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I Corinthians 9:16-23 

HOW FAR WOULD YOU GO FOR A SOUL?  

 

INI  

 This evening is the Super Bowl.  It is the final NFL game of the year that determines the champion.  Would you 

want to go?  What would you do for a pair of tickets?  Would you totally degrade yourself, giving up all your dignity for 

two tickets in the lower bowl?   Maybe you wouldn’t go if it were free and across the street.  So, think of something else 

that you would want.  Take a trip to Europe, own a certain type of car, live in a certain place, name it!  What would you 

be willing to do to get it?  Radio and television shows run contests for things like that.  Think of all the people who make 

total fools of themselves and get absolutely nothing out of the process. 

 

 How far would you go for a soul?  There is a world out there that is lost without Jesus Christ. If we do not know 

the way to salvation we are lost forever.  Many of those people who are lost are people that we know.  They are 

members of our own family, neighbors on our block, people that we work with, people that we go to school with, 

members of our bowling team, bank tellers, grocery clerks, hairstylists, mail carriers, and many other people that we 

know.  What would we do in order that they hear the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ?  We see the answer of the Apostle 

Paul this morning.  HOW FAR WOULD YOU GO FOR A SOUL? 

 

 What is an apostle?  I usually define it for my confirmation class as “a man who was personally called, trained, 

and sent by our Lord Jesus Christ to preach the Gospel.”  Jesus had many disciples.  Disciples were followers and 

learners.  He had twelve apostles.  These were special men who were commissioned by our Lord.  Jesus gave them the 

authority to preach and to perform miracles in his name.  One of the qualifications of being an apostle was that one had 

to be a witness of Jesus’ ministry and especially the resurrection.  They had to testify that they had seen the risen Christ.  

The same Jesus who died on the cross for the sin of the world rose again on Easter Sunday.  They saw him with their own 

eyes.  They heard him with their own ears.  They touched his wounds with their own hands.  He was not some spirit or 

figment of their imagination. He was real.  This was a physical resurrection form the dead.  They saw the body that had 

been buried. 

 

 The apostles were sent out to tell the world about Jesus.  They would begin with the Jews in Jerusalem and then 

go through Judea, Samaria, and then to the ends of the earth.  These men had a right to earn a living from what they did.  

Since theirs was a full-time calling, those whose lives had been changed by the good news would take care of the 

apostles’ physical needs.  They would provide food, clothing, and shelter.  They would provide a salary so that the 

apostles could support themselves and their families.  Paul very strongly defends their right to do so. 

 

 Paul was a different case.  Paul also was an apostle, called and sent by our Lord Jesus, but he was not like Peter, 

James, or John.  He didn’t spend three years with Jesus, listening to his sermons and teachings, seeing Jesus heal the 

blind, the deaf, and the lame, watching him raise the dead, and bring the good news to the poor.  No, Paul was known as 

Saul of Tarsus, the persecutor of Christianity.  He saw Jesus as his greatest enemy.  He didn’t believe that any of the 

things the other apostles were saying was true.  He was going to do whatever it took to destroy this new teaching called 

Christianity.  He would personally hunt down these followers of Jesus and bring them to the proper authorities so that 

they might be arrested, tortured and killed.  He was willing to go out of his way for this.  He would do it for nothing.  He 

would travel great distances for this.  Every soul was that important to him. 



 

 Then his life would change forever.  The risen Lord Jesus would meet him on the road to Damascus.  Everything 

that Paul had believed was wrong.  He couldn’t stand before God by keeping the Law.  No one could.  There was only 

one way to salvation.  That was through Jesus Christ.  It came by grace through faith.  This man’s purpose in life would 

be changed.  God told Ananias before he baptized Paul: “This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name to the 

gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel.” 

 

 Everything that Paul was, he owed to the pure grace of God.  Think about it!  He had been a blasphemer, a 

persecutor, a murderer.  He deserved God’s punishment both for this life and for all eternity.  But God would not only 

make him a Christian.  God would allow him to preach that same life-changing message to the Gentiles.  What a 

privilege! 

 

 God called him in a very special way.  Paul had to carry out the assignment that God had given him.  He was 

compelled to do so.  He had to do so.   “For when I preach the gospel, I cannot boast, since I am compelled to preach.  

Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!  If I preach voluntarily, I have a reward; if not voluntarily, I am simply 

discharging the trust committed to me.” 

