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When the theme of missions is studied,
1 Corinthians is often overlooked or
ignored.1  The cause of this is obvious. First
Corinthians deals primarily with the cir-
cumstances that existed within that con-
gregation. Paul writes this letter in
response to several questions the Corin-
thians had earlier written to him (concern-
ing marriage, food sacrificed to idols,
spiritual gifts, and the collection).2  Paul
also writes because he has heard of some
problems in the church from “Chloe’s
household” (1 Cor 1:11). Problems such as
divisions, incest, lawsuits, and immorality
were plaguing the congregation. Thus,
Paul’s primary focus is to instruct and
admonish the Corinthians concerning their
questions and problems.

Yet, 1 Corinthians has much to offer
when considering missions and evange-
lism. Throughout this letter, even as Paul
is focusing on the church’s internal
struggles, Paul’s desire and heart for mis-
sions is evident. Many in the Corinthian
congregation were consumed with them-
selves and Paul knows that ungodly atti-
tudes and actions are not only dangerous
for those in the church (since “the unrigh-
teous will not inherit the kingdom of God,”
1 Cor 6:9) but he also knows that it dam-
ages their testimony or credibility with
those outside the church. This article will
therefore seek to draw out some key
implications for missions through the life
and ministry of the Apostle Paul.3  We will
look at (i) his message: “Christ crucified”;
(ii) his method: “The foolishness of preach-
ing”; (iii) his means: “Working with our

own hands”; and (iv) his motive: “So that
they may be saved.”

Paul’s Message: “Christ Crucified”
Paul makes it abundantly clear that the

center of his message was always “Christ
crucified.”

For the word of the cross is foolish-
ness to those who are perishing, But
to us who are being saved it is the
power of God (1 Cor 1:18).
But we preach Christ crucified….
(1 Cor 1:23)
For I determined to know nothing
among you except Jesus Christ, and
Him crucified (1 Cor 2:2).4

Paul’s message was the cross of Christ.
Although he does not go into detail as to
why the cross of Christ is central to the
gospel in the context of the passages
quoted above, we know from elsewhere
that it is because on the cross Christ paid
the penalty that was due to each sinner.5

He was the divine substitute who endured
the wrath of God for all those who trust in
Him.6  Paul’s understanding of the central-
ity of the cross permeates all his thinking.
“He cannot long talk about Christian joy,
or Christian ethics, or Christian fellowship,
or the Christian doctrine of God, or any-
thing else, without finally tying it to the
cross. Paul is gospel-centered; he is cross-
centered.”7

In a predominately Christian context,
the cross of Christ seems to make perfect
sense and is a cherished concept. But for
most of the world the crucifixion of Jesus
presents something that is weak and fool-
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ish. Paul admits that the “the word of the
cross is foolishness to those who are per-
ishing” (1:18; also see v. 21). He then adds,
“but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a
stumbling block and to Gentiles foolish-
ness” (1:23). Thus the very heart of the gos-
pel message becomes a barrier to those who
hear it. To those seeking signs and wisdom
the gospel message is weakness and folly.
Why is this so? It is because a crucified
Messiah is the “ultimate divine contradic-
tion.”8  Messiah was equated with power,
glory, and triumph; whereas crucifixion
was equated with weakness, shame, and
defeat. For the Romans the crucifixion was
the most severe penalty, usually reserved
for insurrectionists and other extreme
criminals.

The Jews sought miraculous signs since
the Messiah would be one of great power,
able to defeat the Romans. When the Jews
demanded a sign from Jesus during his
ministry, they were not asking for any

miraculous manifestation, but one that
would offer proof that he was indeed the
Messiah.9  Yet, Jesus failed to produce such
evidence. The Messiah was supposed to
defeat the Romans, not be crucified by
them! In Jewish theology to hang on a cross
meant being cursed by God (cf. Deut
21:23).10  Thus, to the Jews, Jesus is a cursed
criminal who failed to bring deliverance to
his people.

