Discuss this 
“right” of a worker. Why does God command this to also apply to those who work in his 
church?

The gospel is more important than the right to be paid for the work of the Lord (12b-18).
   Although Paul had the right to be paid for the work of the gospel, he forfeited that right in 
Corinth. In his work there to plant the church in Corinth, Paul didn’t exercise this right. He 
refused to take money from the church in Corinth to compensate him for the ministry of the 
Word that he so faithfully fulfilled in their midst, planting the seeds of the gospel in the 
Corinthian community. Why did Paul do this? Because Paul didn’t want to create an obstacle to 
the gospel. At this time in the Roman Empire, there were many speakers and teachers who 
made their living from town-to-town, instructing and informing those who would compensate 
them for their knowledge and their gift of speaking. Paul was a wise missionary. Perhaps he 
understood the danger of being seen in the same light as the sophists of his day. Perhaps Paul 
wanted to make sure that the gospel wasn’t lumped into the same category as Greek 
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philosophy and Roman intellectual entertainment, so he worked with his hands to provide a 
living for himself while at the same time using his work and his free-time to proclaim the gospel. 
For Paul, the work of the gospel was far more important than getting paid for the work of the 
Lord, so regardless of the specific reason why, he gave up this right when it made sense to do 
so for the work of the gospel in Corinth.
1. How could taking money from the Corinthian church be an obstacle to the work of the 

gospel in the context in Corinth? Are there any parallels to this today in the church or in the 
work of church planting on the mission field? Discuss.

2. Read verses 16-18. What does Paul mean about his reward and stewardship in preaching?
3. Is there anything in your life that may be an obstacle to the gospel? Share, and pray for one 

another to forfeit rights that may be obstacles to God’s glorious work. 

The gospel is more important than any right we can exercise in our lives (19-23).
   Paul was free. He was a Jew. He was not under the law; rather, he was under the law of 
Christ. He was strong, but for the sake of the gospel, Paul was willing to forfeit it all. He was 
willing to be a servant to all. He was willing to be like one under the law or outside of the law. He 
was willing to be weak for the sake of the weak. Paul said that he was wiling to “become all 
things to all people, that by all means I might save some!” What’s critical to see is that Paul was 
willing to sacrifice any right that he had if doing so would open a door to the work of the gospel. 
Paul was more interested in being used by God to save a lost soul than he was in protecting a 
personal right, such as being compensated for his work of the gospel. Paul wanted to eliminate 
things that would keep him from connecting with those around him who needed Jesus, so the 
gospel had to be what was most important. The gospel was more important than any right he 
could exercise in his life. 
1. Paul said that he “become” as one under the law, outside of the law, and “all” other things to 

win some to Christ. Does Paul mean that he accepted or participated in sin? If not, then 
what does he mean?

2. What are Paul’s rights in Christ in regards to things like freedom and servanthood, the law, 
race, and even weakness? Would you forfeit these rights to reach others for Jesus? What 
might that look like in your life this week?

For every believer, living a gospel-driven life requires discipline and sacrifice (24-27).
   Paul called on believers to run the race to win! The race is our calling and purpose in Christ: 
To be faithful as the church to the work of the church in making disciples of Jesus Christ. But to 
win the race, Paul understood that it took discipline and sacrifice. Paul used an athletic 
illustration to make his point. An athlete who wants to win has to exercise. The athlete has to be 
disciplined to train and has to sacrifice to prepare for the race. As a believer, Paul knew that he 
had to live with this kind of discipline and sacrifice in his life. If he took his eyes off the race, then 
he might slip in his discipline and he might lose his motivation to sacrifice. Paul knew the danger 
of not staying disciplined, which would result in sin and which could disqualify him from the race! 
To live a gospel-driven life, believers like you and I must stay disciplined and must sacrifice to 
be spiritually ready to forfeit our rights when necessary in order to advance the gospel. We also 
must stay disciplined and must sacrifice to be spiritually healthy to protect the work of the 
gospel.
1. What is “self-control,” “discipline,” and “keeping it under control” in the body of a believer?
2. What would disqualify Paul from preaching? What would be the consequences for others?
3. What does it mean to “run that you may obtain it?” Be specific and use Scripture to answer 

the question. What does this look like in your life? Are you running to win?
4. Pray for each other in the specific ways identified today in order to run the race to win!
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