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The 1 Corinthians 9 Principle: 

 
We must be all things to all men with all discipline in order to effectively make disciples. 

 
Introduction:   

The wealthier the country, the greater the self-indulgence. For instance, people there don’t just 

find adequate housing—obtain the nicest and largest homes that they could possible buy. 

People in those places eat for enjoyment, not to live.  

Wealth often brings much more free time, leading to much time spent on recreation and 

entertainment. People in these countries often have the money to satisfy many of their desires 

in life. Nations and cultures that have experienced this kind of prosperity grow morally weak.  

Why is this true? A self-indulgent lifestyle is guided by convenience, comfort, and security. 

People who are self-indulgent are extremely selfish. They don’t want to be inconvenienced by 

other people. They don’t want to make decisions that will cause them to sacrifice their 

comforts. Their happiness is bound up in satisfying their desires. The prosperous often fall prey 

to pleasure-seeking, which usually means sinful activities. A self-indulgent lifestyle is the 

opposite of biblical Christian living. Life lived for comfort and convenience kills Christian 

ministry.    

Many Christians in prosperous societies become very knowledgeable about God and the Bible. 

They tend to be very educated. But often their experience in Christianity is very limited. Their 

self-indulgent lifestyle keeps them from growing in holiness. Their love of comfort and security 

keeps them from reaching out into the lives of other people. They don’t know how to sacrifice 

or do hard things for God. They lack faith, joy, and peace in their lives. This has a crippling 

impact upon their families and churches. 

The apostle Paul apparently grew up in a wealthy home in a major city in the Roman Empire 

(Tarsus). He was a strict Jew, but he understood the Greco-Roman life and culture well. It was a 

prosperous and self-indulgent society. Paul was a very religious and racist Jew, a Pharisee, in 

this context.  

After Jesus appeared to Paul and changed him, Paul became an apostle, a servant of the Gospel 

to the Gentiles. He and his co-laborers became cross-cultural missionaries.  

God told Paul to go the Jews first, in every place he went. These were his own people, whom he 

was most comfortable talking to. But most of his ministry would be spent with non-Jews. He 

served Jesus among people in cultures different than his own.  

While Paul was a cross-cultural missionary, he crossed cultures in a much more limited way 

than many Gospel workers do today. While his ministry was extremely difficult, he did not have 

to learn cultures or languages that were completely new to him. He served in the Roman 
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Empire in those cultures dominated by Greece and Rome. They all spoke the trade language of 

Greek. In some ways, many missionaries today experience more natural challenges than what 

Paul faced.  

When Paul traveled from one place to another, he knew that it was extremely important to 

understand the differences in culture so that he could adjust his lifestyle. Paul did all that he 

could to avoid unnecessary offenses.  

Christ’s love reveals itself in self-control. Self-control/self-discipline became very important to 

Paul’s life and ministry. Self-control refers spiritual discipline-discipline of the mind and heart—

as well as that of the body.  

In 1 Corinthians 8-10, the apostle Paul argued very strongly that Christians must exercise self-

control and be ready to lay aside their “rights” for the sake of the gospel. What does this mean?  

Explain the context and arguments surrounding the food offered to idols. 

Read and explain 1 Corinthians 8:13: “Therefore, if food causes my brother to stumble, I will 

never eat meat (offered to idols) again, that I might not cause my brother to stumble.” 

Read and explain 1 Corinthians 10:31-33: “Whether, then, you eat, or drink or whatever you 

do, do all to the glory of God. Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of 

God; just as I also please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit, but the profit of the 

many, that they may be saved.” 

Our “rights” are morally good or neutral things that we could or might do. They are not sinful. 

They are lifestyle choices. Paul tells us that some lifestyle choices that we make might cause 

unbelievers to misunderstand the gospel--like eating food offered to idols. If this is true, don’t 

do it! The ministry of the Gospel is far more important than our “rights.” Ministry to others is 

far more important than our own enjoyment or comfort! 