The Greeks, on the other hand, sought
wisdom. To the high-minded philosophers
the cross as a symbol of one’s religion was
foolishness. Why belong to such a weak,
humiliating religion? Only a fool would
commit himself to a religion like Christian-
ity. Therefore, for all humanity the cruci-
fixion of Jesus is an offense. As Fee explains,
“It is hard for those in the christianized
West, where the cross for almost nineteen
centuries has been the primary symbol of

faith, to appreciate how utterly mad the
message of a God who got himself cruci-
fied by his enemies must have seemed to
the first-century Greek or Roman.”11  But
Paul did not yield to the temptation to
alter the gospel. Instead of power and wis-
dom Paul preached the weak and foolish
message of “Christ crucified.”

Apparently Paul felt a pressing need to
remind the Corinthians concerning the
centrality of the cross because they had lost
the proper focus. The superior attitudes of
some led them to form factions and look
down on others. Perhaps some of the
Corinthians began to think that the mes-
sage of the cross was too humiliating. They
had moved on to “higher” things related
to wisdom and knowledge. They only
wanted a victorious, risen Christ who con-
quers all his enemies. They did not want a
Christ who suffered the humiliating death
on a cross—a symbol of shame and weak-
ness. Yet, Paul’s argument is that the
message of the cross is the centerpiece of
the gospel. A gospel without the cross is
no gospel at all.12  We move away from Bib-
lical Christianity when we move away
from the cross.13  “Paul recognizes that to
move beyond the cross is not to ‘move on’
at all, but is to abandon Christ altogether.”14

The heart of Paul’s message was the cross
of Christ.

Oftentimes, however, the cross, while
not being forgotten, becomes ignored. Our
intentions are good but somehow we suc-
cumb to the temptation to displace the
cross with our modern insights. Carson
warns us of this danger: “I fear that the
cross, without ever being disowned, is con-
stantly in danger of being dismissed from
the central place it must enjoy, by relatively
peripheral insights that take on far too
much weight. Whenever the periphery is
in danger of displacing the center, we are
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not far removed from idolatry.”15

Sharing the gospel with our neighbors
or with people of another culture on the
other side of the world can be a complex
process. There are many factors to consider
related to their knowledge of the Bible (or
lack of it), their willingness to listen, or their
differing worldviews. Nevertheless, we
must not shy away from focusing on the
crucifixion. The gospel has not truly been
shared until the cross of Christ has been
explained. Oftentimes, the most appropri-
ate starting point is not the cross of Christ.
But until we have explained the necessity
of Christ’s death on the cross for sinners,
we still have more to share.

We need to trust in God’s wisdom
(which might sometimes appear foolish to
us) and not rely on our own wisdom. There
is always a temptation to present a Jesus
more palatable to the likings of our hear-
ers. We might reason that they will not
understand the concept of a crucified
Messiah or, even if they understand the
message, it will not be acceptable in their
culture. But to eliminate the scandal, the
offense, is to eliminate the heart of the
gospel message. Yes, it is foolishness, but
it is God’s foolishness and as such is not to
be altered. We must remember that God’s
foolishness is wiser than our greatest
insights.

Yet, the very message that seems weak
and foolish to some becomes the message
of hope and salvation to others. While
some are offended, others are attracted.16

They are attracted because God promises
to bless his Word and so the Holy Spirit
works in the hearts of unbelievers and
causes them to see their need of a Savior.
The message of the cross is the power of
God. To eliminate this message is to elimi-
nate the only power to change hearts. God
is able to work in many ways, but God

chose in his divine wisdom to work
primarily through the foolishness of the
message of a crucified Messiah. “The
preaching of the cross alone has the power
to set people free.”17

Paul’s Method: “The Foolishness
of Preaching”