 

 Paul saw the preaching of the gospel as something that he had to do.  If a slave carried out the orders of his 

master, he would simply be carrying out his duty.  He should not expect some sort of reward.  Paul’s reward came 

through faith.  He was brought from death to life.  Even though he had every right to a salary as all the other apostles 

received, Paul would not take one.  He would support himself through the making of tents.  This served a number of 

purposes.  Paul did not want anyone to think that he was some kind of huckster who would do anything for a buck.  

First, he would persecute the church.  Now he would become a preacher.  He couldn’t allow that.  He could also show 

his love for the Lord by voluntarily sacrificing his salary.  The grace of God was free.  Paul would share it with everyone 

he met for free. 

 

 Paul goes on.  He has a higher purpose than simple self-satisfaction.  His purpose is to save souls and he would 

do anything he possibly could to achieve that goal.  “Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave 

to everyone, to win as many as possible.” 

 

 We once again take up the matter of Christian freedom.  Christ has set us free.  We now take that freedom and 

become a servant to our Lord Jesus, gladly serving him for his wonderful love for us.  Martin Luther explained this 

paradox in his treatise “the Freedom of a Christian.”  “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.  A 

Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.”  We do things not because we have to do them.  We do them 

because we want to do them.  Christ showed his love for me.  I will then pass that love on to someone else. 

 

 How did Paul carry that out?  “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.”  Sometimes 

the Jews are referred to as a race, sometimes as a religion.  There are many who view themselves as Jewish, even 

though they do not follow all the customs and Old Testament laws.  Paul deals with both here. 

 

 When Paul became a Christian, he was freed from all the laws and regulations that bound people to the Old 

Testament.  Paul knew these much better than the average man.  He had been a Pharisee, a member of one of the sects 

of Judaism that was famous for hairsplitting the finer points of the law.  The Pharisees were the ones most opposed to 

Christ.  They viewed him as an opponent of the Law of Moses.  They saw peace with God humanly achievable if one kept 



the Law.  Now Paul was freed from that law.  He realized that all human efforts were futile.  The law cannot save.  It can 

only condemn. 

 

 When Paul dealt with the Jews, he would still live like a Jew under the Law.  He kept the Sabbath and festival 

days.  He followed Old Testament regulations regarding certain foods like pork and shellfish.  He did not want to turn his 

Jewish hearers off by exercising his freedom.  He wanted them to see that Jesus was indeed the fulfillment of all the 

Scriptures, the one that the had been awaiting, the one that Moses, David, Isaiah, and all the prophets had foretold. 

 

 On the other hand: “to those not having the law I become 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.”   The Gentiles did not have the various 

ceremonial and civil laws that the Jews did.  Sabbaths and high priests and animal sacrifices and circumcision meant 

absolutely nothing to them.  In fact, they probably ridiculed many of the things that the Jews did.  They did however, 

have the moral law written in their hearts.  Their consciences would bear witness to that.  We are all to honor and love 

both God and our fellow man.  Love is the fulfillment of the law.  Paul did not observe the Jewish customs when he was 

with the Gentiles, nor did he encourage the Gentiles to adopt the Jewish customs. 

 

 Paul was still under Christ’s law.  As our Lord Jesus told his disciples: “By this all men will know that you are my 

disciples, if you love one another.”  Paul would show his love for Christ and his fellow man by trying to win people of 

every nation for the gospel. 

 

 “To the weak I became weak, to win the weak.  I have become all things to all people so that by all possible 

means I might save some.  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I might share in its blessings.”  What Paul was 

saying is that he would do anything if it meant saving someone’s soul for all eternity.  He would climb any mountain, 

ford any river, whatever it took. 

 

 When we study for the Office of the Holy Ministry, we receive a liberal arts education.  We train men to be 

general practitioners, not specialists.  Throughout one’s ministry you encounter all kinds of people: white collar, blue 

collar, farmers, retirees, housewives, students, and everything in between. You want to have something in common with 

everyone.  You want to be able to serve anyone.  When we enter foreign mission fields, we want to know local customs 

so that we don’t accidentally offend the local people before we can preach Christ to them. 

 

 Some have misused this passage by defending everything form clowns distributing the Lord’s Supper to pastors 

dressed up like Star Wars characters.  Becoming all things to all people does not mean making the life-saving gospel of 

our Lord Jesus a joke and a laughingstock. 

 

 What would you do for a soul?  Realize that everyone is precious to our Lord Jesus, someone the Lord died for.  

Listen in love.  Speak in love.  They won’t care how much you know until they know how much you care.  May God move 

us to such love!  AMEN. 

  


