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Over the last five weeks we have looked at the Call of God from the time of recognizing that God is in fact 

calling to us, wants to have a personal connection with us, who speaks to us and cares for us. Recognizing that 

call does not have strings or requirements but having been called, having been changed in the process, we do 

have a natural response to share that love that God has shown to us with others, to live a life that demonstrates 

that love. This time we conclude our series though the learning never stops. 

 

We are called by God, yes, but it doesn't end there. It's not like we celebrate and go on living our lives like 

nothing has changed. A change happens within us, and we respond to this change. We are looking in at the 

church at Corinth. They're different understandings of what this change looked like in how they lived their lives. 

It's funny, despite it being about 2000 years ago, the conclusions that different groups made are very similar to 

the kinds of ways people do it today. Culture has changed, but the human condition is very much the same.  

  

Sometimes the different factions within the Corinthian church are described as squabbles. It can make it sound 

unimportant or insignificant. That's not entirely accurate. The truth is that the disputes are not uncommon. Just 

like we see across the church today with its many denominations and sects and even disagreements within 

denominations, the Corinthian church had deep divisions on what constituted authentic worship looked like. 

What does it look like to live out discipleship in our everyday lives? 

  

Just one of the questions among the people of the Corinthian church … Is it God honoring to participate in any 

way shape or form the worship of another so-called "god?" Or rather, they would say it is not God honoring. 

That was one group's view. Another group said that since there is only one true God, and I don't believe in these 

other things at all, what does it matter? I am free in Christ. I should be able to do what I want. Is it God 

honoring to look like I take any of these other ritual seriously, like I might believe there are actual other Gods? 

We could have a form of this debate today.  

  

Paul helps the Corinthians … and us … navigate this treacherous path. Last time was saw that he effectively 

says to the second group, you're right. There is no other god, so taking part in this ritual (in this case, eating 

meat sacrificed to idols) is perfectly okay. You are free in Christ … However, if your participation results in 

damaging another person's faith … someone who might be lured back into temple worship of these other gods, 

then love demands not exercising your rights. He goes so far to say that he would become a vegetarian if that's 

what it took.  (Later, he advises that meat bought in the market to take home is fine, but it's best not to go to 

events at the temple to eat (1 Cor 10:25-30). In other words, exercise your rights, yes, but not to the detriment of 

others. 

  

This is where we pick up the thread in 1 Corinthians chapter 9 using an example from his own life. This time I 

am reading 1 Corinthians 9:1-23, again in The VOICE translation. Hear the word of the Lord. 

  

9 Am I not truly free? Am I not an emissary [apostle] of the Liberating King [Jesus]? Have I not 

personally encountered Jesus our Lord? Are you not my work, my mission in the Lord? 2 Even if others 

don’t recognize that I am His emissary [apostle], at least you do because you are the seal, the living 

proof that the Lord commissioned me to be His representative. 
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3 Let me speak in my own defense against those keeping themselves busy picking me apart. 4 Have we 

lost the right to eat and drink? 5 Have we lost the right to bring along our wives, our sisters in Jesus? 

Other emissaries travel with their wives, and so do the brothers of our Lord, not to mention Cephas. 6 Is 

it just Barnabas and I who have lost the right to earn a living? 7 Is a soldier in combat required to pay his 

own salary? Who would plant a vineyard and not enjoy one grape from it? Who would care for and 

nurture a flock but never taste the fresh milk? 

  

8 These ideas aren’t based on merely human notions; the law says these same things. 9 In Moses’ law, it 

is written: “Do not muzzle the ox while it is treading out your grain.”(Deuteronomy 25:4) Is God’s 

concern here limited to oxen, 10 or does He speak here ultimately for our benefit? These things were 

written for us, so as the plowman plows and the worker gathers, they can labor with the hopeful 

expectation that they, too, will share in the good harvest. 11 The same principle applies here: Is it too 

much to ask that we would be compensated materially for planting life- and world-changing spiritual 

realities? 12 If you have rightfully supported others, shouldn’t we deserve your support even more? 

  

But we have never insisted on this right; instead, we would rather put up with anything than to put some 

obstacle in the way that prevents even one person from experiencing the good news of the Anointed 

One. 13 Perhaps it has escaped your notice that leaders and priests of the temple make their livings off 

the temple and that those who tend the altar eat their dinners from part of the sacrifices. 14 So it 

shouldn’t be a stretch that the Lord has arranged for preachers of the gospel to make a living by those 

who have embraced and been liberated by the gospel. 