Paul’s method of communicating the
message of a crucified Messiah was
through the foolishness of preaching. He
states, “God was well-pleased through the
foolishness of the message preached to
save those who believe” (1:21).18  Christ
had not called Paul to baptize but, more
importantly, “to preach the gospel”
(euangelizesthai, 1:17).19  Paul explains to the
Corinthians that not only is the message
foolish but the method by which that mes-
sage is delivered is also foolish. But the
Corinthians cannot downplay the effective-
ness of such a foolish method since that is
precisely the means by which they were
converted. Paul states,

And when I came to you, brethren, I
did not come with superiority of
speech or of wisdom, proclaiming to
you the testimony of God. For I
determined to know nothing among
you except Jesus Christ, and Him
crucified. And I was with you in
weakness and in fear and in much
trembling. And my message and my
preaching were not in persuasive
words of wisdom, but in demonstra-
tion of the Spirit and of power, that
your faith should not rest on the wis-
dom of men, but on the power of
God (1 Cor 2:1-5).

In this text Paul is most likely alluding
to the Sophists of his day. Many types of
philosophers praised the art of eloquent
and persuasive speaking, but the Sophists
were best known for their oratorical abili-
ties. Apparently, the Corinthians were also
enamored with such oratorical prowess,
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but Paul explains that their very spiritual
existence was based on weak preaching (cf.
2 Cor 10:1, 10). He did not use the flashy
but empty techniques that were so com-
mon in his day.20  Paul in no way sought to
exalt himself. His focus was solely on
Christ. For Paul to seek to elevate himself
by his rhetorical ability or philosophical
reasoning would go against his “philoso-
phy of ministry.”21  For, he says, he had
already determined that the focus of his
ministry was to proclaim the cross of
Christ. Paul knew that the effectiveness of
the preached message was not based on
the polished performance of the speaker,
but rather on the powerful presence of the
Spirit. Later Paul would write to the
Corinthians, “But we have this treasure in
earthen vessels, so that the surpassing
greatness of the power will be of God and
not from ourselves” (2 Cor 4:7; cf. 2 Cor
13:4). The Corinthians were persuaded
by Paul’s message not because he spoke
with eloquent words of wisdom but
because the Holy Spirit was present to bless
the message. Thus, their faith rests on
God’s work and not Paul’s.22  The power
of God was demonstrated through Paul’s
preaching since the Corinthians themselves
were converted.

People will not come to a true knowl-
edge of God and his work in Jesus Christ
by using their own wisdom (1 Cor 1:21).
They need to hear the message of the cross
explained to them (cf. Rom 10:14-15). It was
God’s divine plan that the world would
come to know God not on the basis of its
own wisdom, but rather through the fool-
ishness of preaching. This is because “a
God discovered by human wisdom will be
both a projection of human fallenness and
a source of human pride, and this consti-
tutes the worship of the creature, not the
Creator” (cf. Rom 1:18-32).23

The preaching of the gospel must also
not be manipulative. Paul writes, “my
message and my preaching were not in
persuasive words of wisdom” (2:4). This
verse, of course, must be balanced with
2 Corinthians 5:11, which states, “There-
fore, knowing the fear of the Lord, we
persuade men.” What Paul means is that
he avoided manipulative persuasion. That
is, he never sought to make the gospel less
offensive in order to get desired results. He
would not feed people’s “felt needs” sim-
ply to have decisions for Christ. Paul knew
that such “decisions” were based “on the
wisdom of men” and not “on the power of
God” (1 Cor 2:5). According to Paul, only
the gospel of a crucified Christ has the
power to truly change lives.

As we seek to communicate the gospel
we must never compromise the integrity
of our message by embracing a method
that runs contrary to that message. Paul
was not against a prepared and passion-
ate presentation of the gospel, but against
the type of performance that left people
astonished at the skill of the preacher
instead of the grace of the Creator. As we
shall later see, Paul was incredibly flexible
as he accommodated to the culture of his
hearers. Yet, in his flexibility, Paul made
sure that the message of the gospel was not
jeopardized. Carson aptly comments,

