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I. All	Things	To	All	People	–	Context	Is	King!	
19 For since I am free from all I can make myself a slave to all, in order to gain even more 
people. 20 To the Jews I became like a Jew to gain the Jews. To those under the law I became like 
one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) to gain those under the law. 21 To those 
free from the law I became like one free from the law (though I am not free from God’s law but 
under the law of Christ) to gain those free from the law. 22 To the weak I became weak in order to 
gain the weak. I have become all things to all people, so that by all means I may save some. 

Because Paul refuses to receive remuneration for his ministry, he considers himself 
“free”. And Paul sees the benefit of being free as being available to anyone and 
everyone as the situation requires. In describing this liberty Paul has, he gave us this 
famous scripture passage that people love to quote, (and use to their own advantage.)  
“I have become all things to all people, so that by all means I may save some.” 

A. Not	an	excuse	to	behave	like	the	world	
That is a verse that can quickly be taken out of context and applied for self-serving 
purposes. Therefore, it is imperative we understand the context so this verse doesn’t 
get abused. What Paul is talking about is what we call contextualizing Christianity. 
There are most certainly limits to how we contextualize Christianity. I can assure you, 
Paul would not have said, “I am willing to become like a drug dealer to win drug 
dealers.” Or the same applies to murderers, thieves, prostitutes, alcoholics, adulterers, 
pedophiles, etc. Therefore, if any of you think this verse gives you permission to hang 
out with your ungodly buddies and talk like them, act like them, party like them, and 
drink like them so you can win them over, you are completely mistaken in what Paul is 
saying. But what Paul IS talking about is the willingness to forfeit his own privileges and 
rights and liberties if necessary so he can keep his opportunities for ministry open. In 
Acts, we see examples of Paul yielding to the Jewish cultural rules rather than exempt 
himself from their authority. Even though Paul preached against the Jewish rite of 
circumcision as unnecessary to salvation, and even took his argument to the Jerusalem 
church where he opposed the Judaizers who were undermining his gospel that was free 
from rules and rites of the OT law, nevertheless Paul circumcised Timothy to avoid the 
conflict he would have by trying to minister to the Jews with Timothy, an uncircumcised 
Greek, as his ministry associate. This was a clear case of conceding his rights in order 
to further the gospel. Then, there was the time Paul was headed to Jerusalem during 
feast season and he took the Nazirite vow and shaved his head before going. Paul 
figured he might avoid some conflict with Jews at Jerusalem who had heard he defected 
from Judaism and became a Christian if he visibly demonstrated he was following a 
Jewish tradition. Furthermore Paul states in his second letter to the Corinthians that five 
times he had yielded himself to Jewish discipline by allowing himself to take thirty nine 
stripes on his back with a whip. Paul was not obligated for any of these things, but he 
chose to surrender his rights for the cause of the gospel.  