In this passage, Paul tells us sometimes our lifestyle choices hurt other Christians, especially 

new Christians. When this is true, don’t do those things, even if you had a “right” to! 

Illustration: This is one of the major arguments about the need for Christians to abstain 

from alcoholic beverages. God’s people are far more important that our self-

indulgence! 

 

Notice that we skipped chapter nine in our discussion so far. In chapter nine, the apostle Paul 

uses himself as an example of “laying down our rights” for others. He teaches us an important 

principle crucial for Christians who want to be used of God in gospel ministry:  

“We must be all things to all men with all discipline in order to effectively make disciples.” 
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Paul encourages us to commit ourselves to this principle by using illustrations from sports. 

Read 1 Corinthians 9:24-27 and explain briefly. 

Consider the physical discipline, the self-control, required for effective conditioning to compete 

marathons, boxing, wrestling, etc. 

Living for others, living for the Gospel, requires discipline. We must learn self-control! The 

discipline needed is both heart/mind and body. In order to achieve the prize of a faithful life of 

service to God our hearts must be focused:  

“Run in such a way that you may win” (v.24).  

We cannot be led by our bodies: 

“buffet my body and make it my slave” (v.27)  

 

The Discipline of laying down our “rights”  

Paul shows us what laying down our “rights” means in 1 Cor. 8-10. It has to do with decisions 

about our lifestyles. “Laying down our rights” means that we adjust our lifestyle to be more 

effective in Gospel ministry.  

Illustration: What did Paul give up for the sake of others and the Gospel? 

➢ Paul gave up his right to be married (9:1-5). 

➢ Paul gave up his right to having full support from Christians for his ministry (9:6-

18). He gave up financial security. 

➢ Paul gave up his right to live like a Jew (v.19-22).   

➢ Paul gave up physical comfort and safety. 

➢ Paul gave up a normal “9-5” life. 

➢ Paul willingly accepted physical pain and emotional shame from persecution.  

Application:  What have you given up in order to make yourself more effective and more 

available to serve the Lord? Are you willing to accept a lower paying job? Are you willing 

to live in a smaller home or different part of town in order to reach others for Christ? 

Are you willing to spend your free time getting involved in the lives of others? 

How do you spend your money? Your time? Is your free time characterized by self-

indulgence? What does your lifestyle say about your love for Jesus and others?   

 

“Laying down our rights” means that we are willing to give up things, make personal 

sacrifices, in order to serve Jesus Christ and show love to others: 
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1. We must be able to say “no” to selfish desires—even for good or neutral 

things. Paul taught them to not eat food offered to idols for the sake of new 

believers and for the lost (ch. 8, 10). He taught them that Christian maturity was 

not “doing everything that you can do,” but being able to say “no” to yourself for 

the sake of others. 

 

Application:  Are you one of those filled with knowledge who still don’t know 

how to love others in real life? Are you like the immature “strong” people that 

Paul talked about who were more interested in holding onto their “rights” than 

living for others? 

 

Are you willing to turn down a promotion at work in order to be free to serve 

others? Are you willing to move overseas to serve Christ where there are few 

who know Him? Are you willing to take less expensive vacations and travel less 

for leisure in order to give to God’s work?  

 

2. We must be able to put the good of others before ourselves. 

“I have made myself a slave to all” (v.19) 

“I do all things for the sake of the gospel that I might save some” (v.19-23) 

 

This requires discipline of the heart that only God’s grace can provide. 

 

Application:  Have you ever dedicated your life to be God’s instrument of grace 

in the lives of others? Have you ever critically examined your lifestyle to 

determine how you could be live to serve God as a family? As an individual?  

Are you willing to pray and ask God how you need to lay aside your rights or 

change your lifestyle in order to make your life more effective in serving Jesus? 

 

Conclusion: 

We must be all things to all men with all discipline in order to effectively make disciples. 

If time, discuss how a cross-cultural missionary today must give up his/her “rights” in order to 

effectively follow Christ: dress, food, housing, family life, privacy, security, physical stress, 

illness, etc. 