When the pressure to “contextu-
alize” the gospel jeopardizes the
message of the cross by inflating
human egos, the cultural pressures
must be ignored…. [H]owever great
Paul’s flexibility and cultural sensi-
tivity, they are not open-ended; he
draws the line where he thinks the
gospel might be jeopardized. And
clearly he thinks the gospel is jeop-
ardized by any kind of eloquence or
rhetoric that does not reinforce the
message of a crucified Messiah.24
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We should also not impose our modern
understanding of “preaching” on the
New Testament texts. Paul’s understand-
ing of preaching the gospel is not limited
to someone standing behind a pulpit and
delivering a sermon. Rather, it is simply
proclaiming to others the message of Jesus
Christ.25  It means bringing good news to
those who desperately need it. Those who
proclaim the gospel do not need to be
eloquent and polished speakers. It does not
even require training or a degree. What is
needed is a basic knowledge of the gospel
combined with boldness (to take a foolish
message to the lost) and humility (know-
ing that only God has the power to change
hearts). The gospel message should, how-
ever, be proclaimed with authority since it
is God’s authoritative Word that confronts
and convicts people.

Paul’s Means: “Working with
Our Own Hands”

The means of Paul’s financial support
came primarily from “working with [his]
own hands” (1 Cor 4:12). In 1 Corinthians
9 Paul offers several reasons why he is
entitled to receive material compensation
for his labor among the Corinthians. His
point, however, is that although he had the
right to receive such compensation, he
refused any support so that the gospel
would not be hindered.

The Context of Paul’s Argument
Besides being a missionary who trav-

eled extensively planting churches, Paul
also worked a “secular” job. Luke records
that when Paul came to Corinth during his
second missionary journey he stayed with
Aquila and Priscilla because they were of
the same trade as the Apostle (i.e., they
were both tent-makers; Acts 18:3).26  As a
general rule, Paul did not receive money

from the people to whom he was currently
ministering.

In 1 Corinthians 9:1-18, Paul offers more
insight as to why he did not accept money
from the Corinthians. These verses are
found in the context of Paul’s teaching
concerning meat sacrificed to idols (chs.
8-10). His argument in chapter 8 is that
although an idol is really nothing more
than the work of men’s hands and there-
fore is useless, some do not understand this
truth. Consequently, we must be careful not
to offend the weak. It is better, he argues,
to abstain from eating meat offered to idols
than to cause someone to stumble. That is,
although we have the Christian liberty to
eat such meat, we give up this liberty for
the sake of others.

In chapter 9 Paul offers his own life as
an example of giving up such rights for the
sake of others.27  In a series of questions,
Paul reminds the Corinthians that he is an
apostle who received his commission
directly from the risen Lord. While others
might doubt the legitimacy of his
apostleship, the Corinthians cannot since
they became Christians under his minis-
try (9:1-2). He then argues, “Do we not have
a right to eat and drink? Do we not have a
right to take along a believing wife, even
as the rest of the apostles and the brothers
of the Lord and Cephas?” (9:4-5). His point
in these verses is that like other ministers
of the gospel, he too has the right to have
the Corinthians supply his daily needs (v.
4) and to have a wife who would accom-
pany him in his ministry (v. 5). He then
adds, “Or do only Barnabas and I not have
the right to refrain from working?” (9:6).
Paul had the right to refrain from working
a trade in order to survive. Yet, Paul did
not demand these rights but sacrificed
them for the sake of the gospel.
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The Content of Paul’s Argument
In verses 7-14 Paul gives at least four

reasons why he had the right to receive
material compensation for his labor among
the Corinthians.

Argument from Culture
Sprinkled throughout this passage Paul

gives several examples of other types of
laborers who are supported from the work
they perform. In 1 Corinthians 9:7 he lists
three. A soldier does not serve in an army
at his own expense. A farmer who plants a
vineyard eats the fruit of his labor. A shep-

herd who tends the flocks drinks the milk
of the flock. In verse 10 Paul mentions the
plowman and the thresher who both hope
to share in the crops. Finally, he brings his
example even closer to home by using an
example of religious service. Paul reminds
the Corinthians that in Jewish or pagan
temples even the priests who help in the
religious sacrifices also share in the sacrifi-
cial food (9:13).

