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“WINNING” 
 
The big FIFA final is on tomorrow morning. With the All‐Whites sadly out, I 
thought it was time to choose another team to vouch for –orange style – 
Holland.  
 
I’ve been encouraging my 3 and a half year old daughter and 1 and a half year 
old son to think “soccer.” So, we’ve had the ball out a little over this past week. 
I thought it was time that I had the soccer ball up here too. (Soccer ball and 
beach ball). 
 
As I’ve been thinking about soccer, I started thinking about another question ‐  
If life was a game, what does it look like to have success? What does a win look 
like in this game of life? What does it look like to be a successful team on the 
world’s field? 
 
There are some principles from 1 Corinthians 9 that answer that for us. Paul’s 
not using a football analogy in our passage – though he does use boxing and 
running at the end of the chapter: two sports that were played in the Greek 
Olympic games along with the Isthmian games in Corinth, held every two 
years. 
 
Today, I’d like to take the role of a coach, I guess. So, let me grab the 
whiteboard and do some team talk as we come to our passage today and look 
at the subject of mission and connecting with people who don’t know Jesus. 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The first thing Paul would tell us . . . Something that Jesus models to us . . . and 
something that Scripture mentions over and over – is that we are to play. 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It’s a very basic place to start, isn’t it. But, this is a real problem when it comes 
to life. If this field is the real world that people live, there are a lot of Christians 
who have chosen to be spectators! Don’t be a spectator! 
 
There are a lot of Christians in the present world and throughout history that 
have chosen to remain in stands when it comes to getting engaged in this game 

of life. Sure – they’re living. But, they’re not engaged on the field, in the place 
where life is actually happening. Rather, they keep in the comfortable club‐
rooms.  
 
It’s easy to happen in any culture. Here in New Zealand, it’s incredibly easy to 
live away from the rest of the world where the game is played. We have 
Christian music, Christian TV, Christian concerts, Christian radio, and Christian 
schools. Need a builder? Get a Christian one through the Christian business 
directory. Looking for a sports team? Join a Christian sports team. 
 
Each of these in themselves is not necessarily wrong. I’m not saying, ‘don’t 
listen to Christian radio.’ Or, ‘Don’t send your kids to a Christian school.’ But 
when we surround ourselves completely amidst everything and everyone 
Christian, we begin to live in an artificial world, a Christian bubble, a Christian 
sub‐culture that is isolated from the world in which people live.  
Before we know it, most of the people we know by name are Christians. The 
people they have in our homes are Christians. The people we spend time with 
socially are Christians.  
 
You can see how easy this whole thing happens. A common story in church life 
is that when someone invites us along to some event, we meet people, become 
interested in Christianity and become a follower of Jesus, trusting him as the 
one who deals with all my sin and brings me into the family of God. Though all, 
or most of our friends before were non‐Christian, we start to hang out with 
other Christians. As we grow to know Christ, our habits and lifestyle begins to 
change. We notice traits in others – language, drinking habits, treatment of 
others, … a whole range of things. Those things often make us feel 
uncomfortable. Over time, we create our own little universe with a particular 
language, music, radio stations, … create our own little bubble. Before we know 
it, a couple of things have happened. For one, we have lost significant contact 
with non‐Christian friends. We prefer the comfortable bubble we’re now in 
over the difficulties in the relationships we used to have. We prefer the club 
rooms where we can watch the game of life. We watch the bad stuff that 
happens on the field – and we hiss and we roar, and wag our fingers/blow the 
vuvuzela (African trumpet at FIFA). We might support some Christian players 
and send them out into the field – and we cheer when they score a point or 
two. But, at the end of the day many people can just be spectators. God calls us 
to play; to get on the field; to participate. 
 
First, we need to play. God does not call us to sit as specators. He calls us to 
participate. We’ve already seen that Paul isn’t a spectator. He’s on the field. But, 
what does it mean to play well? 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Paul is a driven guy. He is clear about his purpose. He wants to “win” people for 
Christ.  As such, he is on the field. He lives his life amidst all the mess because 
he wants to “bring many to Christ.”  
 
2= Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made myself a slave to everyone, >?&@:;&5%&A5;6&
5%&B?%%:C4D. 8E To the Jews I became like a Jew, >?&@:; the Jews. To those under the law I became 
like one under the law (though I myself am not under the law), so as >?&@:; those under the 
law. 82 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 >?&@:; those not having the law. 88 To the weak I 
became weak, >?&@:; the weak. I have become all things to all people so that by all possible means&+&
A :FG>&%5HD&%?AD. 8I  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings.  1 
Corinthians 9:19­23 (TNIV). 
 
Paul was not on the sidelines. Paul was engaged in real life on the field, in the 
world. He played to win – to win as many people as possible to know Christ.  
 
It’s really easy to get caught up in the every day aspects of life that we forget 
one of the reasons why God has placed us amidst these every day aspects of 
life. 
 
Our work, where we live, shopping, interacting, … these are just things we do 
to get through the day and week and month – they are opportunities God has 
given to us to engage with others to help them know him and know him more. 
 
We’re meant to see where we are and what we do as God ordained. God has 
placed us where we are. We are missionaries of him. Our mission in this game 
of life is to win – to win as many as possible.  
  
By the way, next week we have some new signs… Some will like them. Some 
won’t.  “It’s your place.” Yes, church is more than a place. But, we want to invite 
the community to see this as their place – a place they can connect. We want to 
win our wider community.  
 
Now, this is where things can get really messy. Once you get on the field and 
seek to engage with people, you come around a range of issues and questions 
about what you should and shouldn’t do in lifestyle choices. 
 
You come across people that have different boundaries and beliefs. What do we 
do with chatting to a non‐Christian friend who wears a burka? Do we assume 
that she is a terrorist in the making? How do we chat as friends around real 
issues of life? That’s life on the field.  
 

What happens when we are invited by work mates to the pub? Do we go? What 
happens when a collegue asks you to support a local raffle? What if the staff all 
buy from hell’s pizza for some function and those in your lifegroup have been a 
bit uneasy about things like that? 
 
Playing was incredibly messy back 2000 years ago as well. We saw some of the 
background that led Paul to raise the topic we’re looking at today. If you 
weren’t around let me bring you up to speed. 
 
The issue back then related to eating meat sacrificed to idols. The Christians 
back then lived amidst several temples. Each of the gods of these temples 
required sacrifice. You can imagine the sailors getting of the boat to sacrifice to 
Poseidon for keeping ocean smooth and straight; Then, there was Aphrodite, 
the love goddess of love, beauty and sexuality. There was Athena, the goddess 
of war and strength and strategy; Apollo, for medicine and healing, Of course, 
there was Zeus, the god of Thunder and leader of the gods. Each of these and 
others required sacrifices. When someone offered an animal, the priest would 
cook up the whole animal and carve it up into various parts; Some of it was all 
burnt up to the gods. Another piece was given to the worshipper to eat with 
friends in the temple dining area – this is where a lot of social functions were. 
They were effectively the ancient restaurants where birthday parties were 
held.    
 
The best meat markets and restaurants were located right next to the temple. 
So, if you wanted to take someone out for a steak dinner, you’d take him there. 
Should you go?   Others might be invited to a non‐believers home and be 
served with meat. They don’t know where it has come from. Should they eat it? 
 
Last week, in chapter 8, we saw how Paul says that we have freedom to eat 
when it comes to idol meat but we limit our freedom when real people might 
get real hurt. 
 
As we come into chapter 9, the issue in the background is still the same – meat 
sacrificed to idols. But, Paul has an additional problem he has to defend now in 
chapter nine. Sadly, there are some in the church at Corinth who are accusing 
Paul of flip‐flopping. They say that he is a man‐pleaser. He flip‐flops on these 
issues like meat sacrificed to idols. In some situations he seems to eat. In other 
situations, he abstains. Their respect for him is going out the window. 
 
This leads to another game plan in playing well.  
 
