
ECF 25th July 2021 1 Corinthians 9:1-18  Our Rights or God's Kingdom 
In 2003, Terry Millender started a small church with his wife in Northern Virginia in the States.  But then, in 2016 Terry was 
arrested for a $2 million fraud scheme that victimized many people including members of his own church. 
 
According to the court records, Terry recruited investors by saying he was going to help poor people in developing countries 
by providing small loans to entrepreneurs while promising his investors a guaranteed rate of return.   
 
However, in reality, he used the money to conduct high-risk day trading on the foreign exchange market as well as finance a 
lavish lifestyle including golf trips, parties and a $1.75 million home.  When the money was gone, he promised to pay it back 
through Nigerian oil trading, but the only one who benefited from that was himself.   
 
And so 2 years ago, Terry was sentenced to 8 years in prison, but he sadly passed away just a year later, with his reputation 
and ministry destroyed.   
 
Of course this is an extreme example, but it is not unique.  Far too many Christians’ lives and ministries have been 
negatively impacted by their dealings with money.  
 
The apostle Paul was aware of that danger.  And so in this next chapter of his letter to the Corinthians, Paul showed how 
carefully he dealt with the issue money, even to the extent of setting aside his right to it. 
 
But that wasn’t just because he knew the dangers of money.  It was also because of the priorities in his life.  His priority was 
not his rights, his finances or his comfort.  Instead it was the kingdom of God.   
 
And so this is a challenge for all of us, because whatever our situation in life or our role in church, how we handle money 
reveals our priorities.  It shows what is important to us, what we really value the most!   
 
1 Corinthians 9:1-18: “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 defence 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 ploughman ploughs 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.” 
 
1. Paul’s Rights 
In the previous chapter, Paul had urged the Corinthians to be careful in using their rights so that they didn’t cause anyone to 
stumble in their faith.  And here, Paul illustrated that principle with an example from his own life.    
 
But to do that, he first of all had to established what these rights were.  So that’s why he started by asking: “Am I not free?  
Am I not an apostle?” 1 Corinthians 9:1   
 
The apostles were those personally sent and authorised by Jesus to teach the message of the gospel and lay a foundation 
for the building of the church.   And Paul was one of them.   
 



But many people didn’t like what he taught, so they questioned whether he really was an apostle.   And so Paul here 
presented his CV to prove that he was.   
 
a) Paul’s CV 
One of the qualifications for being an apostle was that they were eye-witnesses of the risen Jesus.  So Paul asked, “Have I 
not seen Jesus our Lord?” 1 Corinthians 9:1  He saw Jesus, on the Damascus road! 
 
The apostles were also given ability to perform special signs and wonders to attest to the message that they preached.  And 
so he wrote in 2 Corinthians 2:12:  “The things that mark an apostle—signs, wonders and miracles—were done among you 
with great perseverance.”   
 
But more than that – the church itself was the evidence that Paul’s ministry was genuine: “Are you not the result of my 
work in the Lord?” 1 Corinthians 9:1   Other people might question Paul’s ministry – but this church in Corinth shouldn’t.   
 
They were the fruit of it, they were Paul’s reference, the evidence that God was with him!  “You are the seal of my 
apostleship in the Lord.” 1 Corinthians 9:2. 
 
b) Paul’s Privileges 
And so Paul could prove he was an apostle.  And that meant that he had the same rights as all the other apostles.  Paul 
mentioned three of them here: 
 
Firstly, “Don’t we have the right to food and drink?” 1 Corinthians 9:4  This word ‘right’ is a key word in this chapter.  It 
means “authority, freedom of choice, privilege.”  Paul was saying he had the right to be welcomed and cared for by 
Christians as an apostle – to have his needs for food and drink met by them.   
 
Secondly, “Don’t we have the right to take a believing wife along with us.” 1 Corinthians 9:5  Celibacy isn’t a requirement for 
serving Jesus.   Apostles like Jesus’ brothers and Peter were married.  So Paul had the freedom to have the support, 
encouragement and companionship of a Christian wife!   
 