Argument from Scripture
But Paul is not content to let his case

stand based on the argument from culture
alone. Paul proceeds to point out that Scrip-
ture itself supports Paul’s argument. There-
fore to bolster his position Paul quotes from
Deuteronomy 25:4, which reads, “You shall
not muzzle the ox while he is threshing”
(9:9).28  Paul is using the common Rabbini-
cal argument of lesser to the greater (qal

wahomer or a fortiori). In other words, if
animals that work are not to be denied
reward for their labor, how much more
should men be granted payment for their
labor. Paul simply applies this principle to
himself and his ministry among the
Corinthians. Just as it was wrong to muzzle
an ox while he is threshing (i.e., working),
so also it is wrong not to support financially

those who work in order to advance the
kingdom of God.

Argument from Precedent
Paul’s third defense, as it were, is to

argue from precedent. He reminds the
Corinthians that others have exercised the
very right that Paul is claiming. He states,
“If others share this right over you, do we
not more?” (9:12a). Since the Corinthians
gave support to others, certainly Paul
deserved such support. He was, after all,
the one who first introduced them to the
Savior and thus they became the very seal
of his apostleship (9:2). Perhaps the Corin-
thians thought that since Paul did not
accept financial assistance from them that
he did not possess the right to do so.

Argument from the Lord
Paul clinches his argument based on the

words of Jesus. He writes, “So also the Lord
directed those who proclaim the gospel to
get their living from the gospel” (9:14). Paul
is most likely referring to Jesus’ saying in
Matthew 10:10 and Luke 10:7, which reads,
“The worker is worthy of his wages.” In
the context of Matthew and Luke Jesus
instructs the disciples whom he sent out to
preach in the surrounding villages. There-
fore, Paul rightly interprets Jesus’ state-
ment to mean that those who spend the
majority of their time preaching the gos-
pel have the right to receive compensation
for their labor.

The Conclusion of Paul’s Argument
The key principle in this section is found

in verse 12 where Paul adds, “Never-
theless we did not use this right, but we
endure all things so that we will cause no
hindrance to the gospel of Christ.” Again
in verse 15 he notes, “But I have used none
of these [rights].” Paul’s rights as an apostle
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and Christian worker gave way to the prin-
ciple of not hindering the advance of the
gospel. “When it becomes a choice, there-
fore, between his ‘rights’ and others’ hear-
ing of the gospel, there is no choice at all;
anything that would get in the way of
someone’s hearing the gospel for what it
is, the good news of God’s pardoning
grace, can be easily laid aside.”29

Paul makes it clear to the Corinthians
that, in arguing for his right to receive
material compensation from them, he is not
now wishing to exercise that right (9:15).
Later Paul would add that he is not like
those who peddle the Word of God for
money (2 Cor 2:17). For Paul to receive
money for his labors would diminish his
satisfaction of being able to proclaim the
gospel without charge. He did not preach
the gospel voluntarily, but under compul-
sion (9:16-17). Preaching the gospel with-
out compensation was Paul’s reward
because it was evidence to both himself and
others that the grace of God had trans-
formed his life and desires (9:18). This
type of sacrificial lifestyle demonstrated
that Paul’s treasure was not on earth but
in heaven.

Paul therefore gives us a theological
justification for supporting Christian work-
ers, such as pastors and missionaries.
Although Paul did not normally accept
financial compensation for his labors
among the churches, he acknowledges that
he is an exception to the rule. His argument
is that although he had the right to receive
compensation for his labors, he relin-
quished that right so that the gospel would
not be hindered.30  Thus, we see two prin-
ciples from this text. First, Christian work-
ers should be paid for their labors when
possible. Second, sometimes it might be
more advantageous for Christian workers
to “work with their own hands.”

