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9:20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, so that I might win Jews; to those who are under the Law, 

as under the Law though not being myself under the Law, so that I might win those who are 

under the Law;  

9:21 to those who are without law, as without law, though not being without the law of God 

but under the law of Christ, so that I might win those who are without law. 

9:22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak; I have become all things to all 

men, so that I may by all means save some. 

In 1 Corinthians 9:19 Paul said, “though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, so that 

I may win more.” In verses 21 and following he clarifies what this means.  

To the Jews I became as a Jew.  Paul’s words, “to the Jew I became a Jew, in order that I might win 

Jews” are striking, for Paul was a Jew. “He could become a Jew only if, having been a Jew, he had ceased 

to be one and became something else. His Judaism was no longer of his very being, but a guise he could 

adopt or discard at will” (Barrett, 211). 

Those who are under the Law are Jews, but more specifically, non-Christian Jews. For once a Jew 

becomes a Christian, like Paul, he is no longer under the law. 

 “Those who are without law.” The expression, “without law” translates a single adjective (a;nomoj). It is 

commonly used of those who violate the law; it is also used of those who are not under the jurisdiction 

of a law. To the Jews, all the Gentiles were without the law in the sense that the Mosaic law was not 

given to them (Acts 2:23; Collins, 354-355). Thus, “those who are without law” is a reference to the 

Gentiles—those who are outside of the revealed law of OT Judaism.  

Although at times Paul behaved as if he was under the law, he himself was not under the law. This can 

only mean that as a Christian Paul no longer saw himself as under the Mosaic system at all. However, 

lest there be confusion, Paul adds the caveat in verse 21: “not being without the law of God but under 

the law of Christ.” “The Law of God” is not the OT Law of Moses; Paul had just said he wasn’t under that 

Law. Therefore, it seems likely that the law of God is referring to the revealed will of God that has 

always existed—even before the written law came into existence.  When Adam disobeyed God or Cain 

killed Abel, their actions were sin even though there was no written law at the time that prohibited 

these behaviors. Based on the fact that death is the penalty for sin, Paul argues in Romans 5 that death 

is the evidence that men were sinners before the Law of Moses; that is, if men were not condemned as 

sinners before the Law, there would have been no death before the Law.   

Thus, although Paul was no longer under the law of Moses, he was not living in rebellion against God. 

One can be free from the Torah and still be obedient to “the law of God” as it is represented in the law 

of Christ (Thiselton, 704).     

Verse 21 is one of the most important sentences in the epistle for in it “Paul shows how the new relation 

to God which he has in Christ expresses his debt of obedience to God” (Barrett, 212). Though we are not 

under the Law of Moses we are under the law of Christ (Gal. 6:2).  

Some say that this means that we are now under a new set of laws given by Christ and the Apostles.  But 

for all practical purposes, this is simply a move from one legal code to another. The change brought by 

grace is more fundamental than that. It is a change from the Law governing our lives by external 
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restraint to the transformation of our hearts by the Spirit of God. The Law is no longer the rule of life, 

Christ is. And if Christ governs our lives, then a Christian’s conduct is determined by His will, not external 

commandments. 

The one who submits to Christ, imitates Him, and walks by the Spirit, is not in rebellion against God, nor 

is he a law to himself; he is living within the parameters of God’s revealed will and with a deep sense of 

obligation to God now defined by his relationship to Christ.  

Garland offers the following insight: 

[Paul] is speaking theologically about living under grace. Previously, his self-understanding as a 

Jew was bound up with his obedience to the law (cf. Phil. 3:6); now it is bound up with his 

relationship to Christ (Phil. 3:7–11). What he means by his statement is elucidated in Galatians 

4:12: “Brethren, I beseech you, become as I am, because I also have become as you are.” In 

what way did Paul become like the Galatians? He did not become a pagan sinner, but he did give 

up his zeal for the tradition of the fathers and righteousness earned under the law so that he 

might live under the grace of God (Gal. 1:13–16). In effect, he became like a Gentile, as one 

without heritage, without the merit of the fathers, without works of law to set him apart from 

others or to justify his salvation. Paul lived among the Gentiles simply as a Christian, not as a Jew 

or a Pharisee of Pharisees. He did this because God revealed to him that everything “depends on 

faith, in order that the promise may rest on grace and be guaranteed to all his descendants, not 

only to the adherents of the law but also to those who share the faith of Abraham (Ro. 4:14; cf. 