  

15 Despite what I’ve said here, I have never staked a claim for such things, and I have no intention to 

start now; that’s not why I’m writing. I would rather die than have anyone (including me) invalidate my 

right to boast. 16 You see, if I preach the good news, it’s nothing to brag about. This urgency, this 

necessity has been laid on me. In fact, if I were to stop sharing this good news, I’d be in big 

trouble. 17 You see, my story is different. I didn’t volunteer for this. Had I volunteered to preach the 

good news, then I would deserve a wage, a reward, or something. But I didn’t choose this. God chose 

me and entrusted me with this mission. 18 You’re looking for the catch. I know you’re 

wondering, “What reward is he talking about?” My reward, besides being with you and knowing you, is 

sharing the good news of the Anointed One with you free and clear. That means I don’t insist on all my 

rights for support in the good news; 19 that also means that I am free of obligations to all people. And, 

even though no one (except Jesus) owns me, I have become a slave by my own free will to everyone in 

hopes that I would gather more believers. 20 When around Jews, I emphasize my Jewishness in order to 

win them over. When around those who live strictly under the law, I live by its regulations—even 

though I have a different perspective on the law now—in order to win them over. 21 In the same 

way, I’ve made a life outside the law to gather those who live outside the law (although I personally 

abide by and live under the Anointed One’s law). 22 I’ve been broken, lost, depressed, oppressed, 

and weak that I might find favor and gain the weak. I’m flexible, adaptable, and able to do and be 

whatever is needed for all kinds of people so that in the end I can use every means at my disposal to 

offer them salvation. 23 I do it all for the gospel and for the hope that I may participate with everyone 

who is blessed by the proclamation of the good news. 

  

The word of Life. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Deut.25.4&version=VOICE


 3 February 7, 2021 

Thanks be to God! 

  

Paul is a very interesting person. He has many attributes that puts him in a great position to be the apostle to the 

Gentiles. He was trained as a Pharisee, so he knows the Scriptures backward and forward. It allows him to 

speak with authority in any Jewish context. He was a Roman citizen, so that gave him standing and provided 

certain rights and privileges with government officials that most Jewish people did not have. He is a male in a 

male dominated culture where women were rarely allowed to participate in the public sphere. This is true from 

the Roman side or the Jewish side. He had a profession in his tent making that allowed him to move from place 

to place and set up shop wherever he was. This would not be true of Peter for example, who as we know was a 

fisherman.  

  

So, Paul has all of these rights, all the time, but he doesn't exercise all of them all the time. In Corinth, he 

doesn't insist on being paid, in fact would refuse it if offered. Why might he do that? It's quite likely to avoid 

becoming a part of the Roman patronage system. The church in Corinth had a wide variety of people in it from 

the very rich and more influential (not the very top but still influential) to day-laborers and even slaves. And 

here, he is talking to the rich and influential. In their system, if you gave money to someone, you had legal 

power and authority over them. You could say that today as well, but in those cases, it's more casual, implied. 

The giver might not expect anything. The receiver might not realize that something’s expected. We even have a 

phrase for it, "no strings attached," the implication that there is no expectation or obligation. The difference in 

Roman culture was that there were ALWAYS strings attached. It was expected, and it was formalized in every 

strata of society. Therefore, if Paul accepted money from these high ranking Romans, he would lose his 

authority to be able to guide and teach them in how to live a Christian way of life. 

  

But, it isn't just with the Corinthians. In Acts, we see that wherever he goes, he exercises some of his rights, but 

doesn't insist on all of them. He visits synagogues and exercises his right to speak to the people there, but he 

probably followed a strict Jewish diet. In Gentile areas, he didn't need to do that. His rights give him access to 

many different kinds of people and be able to connect with them. He uses everything at his disposal. In today's 

text, in verse 22 he says, “I’m flexible, adaptable, and able to do and be whatever is needed for all kinds of 

people so that in the end I can use every means at my disposal to offer them salvation." You may be more 

familiar with it from the NIV translation, "I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means I 

might save some." 

  

This is such an important part of our Call from God. It's a narrow path that we have to be mindful about, but it's 

so vital. Meeting people where they are and demonstrating the love of God for them. Instead of saying, you 

must be like me … I will try to understand your perspective. I won't dictate what I think you need from the 

outside looking in. I will get to know you. I will talk to you. I will find out what is important to you and what 

you see from your perspective, and I will love you while I'm doing it. And I know that I am different. This 

information, this news is so good, so important for you to know that I am going to understand you and bring it 

to you in your language, in your context, in your reality or culture, so that you can hear that God is with us. 