At times there are advantages for a
missionary to earn his living through “tent-
making.” First, it gives churches the abil-
ity to send more missionaries. In many
countries the cost of living is extremely
high, making it difficult for churches to
support missionaries in such countries.
Missionaries should be willing to earn their
own living if that will help the cause of the
gospel. Second, it gives missionaries free-
dom from the control of others. Missionar-
ies should be careful whenever requesting
or even accepting pay for their ministry. It
is possible that those who pay the worker
may feel that they now deserve in some
way to control what that person says or
does.31  Third, it gives missionaries access
into “closed countries.” Another advantage
of the “tent-making” approach is that
often-times it is not possible to get into a
country unless a Christian is prepared to
employ their business or educational skills
to gain access into a country (such as teach-
ing English). Fourth, it gives missionaries
opportunities to share the gospel with
others. Working a “secular” job often pro-
vides many opportunities to share the
gospel with co-workers.32

Paul’s Motive: “So That They
May Be Saved”

Paul was unmovable when it came to
the message of the gospel. Salvation can
only be attained when a repentant sinner
trusts in the finished work of Christ. Yet,
there was flexibility in Paul’s ministry. He
did whatever it took to bring the gospel
message to the lost. He explains,

For although I am free from all men,
I have made myself a slave to all, so
that I may win more. To the Jews I
became as a Jew, so that I might win
Jews; to those who are under the
Law, as under the Law though not
being myself under the Law, so that
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I might win those who are un-
der the Law; to those who are
without law, as without law,
though not being without law
of God but under the law of
Christ, so that I might win those
who are without law. To the
weak I became weak; I have
become all things to all men, so
that I may by all means save
some (1 Cor 9:19-23).

By not receiving material support for
his labors Paul is thereby free from the
manipulating tendency of man and is
free to offer himself as a slave to all to
win as many as possible. Although it
is difficult, or even impossible, to
know the precise manner in which
Paul accommodated his behavior
based on his setting, it seems likely
that Paul is mainly reflecting on his
differing conduct in Jewish and Gen-
tile settings. “To put it in more con-
temporary terms, when he was among
Jews he was kosher; when he was
among Gentiles he was non-kosher—
precisely because, as with circumci-
sion, neither mattered to God.”33

As a Jewish Christian Paul was no
longer obligated to follow the Jewish
customs of circumcision, food laws,
and special observances. Yet, as a Jew-

ish Christian, and when ministering
to Jews, he was free to keep these ritu-
als in order to share the gospel with
his kinsmen. Although Paul totally
opposed the notion of requiring Gen-
tile converts to submit to Jewish reli-
gious ceremonies, he had no problem
imposing them on himself or his
co-workers since doing so kept doors
of communication open with his Jew-
ish listeners. So, for example, Paul had
Timothy circumcised since he was
ministering with Paul among the Jews
(Acts 16:1-3), but refused to have Titus

circumcised since it was not in the
context of accommodating to reach
others with the gospel, but in the
context of whether circumcision was
needed for salvation (Gal 2:3). Also,
in Acts 21:17-26 Luke records that Paul
went through a religious rite of puri-
fication in order to halt the rumors that
said that Paul taught the Christian
Jews in the diaspora to forsake the Law
of Moses and to abandon the practice
of circumcision. Therefore, James and
the elders of the Jerusalem church
urged Paul to prove these rumors false
by going through a rite of purification
and paying for the sacrifices of four
others’ Nazarite vows in the temple
(cf. Num 6:1-21). Again, since it would
keep the door open to minister in Jew-
ish circles, and since he was not forced
to comply with this ritual, he agreed
to go through with it (also see Acts
18:18 where Paul takes a Nazarite
vow). Although Paul’s behavior might
look the same as that of another, his
motivation was completely different.
Whereas his Jewish kinsmen might
perform a religious ceremony in order
to fulfill certain religious duties that
gain merit before God, Paul performs
the same ceremony because he loves
those under the law and wants to win
them to Christ.