Gal. 2:16; Garland, 431–432). 

9:22b sums up Paul’s thoughts. I have become all things to all men, so that I may by all means save 

some. Paul became all things to all men so that the progress of the gospel would remain unimpeded.  

Paul geared his behavior according to the people he was ministering to. Examples of this are found in 

Acts. In Acts 16:3 he had Timothy circumcised so as not to offend the Jews when they ministered among 

them. In Acts 21:23–26 he took a vow according to Jewish custom and went to the temple for 

ceremonial cleansing. Yet when ministering to Gentiles, Paul behaved like a Gentile. He ate food that 

wasn’t kosher, etc.  (see Paul’s condemnation of Peter in this matter; Gal. 2:11–14). Of course, “It is 

difficult to conceive of Paul saying, for instance, ‘To the adulterer I became as an adulterer in order that I 

might win the adulterer’; or ‘To the idol-worshipper I became as an idol-worshipper in order that I might 

win the idol-worshipper’. In that sense Paul does not mean by his principle of accommodation that he 

becomes all things to all men” (David Carson, Churchman, 100, page 13).  

9:23 I do all things for the sake of the gospel, so that I may become a fellow partaker of it. 

In verse 23 Paul comes to the end of his description of how he is willing to become all things to all men 

in order to save some.  He also summarizes his singular passion for living—he does all things for the sake 

of the gospel. As the context makes clear, this means that Paul does all things so that the cause of the 

gospel will progress. He will remove anything that could impede its movement in other people’s lives. 

But Paul also does all things for the sake of the gospel so that he himself will participate in the benefits 

and blessings found in it. He said the same thing to Timothy: “Take heed to yourself and to your 
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teaching, hold fast to that; for by so doing you will save both yourself and your hearers” (1 Tim. 4:16, 

RSV). 

Paul does not assume that participation in the gospel is something that is guaranteed. Even though all 

are saved by God’s sovereign act of grace through faith, true salvation also involves perseverance. Paul 

is concerned that the Corinthians’ involvement in pagan temple practices is evidence that they may be 

disqualified. He himself runs in such a way that his own salvation is assured. In doing so, his behavior is 

not a hindrance to those whom he is trying to evangelize. 

 
9:24 Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize? Run in 
such a way that you may win. 

 
Paul’s example of persevering in the gospel is taken from the Greek Olympic Games. The Olympic Games 
took place in Greece every four years without interruption from 776 BC until they were suppressed by 
the Emperor Theodosius in AD 393.  
 
All who compete in the Games participate, but only one wins.  The believer should run the Christian life  
to win the prize. This is the primary point of the whole paragraph and is illustrated in greater detail in 
the verses that follow.  
 

9:25 Everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control in all things. They then do it 
to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 
 

In order to be successful, an athlete needs self-control. Paul defined this in chapter 9 as using his 
freedom in Christ to become a slave to all; his actions were based on what benefited others and he kept 
every obstacle out of the way of the message of the cross.  

 
Paul is truly concerned that all who have professed Christ achieve the prize. In the case of the 
Corinthians, they needed to forsake those things that were not compatible with the Christian contest. 
Athletes are willing to do this for a prize that perishes, how much more should the believer be willing to 
do this for that which never passes away.  
 

9:26 Therefore I run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not beating the 
air; 
9:27 but I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached to others, I 
myself will not be disqualified. 
 

Paul applies the principles he has just stated to his own life.  His willful enslavement to others (living life 
in a way that benefits them) is a purposeful self-discipline that is not without aim. Paul makes his body 
serve the purpose of the gospel. His goal is that in the process of fulfilling the task that God had divinely 
called him to, he might not fall short of receiving the prize himself.  