 
 



3) Adapt to the conditions  
When it comes to soccer, the best teams in the world know how to adapt to 
different conditions. If its wet, how they handle the ball, how they tackle, how 
they run – is often different to in dry conditions. The best teams know how to 
adapt to playing conditions – whether it is related to the weather or the 
altitude or the way others are acting on the field.  
 
The funny thing is that we often don’t think about adapting to the conditions 
around us when we are seeking to win people for Christ (to use Pauls’ 
language). We know that missionaries do this overseas, but we forget how 
necessary that is to do in our own backyard.  
 
I think that part of this is that we simply forget how hard it is for people to 
enter into the Christian environment. For some, it’s like entering into the 
twilight zone. We have our own language, music, code at times, friends, and 
lifestyle choices that are different. We want people to jump right up to where 
the rest of us are and engage as we engage. We forget how weird all this can be 
to people exploring.  

 
Paul tells us to adapt to the conditions that we play in as well. 
 
19 Though I am free and belong to no one, I have made 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. 

a. Participate with people to the right of you, even if it’s not your thing. (9:20) 

Paul spoke against circumcision. He knew it wasn’t necessary. We even saw 
what he said in chapter 7 about this topic and the need to  ‘bloom where you 
are planted.’ Yet, listen to the way he adapts on this topic: 
 
8 Timothy was well thought of by the believers in Lystra and Iconium, I  so Paul wanted him to join 
them on their journey. In deference to the Jews of the area, he arranged for Timothy to be 
circumcised before they left, for everyone knew that his father was a Greek. – Acts 16:2­3 (NLT) 
 
You can imagine the discussion…. He arranged for Timothy to be circumcised. 
This is the same guy that said ‘circumcision is nothing’ (7:19). But, if it means 
winning those that believe it is something, he will do it – and get another to do 
it! 
 
The same was true for various Jewish rituals and practices that Paul saw as 
amoral. They weren’t necessary any longer – though Jews saw as vital.  
 

When Paul went to Jerusalem, the Christian leaders asked him if he would take 
a Jewish vow. After all, they said, that many of these Jews had a very negative 
view of Paul and saw him as anti‐Semitic. So – they saw to Paul: 
 
 8I  “Here’s what we want you to do. We have four men here who have completed their vow. 8J Go 
with them to the Temple and join them in the purification ceremony, paying for them to have their 
heads ritually shaved. Then everyone will know that the rumors are all false and that you yourself 
observe the Jewish laws. …… 8K So Paul went to the Temple the next day with the other men. They 
had already started the purification ritual, so he publicly announced the date when their vows 
would end and sacrifices would be offered for each of them.  ­Acts 21:20­26 

 
James asks that Paul be sensitive to the Jewish concerns – and Paul does so.  It 
was a time when Jewish people were incredibly sensitive about Gentiles and 
still treated mission to Gentiles with much skepticism. The church in Jerusalem 
was caught in the middle – wanting to preach to the Jews but supporting 
outreach to the Gentiles. Paul is aware that Jewish believers can continue to 
live by Jewish practice provided it does not compromise either salvation or 
association and outreach to Gentiles. He goes kosher when necessary. 
 
In other words, Paul adapts. Does that mean he always upheld Jewish practices 
and festivals? No.  
 
 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. 
 
b. Participate with people to the left of you, even if it’s not your thing. (9:21) 

When it comes to eating idol meat for the sake of outreach, Paul eats.  
 
c. Participate with the practices of the weak. (9:22) 

22 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 

Who are these weak? They are people that Paul wants to see saved – so 
probably non‐Christian people. They’re therefore different to the “weak” that 
he spoke about in chapter 8. It’s likely that they’re non‐Jewish people that have 
taken on some Jewish practices. Again, for them, Paul adapts. 
 
This is why some in the church were accusing him of being a flip‐flopper. 
Changing what he does in different circumstances. They saw it as being a 
people‐pleaser.  
 



But what Paul is doing is adapting to the conditions around him in order to win 
people for Christ. 
Paul is a third‐place Christian. He doesn’t fit by any of the categories others 
might place on him. The changeless gospel/message allows Paul to change the 
way he behaves and lives around different people.  

