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NEW TESTAMENT READING: I Corinthians 9:16-23
16 If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation 
is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel! 17 For if I do this of 
my own will, I have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a 
commission. 18 What then is my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may 
make the gospel free of charge, so as not to make full use of my rights in the 
gospel.
19 For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so 
that I might win more of them. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win 
Jews. To those under the law I became as one under the law (though I myself am 
not under the law) so that I might win those under the law. 21 To those outside 
the law I became as one outside the law (though I am not free from God’s law but 
am under Christ’s law) so that I might win those outside the law. 22 To the weak I 
became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 
people, that I might by all means save some. 23 I do it all for the sake of the 
gospel, so that I may share in its blessings.
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SERMON

This morning’s sermon, a part of our unofficial series: “Called Out” on 
discipleship and the church, also serves as a bit of foreshadowing for a more 
formal sermon series that is to come after Easter, when we will preach through 
parts of the book of Acts about what may in some Presbyterian circles be 
derisively known as the E-Word: Evangelism.

Paul begins this morning’s passage from 1st Corinthians with the word 
evangelidzo … does anyone remember how that word was translated in the first 
verse of our reading? 

‘Proclaim the Gospel’ or more colloquially, ‘preach the good news.’

“If I preach the good news, that’s nothing for me to brag about” Paul says—“I’ve an 
obligation to preach! But woe to me if I fail to proclaim the gospel—to evangelidzo.”

There is some debate to be had here about whether Paul thinks that all Christians 
are obligated to evangelizo, or if he is referring solely to his own special calling, 
but we’ll take that question up in another sermon. This morning we are more 
interested in what Paul states kind of matter of factly, not as the primary thrust of 
his argument—which is about his own status and rights as an apostle—but as the 
underlying motivation which determines what he does with these rights. Paul is 
motivated, above all else, by the proliferation of Christ’s salvation to every 
nation, clan and station … and so sometimes he gives up his right to eat meat, or 
his right to take a salary, or his national identity, or legal status … he is free, but 
gives up his freedom whenever it will aid his proclaiming the gospel—his 
evangelism—to all manner of people. 

If you were with us last week, you remember the question was posed whether or 
not Christians in Corinth were free to eat meat that had been sacrificed to pagan 
gods. 
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And Paul said, Sure! In Christ, we are free to eat whatever we want! Just not for our 
own sake.  1

So if our freedom would cause our fellow Christians—some of whom happen to be former 
Pagans—to fall back into their life of idolatry, then we ought not exploit it, for to do so is 
to gain for ourselves at the expense of another—the opposite of Christ’s saving example to 
us. 

The passage ended with Paul saying ‘forget Idol Meat; I’ll give up ALL meat if it 
helps others to remain within the salvation of God. Christ gave up his life for the same 
thing, after all.’

Today’s passage is a continuation of this same idea, from a different angle. 

As an apostle, Paul has every right to take a salary from his congregations, but he 
has—seemingly in an effort to make the rest of us pastors look bad—chosen not 
to make use of that right, he says, in order to strengthen the example of Christ, 
who gave up his own divine rights to be present in unity with us, non-divine 
beings that we are. 

As Paul sees it, this example is prescriptive for the Church. 

We all have rights, privileges and freedoms given to us by society—certainly not 
all in equal measure, for every society is corrupted to some degree by sin. But all 
at least have some. 

We have infinitely more rights, privileges and freedoms afforded us by Christ, 
and these in equal measure regardless of our social station. Our societies may at 
times thwart these freedoms among certain people, but in doing so we set 
ourselves in opposition to God, who gives to all for the sake of all.

 see I Corinthians 81
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Even the God-given rights are not given for private, personal gain. But all rights, 
all privileges, all freedoms are given unto the salvation of the world, and should 
be used or renounced to that end.

It is this conviction that allows Paul to insist that “[Though in Christ I am strong] To 
the weak I become weak so that I might win the weak … In fact, I’ll become all things to 
all people that I might by all means save some. 

This is the method of Paul's evangelism, for there can be nothing that matters more 
than the proliferation of Christ’s salvation to every nation clan and station.

How is it, then, that so many Christian people have come to so despise the word 
evangelism? What is it that compels me to explain on my pastoral information 
form that despite my former affiliations with certain congregations, I am not an 
Evangelical, at least in the common usage of that word? 

Most pointedly, the word Evangelical has, in recent decades, come to exist as its 
own religion, with its own essential tenets, authoritative interpretations, heresies, 
and even, dare I say it, political affiliations.

