
ECF 1st August 2021 1 Corinthians 9:19-23  All Things To All People  
About 3 months ago, CCTV from a railway station just outside of Mumbai in India made the headlines.  Here is what it 
recorded: Video: Boy rescued from railroad tracks 
 
What happened was that this 6 year old boy was waiting in this train station with his partially sight mum when he fell off the 
platform edge and onto the track.  When his mum cried out for help, Mayur, a railway worker ran to help.   
 
He sprinted more than 30 metres along the track to the boy, grabbed him and threw him back onto the platform.  Then he 
climbed up onto the platform himself with just a couple of seconds to spare before an express train thundered through the 
station. 
 
There is no doubt that his quick thinking, speed and incredible courage saved this boy’s life.  And he did it without a thought 
to his own safety!  In fact he said that when he went home that night he didn’t tell his parents because he thought they 
would scold him for putting his life at risk. 
 
And Mayur has continued to make sacrifices for this boy.  The Railway Minister rewarded him with a cash prize of about 
€570.  But Mayur announced that he was giving half of this money for the education of the boy he saved. 
 
It is not surprising that many people have called Mayur a hero in risking everything to save that young boy.  But we’re called 
to have that same attitude.  Not to save people from oncoming trains, but to share with them the life-saving message of the 
gospel.   
 
This is why the apostle Paul was willing to become all things to all people. 
 
1 Corinthians 9:19-23: “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.” 
 
1. Commit To Our Message 
Many people have misunderstood Paul when he said, “I have become all things to all men.”  1 Corinthians 9:22   They have 
assumed that this meant that he compromised on everything in order to be loved and accepted by others.   
 
And so they’ve either criticised Paul for being unprincipled and inconsistent.  Or they’ve followed his supposed example by 
trying to become like a chameleon and just blend into the culture and follow the world in its beliefs and moral standards.   
 
But that’s not what Paul meant by this phrase.  Paul was committed to his message.  He said here that “I do all this for the 
sake of the gospel.” 1 Corinthians 9:23  Paul was passionate in his dedication and devotion to the good news of Jesus.   
 
a) Preaching it 
This meant that he was uncompromising with the content of the gospel.  So he said, ”I resolved to know nothing while I was 
with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.” 1 Corinthians 2:2  
 
Paul’s message was always centred on the crucified Saviour!  He always told people about the Son of God who loved them 
so much that he laid down his life on the cross to pay for their sins.   
 
Of course Paul knew that many people were offended by this message.  Do you remember he wrote earlier: “We preach 
Christ crucified: a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.” 1 Corinthians 1:23  
 
But despite that, Paul refused to alter his message to make it more acceptable or attractive.  And he strongly confronted 
anyone who did that.  He said in Galatians 1:8: “Even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a gospel other than the 
one we preached to you, let him be eternally condemned!”   
 
b) Living it 
But Paul wasn’t just committed to preaching the gospel.  He was also committed to living it out.  And he challenged any 
behaviour that was inconsistent with it.   
 



So when Peter and others began to distance himself from the Gentile believers, Paul confronted them because, “I saw that 
they were not acting in line with the truth of the gospel.” Galatians 2:14  
 
But this also meant that he challenged Gentile believers about standing out from their pagan culture.  As we’ve seen, this 
meant that he told the Corinthians who lived in a incredibly immoral city to “Flee from sexual immorality.” 1 Corinthians 
6:18 
 
And if people refused to repent of their immoral lifestyles even after they were taught and challenged, he told the church in 
Corinth to expel them from the community.   
 
So being all things to all people is not about compromising on preaching or living out the gospel.  Today the teaching of the 
Bible is often seen as out of date, narrow-minded, offensive, even dangerous.  But we’re not called to fit into this world.  
We need to be committed to our message.   
 
2. Commit To Our Mission 
That is because our message is at the heart our mission.  As we saw last week, Paul was called to be an apostle.  “Am I not 
an apostle?” 1 Corinthians 9:1.  He’d been commissioned by Jesus to share the gospel and play a foundational role in the 
church.  And here, Paul told us why he was so committed to this mission. 
 
a) A Crucial Mission 
This was because he believed that it was a crucial mission.  His desire was that, “I might save some.” 1 Corinthians 9:22.   
 
Paul knew that outside of Christ, everyone is in a desperate situation.  It doesn’t matter how good we try to be, how sincere 
we are, how many times we go to church - if we’ve not put our faith in Jesus, then we’re lost and heading to a lost eternity.   
 