B. 	Flexibility	without	Compromise	
Missionaries understand this concept. In order to reach the people, the missionaries 
have to find a way to integrate into the culture of the people without crossing moral 
boundaries. That is exactly what Paul is talking about.  
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C. Evangelism	is	the	heartbeat	of	Christianity	
The Great Commission is our marching orders. Paul is willing to become like others “in 
order to win more people.” Paul gives some interesting examples. He is willing to 
become like a Jew to win Jews. This statement highlights a very important truth. Paul 
considered himself no longer under the law, no longer a practicing Jew. But, (as in the 
example we have already given) Paul was willing to submit to Jewish customs and 
practices in order to disarm the Jews he was trying to win. That took a great deal of 
humility.  
Another interesting example Paul gave was “to the weak, I became weak.” Paul has 
already used the term “weak” repeatedly in the past few chapters and the context in 
which Paul uses this term is to refer to immature Christians. Paul was willing to 
sympathize with the weaker Christians in order to “win them”, or in order to keep from 
losing them for being too harsh. We can look at this as basic sympathy for our brothers 
and sisters. Sympathy is opposed to judgmentalism.  
When our Christianity becomes more about managing our own personal walk than it is 
about sharing the good news and winning others to Christ, we have lost our focus and 
forgotten our reason-for-being. Jesus used the metaphors of salt and light to illustrate 
the impact we are expected to have on the world around us. 
Along these lines, I have an observation and an opinion I want to share. I am concerned 
the 20th/21st century church evolved more into a social organization than a missional 
church. The outreach efforts have to often become nothing but offering a social gospel – 
random acts of kindness, food pantries, community revitalization projects. While there is 
nothing wrong with the church being engaged in its community, (in fact it is good), if 
there is no mechanism to convert those outreach efforts into winning lost souls, it ends 
up being powerless programs.  
Furthermore, it seems the modern day American church evolved into an organization 
whose whole purpose was to fill up the family calendar with activities – something for 
the whole family. Something at the church every night of the week. The church seems 
to have striven to be the hub of all activity. But if the people of the church are consumed 
with being at church several nights a week, where do we find time to be salt and light to 
the lost of the world? The church kept its members so busy they didn’t release them to 
go permeate the world. We have grown up in an era when people looked for a church 
that could fill their social calendar. Church on Sunday morning. Church on Sunday 
night. Bible Study on Wednesday night. Women’s Bible Study on Thursday night. Youth 
bash on Friday night Men’s Bible study on Monday night. Saturday night prayer 
meeting. Tuesday night home groups. How is a congregation like that whose entire 
social life consists of being at church for some activity supposed to develop any kind of 
outreach to their friends and neighbors? One of the first themes I introduced when I 
became pastor her 10 years ago is “It is not about having church; it is about being the 
church.” That has been a guiding precept for me and it gives us a direction.  

D. Socratic	Evangelism	
-The art of winning people to Christ by first befriending them. This fits consistently with 
all of Paul’s theology he has shared with the Corinthians. We are to be in the world, but 
not of it. We are to become like people in order to win them, but we cannot transgress 
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against moral boundaries and we can’t compromise truth. Door to door salesmanship of 
the gospel doesn’t have the same kind of impact or results it once had. People are too 
skeptical of strangers showing up at their door. But the most effective form of 
evangelism today is to become a part of the lives of the one’s you want to win.  

II. In	It	To	Win	It	
24 Do you not know that all the runners in a stadium compete, but only one receives the prize? 
So run to win. 25 Each competitor must exercise self-control in everything. They do it to receive 
a perishable crown, but we an imperishable one. 
26 So I do not run uncertainly or box like one who hits only air. 27 Instead I subdue my body 
and make it my slave, so that after preaching to others I myself will not be disqualified. 
First, I want to explain the contextual presence of this passage. I constantly urge you to 
keep an eye on the overarching flow of this entire letter Paul has written. Endeavor to 
see how each passage relates to the previous chapters and the dominant theme in the 
passage. Paul is still dealing with the issue of encouraging stronger Christians to forego 
their rights in order to maintain peace in the church. He will also continue with the same 
issue of eating or not eating sacrificial meat in the next chapter. This short passage is 
somewhat of a bridging text. He uses this illustration to emphasize three points he has 
just made concerning his own willingness to forfeit his rights. Those three points are, 1.) 
reaching more souls; 2.) becoming all things to all people in order to save some; and 3.) 
doing all these things for the gospel in order to be a partaker of its blessings.  
Paul will follow this short passage with his theme in chapter ten of warning his readers 
to avoid idolatry and to be cautious that they don’t devolve into rebellion against God.  
Paul cleverly uses the athletic metaphor to make his point. The Corinthians would easily 
identify with this illustration since Corinth hosted the second largest athletic competition 
in the Roman Empire, eclipsed only by the Olympic games.  
There are three major points in this passage – the importance of self-discipline; the 
logical conclusion “if you are going to run, run to win”; and avoiding the disgrace and 
senselessness of disqualification.   