Our current President, who has not enjoyed high approval ratings generally, 
often touts the fact that evangelicals in our country won him the election and 
continue to approve of his job performance with overwhelming enthusiasm. For 
a large number of Americans then, it appears that to be Evangelical is to be a 
Republican … to share the values and goals revealed in the current 
administration’s political agenda.

Self-described Evangelicals have been, over the years, some of the loudest 
opponents to marriage equality for LGBT folks in our country. A recent Pew 
Research survey revealed that self-described evangelicals are 11% more likely 
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than the average citizen to own a gun and to believe that guns should be allowed 
in more places.  2

Now, without making a political judgment about any of those positions, think for 
a minute about how they have come to be so tightly associated with a word that 
means to preach the gospel. {PAUSE}

There is this quirky human tendency—I call it “domesticating,”—to affiliate with 
a historical person or institution, and then remember that person or remake that 
institution according to our own aspirations, values, fears, political convictions 
… so that for many Christians, Jesus ends up looking more and more like the 
reflection in their own mirror, rather than they like the reflection of Christ. We 
make him to be at home in our life—which is to domesticate Jesus—rather than 
us finding our home in His Life.

Once we have domesticated Jesus—our evangelism might proclaim the salvation 
of Christ in name, but in spirit—in practice—we end up proclaiming a salvation 
found in our most proud characteristics, our most guarded convictions, and our 
most treasured affiliations, insisting that all people conform to them.

Paul, by contrast, evangelizes by conforming himself to those he hopes will see 
Christ. He begins: “to the Jews I become as a Jew in order to win the Jews.” 

But wait a minute … Paul doesn’t have to BECOME a Jew … he IS a Jew. Only 
now, as he finds himself in Christ, Paul’s Jewishness—both religious and ethnic
—though it is a part of him, it is not what defines him, and more importantly, it is 
not the source of his or anyone else’s salvation.

We might say, "To Presbyterians, then, I become as a Presbyterian—I form 
committees, eat shortbread and drink scotch; wax poetic about Roberts Rules of 

 http://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2017/november/god-gun-control-white-evangelicals-texas-2

church-shooting.html
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Order—all to win the Presbyterians—because I do not count on Presbyterianism, 
yours or mine, to save anyone."

Maybe a bit more scandalous: to Americans I become as an American in order to 
win Americans—I do not count on America to save me or anyone else. A lot of 
people don’t realize that there are a healthy number of Christian missionaries 
sent TO the United States every year. Why? 

Because the United States is not the Kingdom of God.

Even Christianity—the Church to whom Paul writes, and the Church who reads 
his letters still today—needs evangelists who will remind us Christians that our 
identity and salvation is found only in Christ—not in the religion established in 
his name. 

This is the seriousness of Paul’s claim that he becomes a Jew in order to win the 
Jews.

Next the apostle then moves on to address what ‘becoming’ looks like 
behaviorally.

When I’m around people who adhere to a certain religious code, he’s says, I join 
them in keeping that code—eat kosher when hosting Jews, skip the wine when 
hosting Muslims, and the beef in Hindu company. In other words, respect people 
and the convictions that they hold, even when you do not share these 
convictions. Remember that it is possible to be a faithful Christian and hold 
different social, political, even moral beliefs the the ones you hold or the ones 
your pastor or preferred political party holds. 

Only Christ is indispensable … and so I can become all things to all people in 
witness to the God who becomes human that all humanity might know God.

Now this, of course, raises all kinds of questions—what about those Muslims, 
Hindus and Jews with whom we share our tables? Is it the aim of our evangelism



5th Sunday After Epiphany, Year B, 2018 Bethany Presbyterian Church, Sacramento, CA

—our preaching the good news—that they become Christian? Again, we’ll take 
this up at greater length after Easter, but suffice it to say for now, Paul wasn’t 
thinking in these terms—he never renounces his Judaism, because to him, Christ 
is not another, or a different religious option; but Christ is the source and goal of 
all human strivings after God … 

He is the corrective to any and every misconception about God, Creation, and 
Humanity, indiscriminate to religious affiliation, present company included. 

Apart from the knowledge of Christ, we are certain that people need to look or 
behave, belong or believe just like we do—salvation, we think, means uniformity. 
But in the knowledge of Christ we come to see that people can look and behave 
and believe and belong in all sorts of different ways, and Christ lived and died 
and lives again for all of them.

It is in sharing the presence of Christ with people who are wildly different from 
us that a common loaf of bread and a common cup of grape juice become Bread of 
Life & Cup of Salvation. May it be so to us today and forevermore. Amen.