Paul told the Ephesians that before they heard the gospel,   

• “You were dead in your transgressions and sins.” Ephesians 2:2 

• “Without hope and without God in this world.” Ephesians 2:12 
 
But through their faith in Jesus, “God, who is rich in mercy, 5 made us alive with Christ even when we were dead in 
transgressions—it is by grace you have been saved.” Ephesians 2:4–5  
 
And so Paul knew that his mission was literally a matter of life and death - eternal life and eternal death.  The gospel that he 
shared was the power of God to rescue lost sinners from the road to hell and bring them into God’s family and guarantee 
them a place in heaven! 
 
Of course, he knew that not everyone would accept this gospel.  Many people would ridicule and reject it.  But that didn’t 
stop him.  Yes, it would be rejected by many.  But it would be accepted by some.  And that’s what Paul focussed on.  He was 
committed to his gospel mission so that some people would be saved. 
 
b) An Ambitious Mission 
But that doesn’t mean that Paul was content with just a few people being saved.  He wanted to “Win as many as possible.” 
to Christ.  1 Corinthians 9:19 
 
This was his ambition.  This was the driving force in his life.  This was why he dedicated his life to sharing the gospel with as 
many people as possible.  So that as many as possible would put their trust in Jesus and be saved.   
 
c) An Inclusive Mission 
And this ambition was for people from all backgrounds.  Paul was a Jew, of the tribe of Benjamin.  And so he desperately 
wanted “To win the Jew… those under the law.” 1 Corinthians 9:20 
 
He had a real heart for his own people.  “Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be 
saved.” Romans 10:1  
 
In fact he was so impacted by the thought of them being lost that if it had been possible, he would have been willing to lose 
his salvation if it meant that his people would be saved: “I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for 
the sake of my brothers, those of my own race.” Romans 9:3  
 
But Paul was not narrow in his mission focus.  He didn’t just care about his own people.  He also desperately wanted  “To 



win those not having the law.” 1 Corinthians 9:20   
 
He was equally committed to preaching the gospel to the Gentiles, to those who were different from him.  In fact, he 
described himself as “An apostle to the Gentiles." Galatians 2:8  
 
d) A Worthwhile Mission 
And so Paul believed that his mission was worthwhile.  He said, “I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its 
blessings.” 1 Corinthians 9:23 
 
We’ll think more about this next week, but no matter what it cost him, Paul believed that his mission was worth it.   
 
So what about us?  Are we committed to our mission?  Jesus has called all of us who have trusted in Jesus to “Go and make 
disciples of all nations.” Matthew 28:19 

• So do we realise that as followers of Jesus, we too have been given a crucial mission from God to share the message of 
salvation to those who are lost and heading to a lost eternity? 

• Are we ambitious to win as many people as we can to Christ?  Is that the driving passion in our lives? 

• And are we committed to this mission of not only reaching people who are from a similar background, who look like us, 
speak like us and act like us – but people from all nations?   

• Do we believe that no matter what it costs us, our mission is worthwhile? 
 
3. Change our Method 
If we do, then like Paul we need to be willing to change the method of how we share the gospel.   
 
When Paul reached out to Jews, he typically spoke to them in their synagogues from the Old Testament.  So in Thessalonica, 
“Paul went into the synagogue, and on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from the Scriptures, 3 explaining and 
proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead.” Acts 17:2–3  
 
But when Paul reached out to Gentiles, he spoke in their market places and debating halls, speaking the truth of Jesus into 
their culture.  So in Athens, he spoke in the Areopagus about an altar that he saw in the city with the inscription, “To an 
unknown God.” Acts 17:23 and he quoted their own poets.   
 
Then when he defended himself in the Sanhedrin, he spoke about his hope in the resurrection.  But when he spoke to a 
hostile mob in Jerusalem, and in his court cases before the governor Felix and King Agrippa, he shared his testimony, his 
own story of what God had done in his life.   
 
In these different situations Paul wasn’t changing his message.  He was just adapting his approach to fit the people he was 
speaking to.   
 
And in this way he was following the example of Jesus.   

• To the Nicodemus, the respected Bible teacher, Jesus spoke of spiritual birth. 

• To the Samaritan woman, Jesus spoke of living water. 

• To the paralysed man, he spoke of forgiveness. 

• To the rich young ruler, he spoke of the cost of following him. 
 
Jesus’ message was consistent.  It always called people to follow him as their Saviour and Lord.  But it was perfectly adapted 
to each individual, to their situation, struggles, issues and understanding. 
 
The people we meet have different personalities and backgrounds, different struggles and beliefs.  They all need to hear 
about Jesus, but if we’re going to be effective in our mission, then we too need to adapt our approach and seek to speak 
relevantly and respectfully into their lives.   
 