  

Not too long ago, our Betty Cosgrove forwarded an update Ed and Catherine McGuckin. As some of you 

already know, their mission is translating the Bible for people in Papua, New Guinea. This is a literal example 

of this principle. What do they do? They go to New Guinea. They build relationships with the people and work 

with them to create an accurate translation of the Bible that they can understand. This recent newsletter told us 
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about how the translation of the book of Genesis was dedicated at a special worship service. You can hear the 

excitement as you read about it. You can see the joy on their faces. The challenge seems daunting. The results 

amazing. Do you know what else is amazing? Walking down the street to have a conversation with someone 

outside your social circle who doesn't look like you, whose regular vocabulary might be different from yours 

and getting to know them.  

  

That is one of the reasons that I feel so blessed by growing up in a military household. Moving from base to 

base gave me such an opportunity to get to know and develop friendships with so many different people with so 

many different backgrounds. I had friends of every race, so many different ethnicities, cultural practices, 

languages, accents. I knew people from every part of the country and from all over the world, really. That 

continues in my life now. I have friends all over the world. I am always learning new things about their lives 

and their cultures. One thing that I continually see is the infinite diversity of people in wonderful ways. I also 

see the many things that humanity shares. Even when the actions of humans are disturbing, I can see them 

coming from qualities that we all share: to feel safe, to be loved and respected, to be valued as a person, to have 

the opportunity to thrive. Being called by God, as followers of Jesus, we are invited to experience that, but to do 

that in such a way that we do not take it away from others, AND to in fact offer this good news to others. 

  

One of my favorite stories about the Apostle Paul is in Acts 16. He is in Philippi with Silas, Timothy, and Luke. 

On the Sabbath, they went down to the river, and he strikes up a conversation with Lydia, a dealer in purple 

cloth, from Thyatira. This is so unusual in so many ways. Men and women who don't know each other, talking. 

Lydia as a business woman. She ends up inviting them to her house to stay. If Paul remained at the synagogues, 

didn't go to other parts of town, or even the river, he never would have even met Lydia. 

  

The risk of this is the same risk that the new Gentile Christians had with participating in the pagan religious 

rituals, losing ourselves, and who we are as followers of Jesus, in our attempt to understand and relate to the 

groups and people with whom we want to share the love of God. Even as Paul adapts and relates to others in 

their situations and contexts, he never loses sight of who he is and what he is there to do, share the Good News 

of Jesus Christ. This news that invites people into new life where their brokenness can be healed, to know that 

they are valued and worth dying for, to live in a way that lifts us up. We are loved and given this great gift with 

no strings attached, and we can feel free to offer this gift also with no strings attached. We feel no loss from 

giving this away, only gain. 

  

We are the inheritors of a long line of people that began with Paul. He had an extraordinary encounter with 

Jesus that completely turned his life around. He went from someone persecuting Christians to leading new 

people to the faith, who previously may not have even have known God, let alone knew about Jesus. It's 

amazing when you really think about it. God using individual people down through the ages to make 

connections with other people. Sometimes their motives were not good, but God still used them for God's 

purposes. Finally, the call of God came to us, not in a vacuum, not only or exclusively in a dream. We were 

helped to see it by people. Maybe directly. Maybe indirectly through a book, TV program, or movie. Maybe the 

book was the Bible, which humans wrote (inspired by God). 

  

We are called by God. God came to us where we were, where we are. God doesn't say we have to wait until we 

qualify to be forgiven, to be given new life. We don't have to wait until we are good enough. It's a good thing 

too because none of us can achieve it on our own. We can only do it with God's help through Jesus. 
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God takes us as we are. Changes us. God changed Paul (though few are as dramatic as that). So then, we go 

(literally or figuratively) where the people are and help them see. Who are the people who helped you? 

  

The first week of this worship series, I asked you to think about how special God's Call is for you … 

customized, designed specifically for what you need and who you are. This is one of the ways that you can see 

how special God's love is for you. How can you then extend the line, demonstrate that love for someone else? 

Show them how special and important they are to God and to you by meeting them where they are. This is how 

we make disciples for the transformation of the world. This is the Call of God. 

 Amen! 