And lastly, “Or is it only I and Barnabas who must work for a living?” 1 Corinthians 9:6 
Paul had worked as a tentmaker in order to provide for his and his team’s needs on their missionary journeys.  But as an 
apostle, he had the right to be supported by the church so he could be fulltime in teaching God’s Word! 
 
c) A Preacher’s Privilege 
And this right is not just for apostles.  It is for everyone who devotes themselves to preaching the gospel.   Paul showed this 
with four pieces of evidence.   
 
i) Employees  
First of all it we know this from everyday experience.  Workers should be paid for their work.  “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?” 1 
Corinthians 9:7 
 
Soldiers, farmers and shepherds should get paid for their service.  In the same way a Christian leader is like a soldier fighting 
a spiritual battle, a farmer tending a spiritual field and a shepherd watching a spiritual flock!  So he should also be rewarded. 
 
ii) The Law 
Secondly, Paul quoted from the Old Testament law.  “Do not muzzle an ox while it is treading out the grain.” 1 Corinthians 
9:9 
 
But that doesn’t only apply to animal welfare.  It is even more relevant for those who work in God’s work: “If we have sown 
spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we receive a material harvest from you?” 1 Corinthians 9:11   When someone 
ministers to us and blesses us spiritually, we should in turn be willing to bless them materially.    
 
iii) The Temple  
Thirdly, the practice in the temple demonstrated this same principle.  “Those who work in the temple get their food from 
the temple.”  1 Corinthians 9:13  
 
iv) The Words of Jesus 
But lastly, Paul sealed the argument by quoting Jesus: “The Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should 



receive their living from the gospel.” 1 Corinthians 9:14   
 
So this is a clear biblical principle.  Paul as an apostle, as a preacher of the gospel, had the right to be financially supported 
by these Christians in Corinth.   
 
And as believers in Jesus, we too have personal rights.  We have the right to enjoy the fruit of our work.  To spend our 
income the way that we want.  To do what we want with our possessions.  We have the freedom to choose our lifestyle.  
These are freedoms that God has given to us.   
 
2. Paul’s Refusal 
But Paul didn’t write this to impose his rights.  He didn’t say these things so he’d get more money.  Instead, he wrote it to 
show how he’d refused this money.  “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.” 1 Corinthians 9:12 
 
a) A Personal Decision 
Now we need to be clear on what Paul said here.  Some people misquote him by saying that money is the root of all evil.  
But that’s not what Paul believed.  He said that “The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil.” 1 Timothy 6:10.  
 
Paul knew the temptation to love money, but he did not reject it as something evil.  He earned money from his work.  He 
received money as a gift from other churches.  And he used it.  He’d not taken a vow of poverty.    
 
So what Paul had decided to do, was when he was in Corinth, he refused to receive money from the Corinthians.   
 
This was his choice.  Nobody force him to do this.  And he didn’t tell everybody to do the same.  He wasn’t criticising Peter 
or the other apostles for their different practice.  He was just saying that this was his personal choice.   
 
And as Christians, we too sometimes need to make personal decisions to refuse our rights, to restrict our freedoms, to give 
away what belongs to us.  Nobody has the right to force us to do this or tell us what to give.  But “Each man should give 
what he has decided in his heart to give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver.” 2 Corinthians 
9:7 
 
b) A Costly Decision 
But these choices can be incredibly costly.  For Paul, it meant that he’d to work much harder and longer.  He wrote to the 
church in Thessalonica: “We worked night and day, labouring and toiling so that we would not be a burden to any of you.” 2 
Thessalonians 3:8 
 
It also meant that sometimes he had to do without.  He wrote to the Philippians: “I have learned the secret of being 
content… whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in want.” Philippians 4:12 
 
And we too need to be willing to give even when it costs us dearly.  Like the widow that Jesus noticed putting two copper 
coins in the temple treasury who “out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on.” Mark 12:44  
 
3. Paul’s Reason 
But why did Paul set aside his rights in this way?  What were his reasons?  He gave 3 here. 
 
a) The Gospel    
Firstly, it was for the sake of the gospel.  “We put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 
9:12 
 
If Paul had accepted their money, then some people might have presumed that he was just another travelling teacher 
motivated by greed.  As a result, they wouldn’t have listened to him – especially as his message was a call to deny 
themselves, take up their cross and follow Jesus!  Greed and the gospel do not match. 
 