9:24–27 fills a twofold function. It concludes the previous section and introduces the opening 

paragraph in chapter 10 where Paul resumes the subject of eating food sacrificed to idols, which he 

had begun in chapter 8. 
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Some wonder if Paul really means that a believer can be disqualified and not receive eternal life. In 
10:13 Paul assures believers that they will be able to endure, but the threat here is real. Paul is 
challenging all who profess Christ to be sure that they are truly saved by demonstrating Christ-like 
behavior. It is not up to the believer to keep himself saved, nor can a believer lose his salvation, but 
what appears to be real salvation at first may prove to be superficial, evidenced through lives that are 
not transformed. Being “disqualified” is simply manifesting the godlessness of our own lives through our 
actions. Paul maintains a healthy tension between being over-confident in a false salvation and having 
assurance that the saved will not fail the test. In 2 Corinthians 13:5 Paul uses the same word as in 1 
Corinthians 9:27: “Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not 
recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you—unless you are disqualified.” To be 
disqualified means that Christ is not in you. The race has been run in vain.  
 
Paul does not believe he will be disqualified. The way he runs and the way he fights is not because he 
hopes to be saved, but because he is saved and wants his salvation to be obvious. As he says so 
beautifully in Philippians 3:12: “Not that I have already obtained it, or have already become perfect, but 
I press on in order that I may lay hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus.”  
 
The running and the fighting of the Christian life is a running and fighting for eternal life: “Fight the good 
fight of faith; take hold of eternal life” (1 Tim. 6:12). But it is a race and a fight in the confidence that we 
have been saved by Christ. According to Romans 12:11, it is not “lagging behind in diligence” but being 
“fervent in spirit, serving the Lord.” This is the way we are to run in our service for Christ: with zeal and 

fervency; not lazy or idle or sluggish or unconcerned. The New Testament is full of ways to say this. 
“Strive to enter by the narrow gate” (Luke 13:24). “Labor for the food that endures to eternal life” (John 
6:27). “Be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord” (1 Corinthians 15:58). “Let 
us not be weary in well-doing, for we shall reap if we do not faint” (Galatians 6:9). “Redeem the time, for 
the days are evil” (Ephesians 5:15). “Work out your own salvation with fear and trembling” (Philippians 
3:12). “Christ gave himself to purify for himself a people zealous for good deeds” (Titus 2:14). “Show 
earnestness in realizing the full assurance of hope to the end” (Hebrews 6:11). “Love one another 
earnestly from the heart” (1 Peter 1:22). 
 
In conclusion, the Christian life is a serious affair with stakes that are infinitely high. The way we live our 
lives has eternal consequences. Life is a proving ground where we prove who we are, whom we trust, 
and what we cherish. What you do with your life—the way you run your race and fight your fight—will 
make the difference between sharing in the promises of the gospel or being disqualified.   
 
Hebrews 12:1–3 says it like this: “. . .  let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our 
eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, 
despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God. For consider Him who has 
endured such hostility by sinners against Himself, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” 
 
FOOTNOTES: 
 
1. The Christian’s relationship to the Law: 
 
The expression “under the Law” appears a number of times in the Bible. There are two separate Greek 
prepositions that, in English, translate as “under”—en (evn; Ro. 2:12; 3:19) and hupo (ùpo,; Ro. 6:14, 15;1 
Cor. 9:20; Gal. 3:23; 4:4, 5; 21; 5:18).  En (evn) indicates the sphere in which the subject is acting and 
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dwelling. This accurately describes the condition of the Jew. The Jews’ existence and actions happened 
in the sphere of the Law. Hupo (ùpo,), on the other hand, refers to being subject to the power of 
something or someone. An excellent example of how this is used is in Matthew 8:9 where it says, “For I 
also am a man under (hupo—ùpo,) authority, with soldiers under (hupo—ùpo,) me. . .” just as the 
centurion was under the power and authority of others so were his soldiers under his authority. 
 
Thus, to be under the Law means both to be under the entire Mosaic legal system in its totality and to 
be subject to its penalties. It is to live and act in its sphere, and to be subject to its power (its jurisdiction 
and penalties).  
 
