1 Corinthians (11): 9.1-27 Rights & Evangelism

In chapter 8 Paul tackles issues concerned with food and idols but his underlying theme is the sensitivity towards others that arises from love for God, a concern for others because they are those for whom Christ died. The freedom Christ has given the Christian, freedom from the need to comply with every aspect of society's expectations is not freedom to trample on sensitivities other Christians: we must always be concerned about them and our rights are to be exercised in the light of our responsibilities to them.

In chapter 9 Paul continues to talk about rights, but now he deals with the rights of the church leaders of the day and illustrates what he says from his own position.

An Appropriate Lifestyle 


1-18

1-3
affirms Paul's own call as an apostle: his meeting with the risen Jesus, his role in Corinth

4-12a
affirms the right of those who work in church leadership to earn their living from that & so to be 
supported by the church


He appeals to 3 arguments: current practice (vv5-6); general experience (v 7: the soldier, the farmer); 
Biblical principles (vv8-12a: the context in Deuteronomy concerns dignity/justice for human beings) 

There is room here for an interesting debate about how this might work out in practice, but the clear principle is that those involved in Christian work who don't have other means of income should be properly provided for. (We sometimes come across the strange assumption that those employed in Christian service should expect much less in material terms than Christian in secular employment. If both roles are vocations, this assumption is open to question.)

12b-18
Paul's own decision to forego his right because in this particular case he believed that not to do so would hinder the gospel because:

· the 'strong' in Corinth are pushily claiming their rights

· to accept this support would make some of the wealthy his patrons & they could put pressure on him to go along with their wishes 

· he is under compulsion – he can't do anything but proclaim the gospel: the reward (& privilege) of doing this means he has no need of any further reward

Some rights may be foregone but it must always be at the decision of the person concerned & not at the decision of others: we should never presume that others ought to accept lower standards than ourselves just because they maybe paid to work for the church>

These verses raise 3 particular issues for us:

a) What are my assumptions about the living standards I expect Christian workers to be able to enjoy – do I presume they should be less than mine?

b) Are there rights that I have that I forego (or that I should forego) because it will help the Christian message to shine out more clearly if I do so?

c) Is my house a gift to me or my right? And what about my car? Do I regard these things (& whatever else I may have) as my own or something I hold in trust for God to be used for Him? 

An Appropriate Approach 


19-23

all things to all men (v22b) speaks of the variety of people with whom he has contact & the variety of  approaches he uses. A chameleon does not change its nature but adapts to circumstances, so we do not change the Christian message but apply it to adapt it to different situations and contexts.

There are many different ways of evangelising: Alpha can be brilliant, Emmaus just as good, person to person, recommending a book, a 'casual' remark, asking someone if they would like to come church with you, etc Brother Andrew was converted because someone said nothing to him! One Christian missionary was converted because a speaker interrupted  seemingly endless prayer to suggest a hymn be sung

We need to be sensitive to the particular context & the particular person: we are to be alongside others in solidarity with them, entering their world, flexible & adaptable.

Think about your different friends/contacts – try to imagine what would be most helpful for them. What might be the best way in? Note how Jesus treated people as individuals – Paul is making this very point – we are to do no less.

An Appropriate Commitment 

24-27

Every 2 years the Isthmian Games (second in importance only to the Olympic Games) were held in Corinth. They had an enormous influence on the city (cf that of the World Cup on South Africa, the Olympics on London, etc)

Runners/athletes would go to extreme lengths for a transitory prize: so how much more the lengths to which the Christian disciple should go to share the message of Jesus!

If evangelism is our priority, we need to give ourselves to it, not just to toy with it: concern for others to come to know the Lord is to be our driving passion.

If our lifestyle, our approach & our commitment are appropriate, how much God will be able to influence others through us.

The question for each of us to ask is, 'How much do I really want this?'

*********************************************************

1. Should we expect the Christian leader and the Christian in secular employment to enjoy similar living standards or not? Give your reasons.

2. a) Can you give examples of rights you have known other Christians forego (or that you yourself have foregone) so that Christ may be seen more clearly?

b) What will help us to make right decisions about giving up some of our 'rights' for the gospel's sake?

3. How far do we in practice see such things as houses, cars & holidays as our rights rather than as gifts from God? What difference does it make to see them as gifts?

4. What different 'triggers' do you know have been the occasion of fellow Christians coming to faith?

5. We are called to present the gospel in different ways but to maintain a consistent message. What will help us do the former without changing the gospel?

For personal reflection:

6. Think of one friend you would love to become a Christian. What approach do you think he/she might find a helpful in thinking about the Christian faith?

7. How do you see the 'prize lying ahead'? How much does it matter to you to gain it? How much are you willing to give not merely materially but of your whole self in order to gain it?

