
Chapter 9, seems like on of those chapters that should have multiple chapter breaks in it.  Those little titles that break up the long chapter, that is really less than you normally read about the sporting event the day before in the paper, the ones like “Idol Feasts and the Lord's Supper” and “The Believer's Freedom” that follow in chapter 10.  The reason for this desired division of the chapter is, Paul talks about all kinds of topics.  Things that I could turn into whole sermon series, things that doctrines of faith are built upon.  There is, “What defines an apostle?” “Rights of wages for workers of God.” “Denying our rights for the gospel.” “Rewards for preaching the Gospel.”  and “Disciplining our Lives to Receive the Gospel.”  We could have worked through this chapter by the 4th of July.


Instead we are going through it in one day, because Paul is using all of these different ideas to do one thing, justify his authority as an apostle.  Paul, as we studied last week, is making a case for the Corinthian's to not take part in the idol meals.  To do so, is to call upon the people to make a drastic and severe life change.  With such a change, comes push back and questioning of what right does Paul have to speak into their lives?  By what authority does he make such claims?  You may want to start thinking about some of these questions for yourselves as well, especially if you are a voting covenant partner.  You are here, listening to me make statements, your elders and deacons are making decisions on how to run the church and how to shepherd this community and this town well.  By what authority are we doing this work?  How far does our authority extend?


If we were to claim, we are doing it for the Benjamin's, for the dollars, that would leave you wide open to decide how to respond to our work.  If we heard a calling from God and were placed into service through your discernment as the best officers to meet the calling and work of God, you may want to decide things from a different viewpoint.


Paul addresses the Corinthians reality of his authority at the beginning of the chapter.  “Am I not free?  Am I not an apostle?”  He then points to their very faith and says, “You are living proof that I work for the Lord.  We would not be having this conversation if my authority was not backed up by God.  You know Jesus because of me.”


Paul then starts to address some of the issues that become clear, when we know the background of how teachers normally worked in the Roman world.  You could teach and have people support you, kind of a patronage set up.  You could teach and charge people to hear you, a guest lecturer set up.  You could be self supporting and speak freely, the option Paul chose in Corinth.  With these, came certain social prestige, but also restrictions and benefits.  Paul had chosen the least prestigious to those he taught, but also the one that gave him the most freedom to be indebted to Jesus alone.  This left him open to attack.  


It is here that we see Paul facing the reality of life.  If you are doing what you have been called to do, you are going to face resistance from the world.  For you are often stepping out of the grip of the world.  These very people who found Jesus because of Paul's preaching, are attacking Paul for the way that he shared Jesus with them.  It was not the right way.  It was the free way.  Nothing is really free is it?  If it is, it is not worth anything.  These people who followed Paul, they were fed by the Corinthians.   They brought their wives with them, who also ate.  They were good enough that they only preached and did no other work.  When Peter, the Lord's brothers, and the other apostles may have visited, the Corinthian's did not have the great sense of being blessed, because they had kind of 'paid' for the right to hear the gospel.  They now had some pull with Peter and the brothers of the Lord.


We know this is true, do we not.  It is part of the social code.  If I let you into my life, if I give you what you need to survive, you go through life owing me until you have paid me back.  I struggle with this myself with people who have opened their homes to me in Juneau.  I want them to come to Skagway, so I can repay the favor.  I feel in debt to them for them opening their homes to me.  I stayed at a house last night, where they at least asked me to water the plants as part of my night's stay.  This helped me feel like I did something to earn my keep.  But it was very generous of them. I did not deserve such treatment.


Paul was trying to be free from this sort of burden, not because we are not to be burdened, but because of the Corinthian's culture that existed at that time.  But Paul's efforts were being used against him, to discredit his authority.  Just as we know happens, as truth is spun around and used for and against people all of the time.  So what does Paul do when the truth is being spun.  He lays down the reality of the situation and leaves the people to decide how they are going to respond.


He cites the work of a solider, gardner, and shepherd, which cover a majority of people's occupations.  He then looks at the Law and applies a law that did not have to do with humans to humans.  He applies it to this new situation, because he is looking at God's heart and asking the question, “Why did God call us to live this way?  What is God's heart like, that he would require an ox to not be muzzled while working?”  It is the hope of the harvest that helps people to work through the heat, the burdens, the annoyances.  


Paul then hits on rights.  He has built up a solid case that he was not an inferior apostle.  Rather, he met all of the qualifications for every benefit.  So what did he do with his rights.  He chose not to exercise them.  This, for Americans who spend billions of dollars fighting for their rights, is hard to hear.  Yes, Paul and Barnabas had rights to all of these things, yet they did not exercise them.  Why, why would you not exercise them.  Because it would hinder the gospel of Christ.


