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Sermon Draft 

Text: 1st Corinthians 9:16-27 

Sermon: “Compelled” 

 

   Perhaps you’ve seen the “Coexist” bumper sticker that’s become 

popular in the past few years. The letters in the word “coexist” are made 

up of symbols for various world religions and ideologies. The T is a cross, 

but the X is a Star of David, signifying Judaism. The C is a crescent moon 

and star for Islam, and so on. It seems to suggest that all world religions 

have equal validity and are of equal value and that all religions are merely 

different roads that lead to a generic god. It’s a plea for tolerance and 

peace in our generation, but how can one turn a blind eye to philosophies 

and ideologies that are eternally destructive? The answer is “We cannot!” 

   Paul, in his former life in Judaism, was not interested in coexisting 

with Christians, which he saw as a heretical movement away from the 

truth of his Jewish religion. Then after his conversion on the Damascus 

road, he remained as zealous as ever, but he had seen the error of his 

former ways in Judaism.  
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   Paul determined to do whatever he could to influence both Jew and 

Gentile by proclaiming the Gospel, making himself a servant to 

everyone, and becoming all things to all men that he might gain some 

for Christ (1 Corinthians 9:19–23). Becoming all things to all men did 

not mean that Paul was willing to “coexist” with the false religions of 

those who believed differently than he, for he was zealous for the truth. 

It did mean, however, that he would willingly go wherever and to 

whomever the Lord sent him—to the lost sheep of Israel and to the lost 

of the nations—always bringing the one and only saving message, the 

Gospel of Christ Jesus, dead and raised. 

   The argument from chapter 8, the rights and freedoms of the 

Gospel advances as Paul describes in 9:16-27 how he is compelled to 

preach precisely because the grace and truth he has received in Christ 

has fundamentally altered him. He recognizes the proclamation of the 

Gospel of Jesus is how the Spirit of God translates people from death 

and darkness to life and light.    
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   The same Gospel engenders a zeal, a love for humanity to receive 

the salvation of God in Christ, which is Christ. 

A cartoon in the newspaper showed a picture of a guy, sixty-

something, relaxing on a beach talking to someone. The caption read 

something like, “But if I’m not the second vice president for corporate 

brand awareness, then who am I?” It was meant to be funny, but do you 

see the point? The guy in the cartoon is clearly a recent retiree. His 

whole reason for getting up in the morning, all that gave him his 

marching orders on how to act and dress and talk, all of that was 

wrapped up in, all of that came from, his job, and now that it’s gone, 

well, who is he? 

Now again, it’s funny because it’s true, and even if you’re not retired 

and haven’t gone through it, you can see how it might be difficult for a 

recent retiree to find a new reason for getting up in the morning. But it 

points to something not so funny. It points to a downside of getting your 

primary identity from something other than Jesus. Paul says that he must 

preach the Gospel, of “necessity,” and yet by thus becoming a servant of 

all, he is actually free (1 Corinthians 9:16, 19).  
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On the other hand, he sees all those false identities, identities that aren’t 

in Christ, as downright slavery! 

   The Apostle opens with a strange saying: “When I preach the 

Gospel, I cannot boast, for I am compelled to preach. Woe to me if I 

do not preach the Gospel!” What does Paul mean that he is 

“compelled” to preach? Does he mean forced or coerced?  

He even says, “Woe to me!” Is that an expression of fear? Is this his 

motivation, fear of punishment? 

   Actually, such a phrase is entirely Pauline and in good keeping 

with his personality and background. He is a former Pharisee, who 

was so zealous for the traditions of his fathers that he was convinced 

Christianity was a threat which needed to be destroyed. He was 

compelled by his belief. He meant to war against the Church, but 

instead was taken captive, not by force, but by love, the love of Jesus 

as it confronted him on the road to Damascus. Saul became Paul, the 

Lord’s missionary with apostolic authority, because Jesus had 

captured him.  
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He told the Romans, I am like the prophets of old, comparable to 

Jeremiah who was born for this, grabbed for it by God. So, he says, 

“I have to preach,” compelled by love. Woe to him if he did not 

because he would be missing out on the love of Christ and, by 

extension, love for his fellow man. Indeed, that would be a woeful 

state. 

   Paul’s story is somewhat different than the other Apostles. He was 

snatched from what held him captive to become captive to Christ for 

the expressed purpose of heralding His Gospel. Woe to Paul if he 

does not do this. He is accountable to Christ Himself! 

   Notwithstanding, he goes on to say: “If I preach voluntarily, I 

have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply discharging the trust 

committed to me. 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.” 
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   Paul discloses a will altered by the Gospel and the indwelling Spirit 

of love: I am doing this also because I want to. Here, the 

conversation initiated last week regarding one’s “rights” or 

“freedoms” resurfaces.  

   Paul does not make use of his rights or freedoms in another way 

than to become, in the words of Luther, the “dutiful servant of all, 

subject to all.”  

   Paul does not make use of his rights or freedoms in another way 

than to become, in the words of Luther, the “dutiful servant of all, 

subject to all.” 

   What does he mean? Earlier in chapter 9, Paul had to defend 

himself to certain members who were saying he was really not an 

Apostle because he did not take any payment for his preaching.  

After all, Peter and other apostles did. “The worker is worthy of his 

wages,” Jesus taught. Paul agreed. “That is my right, too.”  
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Those who preach the Gospel are to make their living from their 

work. “Yes,” Paul said, “but I do not insist on what is mine by 

right, so that you Corinthians may receive the Gospel completely 

free and I may be free of any and all accusations of ulterior 

motives. I am free to do so.” 

   So then how did Paul support himself? In Acts 18 we learn that 

Paul was a tentmaker by trade, this is how he supported himself. 

There are two other somewhat famous tentmakers we know about in 

the early Christian church who were supporters of the Gospel and 

Paul. Who were they? Aquilla and Priscilla. 

   The concern and care for souls compelled Paul. This is the fruit of 

the Holy Spirit, the ethic of the Kingdom of Christ. The Kingdom 

ethos takes our law-based tendency to assert our rights and 

transforms us into the likeness of Christ, the dutiful Servant of all. 

Paul shows his love in another way in this text. Verses 19-23 say: 
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“Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to 

everyone, to win as many as possible. To the Jews, I become 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. 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. 

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 .” 

   Paul’s love for souls, even once-despised Gentile souls, was a 

result of the Holy Spirit he received by Christ’s Word. Love 

compelled him or, to rephrase the same idea, God the Son and Spirit 

compelled him to preach good news. Love is always about the 

edification of the other. This is why he did not insist on his personal 

preferences, rights, freedoms, or even his once-treasured Jewish 

traditions.  
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   No, the Gospel of the forgiveness of sins for others was much more 

precious. For where there is the forgiveness of sins, Paul knew, there 

is also life and salvation. 

   Amen 

 