And so to avoid any possible misunderstanding, to make sure he did not create any barriers to people hearing the gospel, he 
refused to take any money from the local Christians.  Paul was willing to lose out so that people could be saved!   
 
Are we willing to do the same?   

• Are we willing to set aside our rights and freedoms to prioritise the gospel? 

• Are we willing to sacrifice our time to tell other people about Jesus?  



• Are we willing to live simply, so that we might show the world that our home is in heaven? 

• Are we willing to give our money to finance world mission? 
 
Are we willing to follow Jesus in this way, because that’s what he did.  In a much more radical way, Jesus set aside his rights, 
his privileges for the salvation of the lost: “You know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your 
sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich.” 2 Corinthians 8:9  
 
b) A Gift  
Paul’s second reason was so that “In preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge.” 1 Corinthians 9:18. 
 
The gospel of Jesus is the good news of God’s amazing free gift of grace.  Jesus paid the price for our salvation in full so that 
we don’t need any other payment.  Those of us who have received it, have received it as a free gift.  “It is by grace you have 
been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God.” Ephesians 2:8.   
 
And so when we preach this good news, we must offer it as a free gift.  We cannot charge people to hear the message of a 
free gift!  This is why we offer our outreach events for free, why we give Bibles away without charge, and why on Sundays 
we use a box at the door for our offerings or bank transfer, so that no visitor to church will ever be asked for money.   
 
c) The Call of God 
But thirdly, Paul was willing to refuse this money, because he wasn’t doing it for money.  Sharing the gospel wasn’t a job for 
Paul.  It was his passion, his life, because he had been called by God.  “When I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, for I am 
compelled to preach.”  1 Corinthians 9:16. 
 
And because Paul knew he was called, he didn’t feel that he deserved anything for doing it!  Like the servants in Jesus’ 
parables that serve their master but don’t expect any reward in return, but simply say: “We are unworthy servants; we have 
only done our duty.” Luke 17:10 
 
And that should be our attitude too.  Do you remember 1 Corinthians 6:20: “You are not your own; you were bought at a 
price.  Therefore honour God with your body.”?     
 
We’ve been redeemed by the precious blood of Jesus.  Bought back from slavery to sin and death, we now belong to God.  
And so we should honour God with our body, our money, our time, our energy.  And we shouldn’t expect anything back in 
return, because in reality everything we are and have already belongs to him.   
 
We’ve been called as servants of Christ – and so when we serve, we’re only doing our duty! 
 
4. Paul’s Reward 
But, the amazing thing is, when we serve in this way, God in his grace does reward us.  Paul had a reward.  There was a 
future reward, as we’ll see in future weeks.  But there was also present reward.  “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.” 1 Corinthians 9:18. 
 
Paul’s reward was the joy of preaching the gospel free of charge!  The deep sense of fulfilment and satisfaction in sharing 
something of infinite value for free, and in faithfully serving his Lord and Saviour.   
 
Jesus knew the satisfaction of that.  He said in John 4:34: “My food… is to do the will of him who sent me and to finish his 
work.”   
 
It is costly to give the Lord his rightful place in our lives.  It is costly to make a priority of sharing the gospel.  But we never 
lose out when we set aside our rights for the Lord. “For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life 
for me and for the gospel will save it.” Mark 8:35 
 
Conclusion 

• Paul had the right to be supported as an apostle.   

• But he refused this right. 

• And his reasons were for the gospel’s sake, so that he could share it as a gift and so honour God’s call. 

• But in doing this, he had a better reward than any amount of money.  He had the joy of serving the one who loved him 
and gave himself for him. 
 

Let’s commit ourselves to doing the same - to set aside our rights and freedoms, because we prioritise God’s kingdom and 



so we too will be share in the joy of  glorifying our Lord and Saviour, Jesus Christ. 
Andrew Burt 

Enniscorthy Christian Fellowship 
July 25th 2021 

 
 
 
 