Perhaps Paul’s own credibility had
been called into question by the Corin-
thians. It is possible that while Paul
was in Corinth he ate food that had
been offered to idols when he was
with Gentiles but refused to do so
when with Jews. Regardless, Paul
desires the Corinthians to understand
that his behavior is not inconsistent,
although it may appear as such. His
consistency is based on one principle:
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accommodating to the lifestyle of others
so that he might win some to Christ.
Thus, although his behavior changes, his
principle behind his behavior does not
change. 34

This text in 1 Corinthians 9 is often
referenced when discussing how to accom-
modate or contextualize the gospel. Of
course, Paul knew there was a limit to his
contextualization. He would not violate a
clear command of God in order to win con-
verts.35  He would, however, live in such a
way so as not to offend unnecessarily his
listeners. Paul knew that it was not his job
to offend; rather, it was the job of the cross.
Paul did not seek to put an unnecessary
stumbling block before his hearers. If
anything is to offend, it is the message of a
crucified Messiah. Oftentimes, however,
those who need to hear the gospel never
get the chance because we unnecessarily
offend them, thereby cutting off further
opportunities. It is important that Chris-
tians learn what is essential and what is
negotiable in the Christian life. This is
especially true for missionaries. A mission-
ary should seek to adopt the culture of the
country he is living in so that the gospel is
not unnecessarily rejected.36

In 1 Corinthians 11:1 Paul again men-
tions his motive of seeking the salvation of
others. In this text, however, he specifically
exhorts the Corinthians to imitate his be-
havior. At the end of the lengthy section
on meat sacrificed to idols (chs. 8-10), Paul
concludes,37

Whether, then, you eat or drink,
or whatever you do, do all to the
glory of God. Give no offense either
to Jews or to Greeks or to the church
of God; just as I also please all men
in all things, not seeking my own
profit but the profit of the many, so
that they may be saved. Be imitators
of me, just as I also am of Christ (1
Cor 10:31-11:1).

Although there is a chapter division
before Paul’s imitation command, it is clear
that 11:1 fits better with what precedes than
with what follows. 38

Paul’s overarching life-principle is
found in verse 31, “do all to the glory of
God.” Paul’s focus was first of all
theocentric. His goal was to please God by
living a life fully devoted to Him. Paul first
mentions eating and drinking since that fits
his current discussion concerning the
implications of eating meat offered to idols.
He then adds a comprehensive statement
to include all of life. “Whatever you do,”
writes Paul, you are to do for the glory of
God.39  But for Paul there was no dichotomy
between living a God-glorifying, God-
pleasing life and seeking to “please all men
in all things” (10:33).40  That is, one way
Paul sought to glorify God was by not caus-
ing others to stumble because of his behav-
ior. He writes, “If food causes my brother
to stumble, I will never eat meat again, so
that I will not cause my brother to stumble”
(8:13). Paul sought to please others by his
sacrificial lifestyle “so that they may be
saved” (10:33). It was the salvation of
others that drove Paul to a life of service
because he knew that when people receive
the free gift of salvation, God is greatly
glorified. According to Paul, the glory of
God and the salvation of others go hand-
in-hand since God’s glory shines brightest
when repentant sinners receive salvation
that is only found in Christ. 41

Paul’s command to imitation is not
based on pride or arrogance since he him-
self is merely an imitator of someone
greater—Jesus Christ. Paul can only call on
others to imitate him since he himself is an
imitator of Christ. By grounding his exhor-
tation in Christ, he adds authority to his
command. In other words, Paul is saying
that they should not think it odd to follow
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in his steps precisely because he is only
following in the steps of Christ. Christ
sought to glorify God by not seeking his
own advantage, but the salvation of
others (cf. Rom 15:3). Likewise, we must
live a life that is characterized by self-
denial so that others might be saved.