 
He does not belong to any of these categories anymore. So, he knows that he is 
racially/ethnically a Jew. But even his cultural identity is secondary when it 
comes to the gospel. If he is with Gentiles, he will behave like a Gentile and put 
Jewishness aside. Paul is in a third position. He is a Christian who flexes when 
he is in any situation.  
 
We see this idea of adapting even in the Bible. Think about it. We have four 
gospels. Matthew to Jews – with OT quotes, tracing Jesus back to Abraham. 
Mark – short concise book. Not interested in Jesus’ background. It’s almost a 
blue collar gospel – short, simple to read. Luke writes his gospel to the Gentiles 
and traces Jesus’ ancestry back to Adam, the perfect human being.  John’s 
gospel has 90% unique material than other gospels. He writes to those with 
influenced in Greek philosophy and uses their language. So, when he speaks of 
Jesus, he says, ‘In the beginning was the Word. the ‘logos.’ … Each of these 
gospels communicate the unchanging truth to different groups. 
 
Good missionaries do this, don’t they? Hudson Taylor, a missionary to 
Mainland China, was one of those. He was seen as our number hero in recent 
missions survey here at our church. He grew his hair and changed his 
appearance. He began to wear the clothing of locals. He blended in. That 
shocked and often infuriated those back in England. They thought he was 
compromising the gospel. He was adapting to the conditions around him in 
order to effectively reach a different culture. 
 
We will experience the challenge of this as we engage further globally in the 
years ahead. It’s also true that we need to adapt here. We’re all so different. In a 
place with so many different cultures, we need to learn to adapt. 
 
One thing I am grateful for here is the way we are learning to adapt to be 
around people of different political persuasions. A couple of months ago, we 
had John Key, the prime‐minister of New Zealand, here during the week at a 
National party event. In a few weeks, we have David Shearer, our local MP, 
from the Labour party, using our premises. I love that. I have been upfront to 
people from both left and right to say that we are a politically neutral church 
and we teach people to respect our political leaders – even if we vote 
differently to who they are. We make our premises available to any main‐
stream political party.  

 
It’s why we keep reviewing how we do our services and how we are engaging 
with people. We don’t want to put unnecessary walls up for people to jump 
through…. (eg coffee machine; music style…). 
 
Let me be very vulnerable with you. I fear saying this for fear of becoming 
misunderstood. But, since Paul was misunderstood – I guess I can risk 
something here as well…  First job – no drinking. On my way back from the 
States, I made a decision to drink for evangelism when it helps. I don’t even like 
the taste of most beers! But, when I engage with non‐Christian friends and they 
find out I am a pastor, there is a huge wall that goes up. If I’m invited to drink 
with them, I say yes, because I don’t want that wall to get harder. Now, I am not 
encouraging others to do this. When I had a ‘real job’ I did the opposite. With 
what I do now, I find this helpful. I think I’m in company with the apostle Paul.  
 
I was talking to somebody this week that mentioned that two people here had 
connected with her non‐Christian spouse in a significant way. For this person, 
it all came down to these two men, who were elders here, having a glass of 
wine with her husband. That act apparently broke down some walls for him. 
I’d see that as adapting to the situation around you.  
 
If your stand on morally neutral practices prevents or hinders the gospel – put 
it aside. Adapt to the conditions. Paul is a great model to follow here.  
 
It’s important to throw in another principle here . . . 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“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.” (TNIV)  
 
Paul’s freedom and adaption doesn’t mean that he will go against the explicit 
teachings of Jesus or the OT laws as applied in light of the work of Christ. 
 
Obviously, he doesn’t mean we adapt into sin; Not  ‘to the drug addict I became 
a drug addict to reach drug addicts.’ … Next week, we’ll see how Paul ensures 
that these Corinthians realise that – yes, they have freedom to go to the temple 
restaurant . . . yes, they have freedom to eat meat sacrificed to idols from the 
temple butchery . . .but, NO – they do not have freedom to participate in the 
blatant worship of idols – even if they realise that there is no other god than 
the God we worship. There’s clear boundaries that God’s Word lays out for us.  
When the Bible is clear on something, let’s ensure that we are clear in our 
practice and evangelism. But, when it is a matter of freedom, we can adapt our 
practice to people on the left of us and people on the right of us. 