That means of course, that we need to take time to listen to and understand who they are.  Even in our evangelism we need 
to be “Quick to listen, slow to speak.” James 1:19 
 
4. Change Our Manner Of Life 
But it is not just our method that needs to change.  We also need to change our manner of life.  Paul was willing to “Put up 
with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 9:12. 
 
Last week we saw how this led Paul to give up his right to financial support from the Corinthians.  But this also led him to 



become all things to all people in the sense that he was willing to change his manner of life to help people hear the gospel.   
 
Paul wasn’t under any obligation to obey the man-made rules or regulations of any culture or religion.  He knew that he had 
been set free through trusting in Jesus.  “I am free and belong to no man.” 1 Corinthians 9:19  He knew that in Christ he was 
loved by God and fully accepted by him just as he was.   
 
But because Paul loved people and longed for them to know Jesus, he was willing to set aside his rights and freedoms in 
order to reach people with the gospel.  “I make myself a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible.” 1 Corinthians 9:19   
 
a) To Win Those Under Law  
What this meant was that when he was reaching out to Jewish people, he was willing to adapt his manner of life to the 
Jewish culture.  “To the Jews I became like a Jew.” 1 Corinthians 9:20 
 
So for example, when young Timothy joined his mission team, “He circumcised him because of the Jews who lived in that 
area, for they all knew that his father was a Greek.” Acts 16:3  Paul didn’t need to do this for Timothy to be accepted by 
God.  He did this so that Timothy’s background would not become an obstacle to someone hearing the gospel. 
 
Or when Paul visited Jerusalem, he listened to the church leaders there who told him about four Jewish believers who had 
made a vow and advised him to “Join in their purification rites and pay their expenses.” Acts 21:24 
 
He didn’t need to do this because in Christ he was already pure in God’s sight.  He was not under the law.  But he did this to 
stop the rumours that he was teaching Jews to reject their Jewish heritage because he knew that this would’ve been a 
barrier to them hearing about Jesus.  
 
b) To Win Those Without the Law  
But when Paul was reaching out to Gentiles, Paul set aside any prejudice or preferences from his Jewish background and 
“To those not having the law I became like one not having the law.” 1 Corinthians 9:21 
 
So when Lydia, a Gentile businesswoman trusted in Jesus in Philippi, “She invited us to her home.” Acts 16:15  Staying there 
would have been unthinkable for any devout Jew, but Paul and his team stayed there because it was a powerful illustration 
of the fact that this woman had become their sister in Christ! 
 
And then later in that same city, after leading the jailer and his family to Christ, “The jailer brought them into his house and 
set a meal before them.” Acts 16:34.  And Paul and Silas again accepted his hospitality, despite it being against what they 
would previously have done. 
 
Of course, Paul didn’t do this because he just did whatever he wanted.  He emphasised here that he was “under Christ’s 
law.” 1 Corinthians 9:21.  He always sought to obey Jesus’ commands. 
 
But Paul set aside his background and previous habits so that he could connect with these Gentiles and share the gospel 
with them. 
 
This is what it means to be all things to all people.  It is not about compromising on our message or our morals.  But it is 
being willing to set aside our likes, our preferences, privileges, freedoms if it would help someone hear the gospel and put 
their faith in Jesus.   
 
It is about being willing to remove any unnecessary barriers in the way that stop someone from hearing the gospel – our 
politics, the language we use, our lifestyle choices, our personal appearance, our musical tastes, sports team or whatever 
else.  And it is about being willing to step out of our comfort zone to come alongside them, spend time with them and share 
our lives with them.   
 
And again this is about following in the footsteps of Jesus because that’s what he did in a much more radical way in the 
incarnation.  “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling amoung us.” John 1:14   

• Jesus set aside the glories of heaven.   

• He stepped down into this messed up world.   

• He became like us, sharing in our humanity. 

• And he spent time with all sorts of people – men, women and children, Pharisees and teachers of the law as well as tax 
collectors, sinners and outcasts.   

• And without compromising his personal holiness and without altering the truth of his message, he called them all to 



repent and to come and follow him.   
 
Conclusion 
So I hope that if we saw someone in danger like that boy on the train tracks then we would react like Mayur who we talked 
about at the start and do what we could to rescue them.   
 
But people all around us are in much greater danger.  So are we willing to be all things to all people?  Are we willing to  

• Commit to our message  

• And our mission and share the gospel with passion and enthusiasm,  

• Changing our method as needed,  

• And changing our manner of life because we are willing to put up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ? 
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