A. The	importance	of	self-discipline	
This could be a nice sermon all by itself, but I will keep this in its context.  
It takes a great deal of self-discipline to act like a mature Christian. You will make hard 
decisions, you will make sacrifices, you will turn the other cheek, you will forfeit you 
rights at times. It’s just like physically and emotionally growing into adulthood in this 
world. There are heavy responsibilities that go along with being the adult in the room. 
The parents have to go to work and pay the bills and keep the family fed and clothed. 
The kids basically get a free ride until they are out of the house. Good parents give the 
children responsibilities to teach them how to be part of a functioning household so 
when they grow up they understand what responsibility means. Parent’s who expect 
nothing out of their children often end up being their caretakers long after the children 
are grown.  
But Paul uses the example of the highly disciplined athlete that “must exercise self-
control in everything.” Thus, Paul is appealing to all Christians to strive to be spiritually 
strong, self-disciplined men and women of God. Self-discipline is a vital component of 
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Christian living. Self-discipline is the earmark of mature Christians. Lack of self-
discipline is clear evidence of spiritual immaturity. When it comes to the local 
congregation, you will see who the truly spiritually mature are by those who are the 
most disciplined in their behavior and in their ability to navigate through skirmishes and 
flare-ups.  

B. If	you	are	going	to	run,	run	to	win.	
Otherwise, why are you even bothering to run? Now we have to be careful here 
because metaphors can be misleading. I know of marathon runners who know they 
have no chance of winning, but they run anyway because they have set personal goals 
for themselves. That is still considered “winning”. You have set personal goals and 
trained hard to achieve those goals then you go run to meet those goals. What Paul is 
talking about is the person who trains rigorously to run a personal best in the marathon, 
then on race day, they stop along the way, chat with the crowd, sit down and eat a 
snack every few miles, stop and smell a few roses along the way, etc. Why did they 
train so hard if when it came time to run they didn’t run in order to achieve their goal? 
What a total waste of time! All of that training was meaningless if they didn’t come with 
the full intentions that they were going to reach their personal goal.  
The spiritual application is this: If you are going to live it, live it all the way. Don’t toy 
around with Christianity and try your hand at some of the disciplines common to 
Christian practitioners, then throw it all away at that moment when you are expected to 
put your training into practice. Why go to church and read your Bible and pray and fast 
and discipline yourself not to fulfill the cravings of the flesh if you are going to ultimately 
act like a spoiled child when conflict arises? If you are going to train, if you are going to 
run, make it count. Run to win! Don’t train just to lose!  

C. Avoid	disqualification	
Paul basically says, “I make every move count. I run with purpose, with a goal in mind. I 
press toward the finish line. I don’t run to enjoy the scenery or so I can visit with the 
other runners. I run with focus.” 
He says, “I am not in the ring to shadow box. I came in the ring to defeat my opponent. I 
am not here to beat the air. I want to land my punches.” 
Then, going back to his training, he says, “I beat my body and make it my slave. My 
body wants to quit, but I keep pushing. My body wants to pig out, but I refuse to cater to 
its carnal whims. I will not be a slave to my fleshly cravings. I will not live my life to 
pursue pleasures and ease. I will force my body to obey my spiritual man. I will beat into 
subjection. All this so that after I have preached to others, I will not be disqualified for 
having failed in my own life of discipline.  
What could be more tragic than to fail to live up to one’s own rules for life. How can we 
be an effective witness if all we do is tell others how they should live, but we ignore our 
own advice? I will hire a couch potato for a personal trainer. I will not sit in an ethics 
class taught by a con artist. Neither will anyone else take my message of Christianity 
seriously if I don’t even try to live it myself. Neither will you influence others to follow 
Christ if you are not committed to following Him with all your heart, mind, soul, and 
strength. If you are going to run, run to win. If you are going to live, live it all the way.  