Thankfully, for Pastor's and ministry workers everywhere, Paul reminds them of how it is supposed to work, temple workers in Jerusalem get their food from the temple and those who serve at the altar eat from the altar food.  He then reminds them the Lord has said that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel.  The church in North America has their priorities messed up just like society does.  The same people who start teachers off at salaries that qualify for food stamps will pay people without college degrees millions of dollars to chase a ball around.  Or for the church, we tend to think that if you are serving the church, then the Lord will provide.  Which is true, he will.  But one of the ways in which he provides is by placing you in the lives of those serving.  I know from personal experience as a camp counselor, I made $2000 for 10 weeks of work.  The same amount people sometimes get a tip in Skagway, was my stipend for the week.  This is not really receiving one's living from the gospel.


Paul has not used these rights, because it would deprive him of his ability to preach the good news of the gospel.  That Jesus was the final piece in order for God's salvific plan to come to fruition.  That heaven and earth were meeting up in the Corinthian's very bodies.  Paul was free to share this in all areas and circumstances of people's lives.  It is a freedom that Paul had, that despite the Presbyterian's system of governance, I am currently not in full possession of.  I must delicately try to walk people towards embracing God's desire and plan for their lives.  For we have not fully embraced being in a covenant and partnering together in the fullness of life.  There are areas of life I am not welcome into in some of your lives.  What area that is, depends on the person.  For some, it is your finances, others your marriage life, others your personal habits, others your spiritual life.  If I were to find out this information, it would violate your rights.  At the same time, I would venture that some of these areas of your life have remained stagnant or deteriorating, when because we are in Christ, they should be flourishing.  Not that I am the fix, God is, but I and your called elders and deacons could help bring God's wisdom into the situation.


While your rights are upheld, you are left to hope that we can become like Paul and be all things to all men, so that we might save some.  Unfortunately, despite my liberal arts education which left me well rounded, there are going to be some things that I am not going to be able to do.  Not that Paul did everything the Jews did, those under the law did, those without the law did, and the weak did.  He did what was within those groups that allowed him to interact and still be faithful to Christ.  As we know, everyone has to go to the grocery store, everyone goes to the Post Office, so there are places Paul can interact.  There are places of overlap in your lives with everyone else's.  Paul used those places to connect and share Jesus.  I suggest food for Skagway as a start, especially dessert, chocolate dessert and I know I will be there.


As Paul readies himself to return to his discussion of idol foods, he enlists the imagery from the athletic games to tie everything together.  Paul has a goal, to proclaim the gospel and its blessings to all so that some might respond.  He knows that the runners do things with their bodies that the rest of us do not do.  They give up certain rights and privileges, so that they might be better equipped to do what they are called to do.  Paul implies he has done this himself, giving up the right to be paid, to have a patron, so that the life he has seen and tells others about, will not escape him.  He is compelled to do this.  There is nothing else Paul can do with his life that will make it worthwhile, that will repay the debt he owes.  He knows this clearly and it fills his writings.  He knew he was the one who persecuted the followers.  But then God did a great work in his life freely, without him earning it, and changed the direction his life was heading.  So he must follow that calling, or woe to him, for he is not discharging the trust committed to him.  He is a slave to Christ, and no one else but Christ.  Let us be likewise.  In order to do so, we should take time to consider where we are hindered in promoting Jesus to the world around us, because we fell shackled to someone.  I will give you a moment to think about that now and then close with a prayer.
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Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not the result of my work in the Lord? 2 Even though I may not be an apostle to others, surely I am to you! For you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord. 
3 This is my defense to those who sit in judgment on me. 4 Don’t we have the right to food and drink? 5 Don’t we have the right to take a believing wife along with us, as do the other apostles and the Lord’s brothers and Cephas? 6 Or is it only I and Barnabas who must work for a living? 
7 Who serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat of its grapes? Who tends a flock and does not drink of the milk? 8 Do I say this merely from a human point of view? Doesn’t the Law say the same thing? 9 For it is written in the Law of Moses: “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” Is it about oxen that God is concerned? 10 Surely he says this for us, doesn’t he? Yes, this was written for us, because when the plowman plows and the thresher threshes, they ought to do so in the hope of sharing in the harvest. 11 If we have sown spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a material harvest from you? 12 If others have this right of support from you, shouldn’t we have it all the more? 

But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ. 13 Don’t you know that those who work in the temple get their food from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in what is offered on the altar? 14 In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their living from the gospel. 
15 But I have not used any of these rights. And I am not writing this in the hope that you will do such things for me. I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of this boast. 16 Yet when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel! 17 If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust committed to me. 18 What then is my reward? Just this: that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, and so not make use of my rights in preaching it. 
19 Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible. 20 To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as to win those under the law. 21 To those not having the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so as to win those not having the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, to win the weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some. 23 I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. 
24 Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize? Run in such a way as to get the prize. 25 Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last; but we do it to get a crown that will last forever. 26 Therefore I do not run like a man running aimlessly; I do not fight like a man beating the air. 27 No, I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize. 
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