Now the Bible makes it extremely clear that the Christian is not under the Law or subject to its penalties: 
“sin will have no dominion over you, since you are not under (hupo—ùpo,) Law but under (hupo—ùpo,) 
grace” (Ro. 6:14); “Should we sin because we are not under (hupo—ùpo,) Law but under (hupo—ùpo,)  
grace?” (Ro. 6:15); “But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under (hupo—ùpo,) the Law.” (Gal. 5:18); 
“To those under (hupo—ùpo,) the Law I became as one under (hupo—ùpo,) the Law (though I myself am 
not under the Law) so that I might win those under (hupo—ùpo,) the Law” (I Cor. 9:20). 
 
When the Bible says we are not under the Law it means that we are not under any aspect of the Law in 
our salvation experience.  
 
First, we are not declared righteous (justified) by the Law.  Romans 3:20 says, “no human being will be 
justified in his sight by deeds prescribed by the Law.”  
 
Secondly, we are not sanctified (made holy) by the Law; “For sin shall not have dominion over you, for 
you are not under Law but under grace.”  (Ro. 6:14). Notice carefully that this verse says that the reason 
sin will not have dominion over us is because we are not under the Law. If we were under the Law, sin 
would have dominion over us! And if sin has dominion over us we are not being sanctified. Being free 
from the Law gives us freedom from the bondage of sin which results in sanctification. Galatians 3:2b–3 
also denies that sanctification comes through the Law; “Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the 
Law, or by the hearing of faith? Are you so foolish? Having begun in the Spirit, are you now being made 
perfect by the flesh?” The believers of Galatia had begun their Christian life by faith, not by keeping the 
Law. Why now would they be deceived into thinking that what had begun in the Spirit apart from the 
Law could be perfected by the flesh under the Law? This is the force of the whole argument in Galatians. 
The believers in the church were not trying to be saved by the Law, but were trying to please God and 
grow in holiness by seeking to live under the Law. Paul calls this accursed (Gal. 1:8–9; 5:12). 
 
Lastly, the Law cannot preserve us in salvation. Romans 8:3–4 states, “For what the Law could not do in 
that it was weak through the flesh, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, on 
account of sin: He condemned sin in the flesh, that the righteous requirement of the Law might be 
fulfilled in us who do not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”  Christ came as a 
sacrifice for sin and it was His work on the cross that fulfilled the Law.   
 
According to Romans 7 we are dead to the Law (Ro. 7:4) and delivered from it (Ro. 7:6). Romans 10:4 
sums up the argument; “Christ is the end of the Law (i.e. the termination or cessation of the Law) for 
righteousness to everyone who believes.”  
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The conclusion must be that the entire Law for the Christian is no longer binding. This includes even the 
moral Law. This is clear in 2 Corinthians 3 where the “tables of stone” (i.e. the 10 commandments, the 
moral Law) which guided the Israelites are called the ministry of death (2 Cor. 3:7, 9) and have been 
done away with (2 Cor. 3:7, 11). The great Accuser, Satan, used the Law to condemn us, but the charges 
against us have been nailed to the cross (Col. 2:14), so that we are free from judgment which the Law 
demands. 
 
The Law of Christ: 

The change brought by grace is more fundamental than moving from one set of rules to another. It is a 

change from the law governing our lives by external restraint to the transformation of our hearts by the 

Spirit of God. The Law is no longer the rule of life, Christ is. And if Christ governs our lives then a 

Christian’s conduct is determined by His will, not external commandments. Hodge says, “His will is our 

law.” This is not to say that the Law is no longer important, for the will of God is found in the Scripture 

which includes the Law. Perhaps the law of Christ could be defined as “prescriptive principles stemming 

from the heart of the gospel (embedded in the example and teachings of Jesus) which are meant to be 

applied to specific situations by the direction and enablement of the Holy Spirit, being always motivated 

and conditioned by love” (Longenecker, 275, 276).  

In short, the law of Christ includes (1) submitting to the commands given by Jesus (Matt. 28:19–20), (2) 

imitating Christ (1 Cor. 11:1), and (3) walking by the Spirit. The person who does these things is free 

from the OT law and yet is still faithful to God. 