N3 OD54:PD&:>%&C:FFDL&>G5;&6?M&
When it comes to sport, nobody likes the player that ignores the rest of the 
team. Nobody likes the player who thinks that he is the team, or that the game 
is about him or her.  
 
Life is bigger than you. Life is not just about you.  
 
This whole chapter has a bigger context going on. I mentioned earlier about 
how the Corinthians were criticising Paul for his flip‐flopping in behaviour in 
different places. Paul has spoken about how he adapts in order to win people 
who are to the left and to the right of him. 
 
They’re also criticising Paul because he is NOT charging them for ministry. Yes, 
you heard right. It seems strange to us as the opposite is likely true today. Back 
then, a religious teacher or philosopher would generally charge for his talk or 
live for a time with some wealthy patron and live on their hospitality. But, Paul 
has chosen while in Corinth to be self‐supporting as a tent‐maker. Literally, he 
made tents to pay for his rent and groceries while he had planted the church in 
Corinth. After all, he could then teach whatever he wanted, unhindered by the 
rich or those giving abode or hospitality. They’re embarrassed about that. They 
even question whether he is a real apostle.  
 
He explains that, yes, he does have a right to get paid. He lays it out with 
illustrations of a solider serving gets paid; a farmer gets to drink the milk from 
the flock… He even shows that biblically, those who work hard to preach and 
minister should be paid accordingly. He establishes his right – and summarises 
it: 
 
“In the same way, the Lord has commanded that those who preach the gospel should receive their 
living from the gospel.” 1 Corinthians 9:14 (TNIV) 
 
But, Paul has chosen to give up his rights when it helps winning people for 
Christ and engaging in the mission that God has called him to. 
 
“But, we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder the 
gospel of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 9:12 (TNIV) 
 
“But I have not used any of these rights. . . . that in preaching the gospel I may offer it free of charge, 
and so not misuse my rights as a preaching of the gospel.”  1 Corinthians 9:18 (TNIV). 
 
What a word for us, in our culture, that is so much about rights. When it comes 
to the gospel, when it comes to mission, if our rights get in the way, we need to 
set them aside because its bigger than you! It’s bigger than me! 
 

It’s bigger than our cultural identity. Paul was still a ethnic Jew – but he was 
first and foremost a Christian. He gave up his Jewish rights. 
 
It’s bigger than our preferences. We all have thoughts about colours, 
appearance of signs, styles, music arrangements… But, this is bigger than our 
preferences. We give up those rights when it helps to connect with people.  
 
it’s not about you. It’s about the gospel. It’s about Jesus. It’s about people 
coming to know him.  
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
God calls us to be a player in the greatest game on earth – the gospel.  
 
I love verse 23 – Pauls’ summary on all this: 
8I  I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may share in its blessings. (TNIV) 
 
Actually, the literal translation simply says, ‘I do all this for the sake of the 
gospel that I may be an participate in it.’ Sharing in the blessings is part of that – 
but it’s so much more. The gospel at its core is about the one who identified 
with others for their salvation. Jesus identifies with us so much that he takes 
our death. Union with Christ undergirds justification. Jesus became a human 
being. He takes my sin… He identifies completely with me.  
 
He is the greatest player of all time, isn’t he. He stepped on to the field. He 
became one of us – truly adapting himself – with flesh and blood, skin and 
bone. He risked his reputation at times by hanging out with the wrong sort of 
people. He never compromised the rules – though he did break some man‐
made rules that the religious leaders had written down. He broke these when it 
was necessary to reach out to others.  
 
Paul says, we get to be participants in this gospel. We get to be participants, 
playing on the same field as Jesus, our Saviour and Lord.  
 
Let’s play on the greatest game on earth. Play. Win. Adapt to the conditions. 
Keep to the rules. Realise – it’s bigger than you.  
 
 