Therefore, we are to imitate a behavior
with the goal of glorifying God by bring-
ing others to saving faith in Christ. Our
desire should always be the salvation of
others. Yet, the reason for this desire is not
only that people are rescued from the com-
ing judgment and will spend eternity in
heaven, but, more importantly, that God’s
glory is once again displayed in the world.
As John Piper rightly states, “The goal of
missions is the glory of God.”42  God is jeal-
ous for his glory, and we should be too.
When we understand that his glory shines
forth every time a sinner confesses Jesus
as Lord, our passion for missions will be
ignited. A passion for God’s glory leads to
a passion for missions and evangelism.

It is crucial that we make our decisions
with the view of how others will interpret
them. Not that we seek merely to please
men, but we live in such a way so as not to
give unnecessary offense to believers or
unbelievers. We do not glorify God by
insisting on our rights, but by yielding
those rights for the benefit of others. Little
things such as eating and drinking have
eternal consequences because others are
affected by our behavior. By imitating Paul,
we imitate Christ, and by imitating Christ
we will live a life of self-denial that will
hopefully result in the salvation of others.

A second imitation command is found
in 1 Corinthians 4:16 where Paul instructs,
“Therefore I exhort you, be imitators of
me.” This exhortation comes after Paul sar-
castically chides the Corinthians for their
worldly wisdom that caused them to think

too much of themselves. Their over-real-
ized eschatology led them to think that they
had already “arrived” spiritually and that
they should not experience suffering and
difficulties. In contrast to the Corinthians
who were satiated and “living as rich
kings,” the apostles were hungry and
thirsty, living as homeless fools. He writes,

You are already filled, you have
already become rich, you have
become kings without us; and I
would indeed that you had become
kings so that we also might reign
with you. For, I think, God has
exhibited us apostles last of all, as
men condemned to death; because
we have become a spectacle to the
world, both to angels and to men.
We are fools for Christ’s sake, but
you are prudent in Christ; we are
weak, but you are strong; you are
distinguished, but we are without
honor. To this present hour we are
both hungry and thirsty, and are
poorly clothed, and are roughly
treated, and are homeless (4:8-11).

Paul concludes by exclaiming that he and
other apostles have “become as the scum
of the world” (4:13). After declaring that
he does not write to shame the Corinthians
but to admonish them as their spiritual
father (4:14-15), Paul urges them to be his
imitators (4:16). What are they to imitate?
In this context it must be Paul’s sufferings
and willingness to lay aside his own rights
in order to bring the gospel to those who
need it.43  The triumphalism of the Corin-
thians led them to believe that only the
weak endure hardship and serve others.
But Paul turns their reasoning upside-
down. He exhorts them to imitate his
sacrificial lifestyle, which leads to hunger,
suffering, and persecution but also allows
the gospel to go forth unhindered.

Paul did whatever was needed so as not
to hinder the progress of the gospel. His
focus was not on his rights, but always on
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how the gospel could be advanced. This is
a needed message for missionaries. It is
easy to become consumed with our needs
and turn our focus from others to our-
selves. Among many mission organiza-
tions the primary cause of missionaries
leaving the field is their relationships with
other missionaries. Often the cause is
jealousy. They begin to compare houses,
vehicles, and job assignments and soon
they are consumed with making sure they
are being treated the same as the other
missionaries. We need to learn from the
Apostle that our goal must be the salva-
tion of others and not our own needs.

Conclusion
The purpose of the Church is to glorify

God. This is done primarily through mak-
ing disciples from every tribe, tongue,
people, and nation since God’s glory shines
brightest when idolaters and atheists con-
fess Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior.
But we must be careful that we do not
pervert the message by eliminating or
ignoring the central theme of the cross of
Christ. Only the message of “Christ cruci-
fied” has the power to save. Furthermore,
this message will not benefit the nations
without being proclaimed to them. And,
as we have seen, God chooses to bless the
type of preaching that straightforwardly
presents the gospel without using flashy
techniques that elevate the speaker and not
the Savior. Like Paul we must also be will-
ing to give up our rights, such as receiving
financial support, so that the progress of the
gospel is not hindered. Finally, our moti-
vation needs to be the salvation of others
since God is greatly glorified when people
of all nations confess that Jesus is Lord.
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