
Monday Evening Bible Reading Group: October 18th: 1 Corinthians Chapter 9: Some Notes 

Paul’s reference to his own circumstances to illustrate is argument that can do doesn’t 

necessarily mean should, and that “rights” need to be considered in the context of 

responsibilities, raises all sorts of fascinating issues.   Jewish priests were priests by tradition 

rather than vocation.  Their focus was Temple worship, and they lived off the Temple as well 

as, when on duty, in it.  Paul’s priest (he doesn’t use that term) is primarily an evangelist 

rather than someone who leads services and administers sacraments.   There is a pastoral 

aspect, but not our concept of a territorial pastor with responsibilities o believers and non-

believers in a particular patch over an extended period.   How would you define a Vicar’s 

job?  Paul claims to be an apostle – that is in the first place a witness to the Resurrection.  As 

far as we know, this refers to his Damascus Road vision of Jesus, rather than a normal 

physical encounter. 

Jesus had encouraged the disciples to undertake mission relying on funding from those to 

whom they preached: paying for conversion!  This is more ambitious than asking an 

established congregation to fund a minister -  maybe closer to our overseas missions 

funding (which not everybody sees as a funding priority!).  Paul says Barnabas and he were 

out of step with the other travelling ministers in earning their living by trade and ministering 

for free.  He says they did so because of concern that those they ministered to might see 

them as “saying what they were paid to say”.   Paul must have felt very strongly about this, 

because not only did tent-making to pay for preaching mean that he could get very tired; it 

could mean less time for preaching. 

There is an intriguing aside.  Paul mentions that Peter and others get funding for their wives 

travelling with them.  We tend to assume that since the Gospels mention Peter’s mother in 

law but not his wife, the wife had died.  Paul also mentions Jesus’ “brothers” (plural) – so 

not just one brother (James).  Incidentally, Paul stops short of criticising his colleagues who 

do accept payments; and he emphasises with all sorts of parallels that they are entitled. 

The best known quote is probably Paul becoming all things to all men.  This model needs to 

be handled with care.   I like the suggestion by one commentator of looking at Dr Johnson, 

who was famous for showing an informed interest in the interests of all those he talked to.  

He didn’t expect people to listen to him without him listening to them.  The prison chaplain 

doesn’t have to become a criminal in order to get alongside the prisoners; but the chaplain 

needs to be open to hearing their story.  You can’t help anyone unless you take the trouble 

to find out who they are and where they are.  Paul, of course, knew what it was to be a Jew, 

to be a Roman citizen, to be an insider, to be an outsider, to be a persecutor, to be 

persecuted...   

The footnote about the Isthmus Games would have rung loud bells with the Corinthians.  

The competitors stripped off: showing everything, giving everything.  Paul is talking about 

whole-hearted Christianity: a sacrificial passion for souls.  This is JW outreach, and, as with 



the JWs, Paul isn’t talking about a paid or unpaid minority of ordained ministers, he is 

talking about the responsibility of every Christian.   In some settings, even today, that means 

“the blood of the martyrs is the seed on the Church” 

I heard recently two priestly experiences which have some relevance to Chapter 9.   A priest 

had to explain that a colleague would visit, because the priest would be on holiday.  The 

person thus informed responded “Jesus didn’t take holidays!”    On another occasion, a 

priest was giving a talk, and someone in the audience asked “Do you get paid for this?” – 

maybe implying that the priest ought to get a real job.   


