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I think one of the reasons St Paul is not a terribly popular figure with many Christians is that sometimes he is difficult to understand (and in many cases is misunderstood). The start of our NT reading today might be a case in point, and (I don’t know about you as you heard them, but) I found myself reading verses 16 to 18 several times before I felt comfortable that I had reasonably grasped their sense. In recent weeks at the 8am Holy Communion service we have had some pretty complicated passages from Paul’s epistles, and the King James translation doesn’t particularly help out with its rather minimalist approach to punctuation, even though the vocabulary used is always, of course, wonderful. On the other hand, though, perhaps another reason for Paul’s unpopularity is that at other times he is all too readily understood. His message comes through loud and clear, and, in so doing, annoys and disturbs the patterns of life and thought to which we have become accustomed or the assumptions we have made. Again, our Epistle reading today has elements of this as well at it’s end, I think, when Paul, even with a hint of pride, admits that he is willing to “become all things to all people” in an effort to pursue his work as an apostle. He will become a Jew to Jews, a non-Jew to non-Jews, and poor to the poor. But can such raw pragmatism (‘spinning’ we might possibly term it in today’s language) really sit comfortably with the Gospel of truth that is the Gospel of Christ? Paul is in no doubt that it can, although we might be left wondering. So St Paul does like to challenge his readers, and over and again he refuses to let us rest easy with the Gospel as if it were a take-it-or-leave it matter, or as if it were a reality to be tacked onto the rest of our concerns, another charity to be supported. Paul constantly confronts us with the life-orienting character of Christ, and his absolute centrality to everything.
So what of this New Testament reading from 1 Corinthians 9 today? What are we to make of it? Let’s dig in a bit, shall we? At the heart of this reading is the matter of Christian identity, and Paul has to deal with this issue now because two rather tricky questions have come up that he can’t ignore: the first concerns the right of an apostle to receive financial support from those he is serving (and that is what lies behind what Paul is talking about in verses 16 to 18); and the second is whether a Christian can safely eat food associated with the worship of idols which has then been sold-on for domestic use, an issue that would come up inevitably for a Christian of Paul’s social class (and this concern underlies what he writes in verses 19 to 23). Thus, two important issues have arisen, and it seems highly likely that Paul was being criticised for the stance that he has taken on them: in the relation to the first Paul has decided not to accept any money for himself from those whom he is serving; and regarding the second, Paul will eat meat that has such an unfortunate provenance if doing so puts him in a position where he can spread the Gospel further. The way Paul defends himself from his critics in this passage tells us a great deal about what he believes really matters.
And the first thing Paul wants to talk about, in answer to the money-question, is the compulsion of the Gospel. He writes ‘An obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the Gospel’ For Paul this compulsion comes from the Gospel’s very nature: it is not intended only to be heard and enjoyed; it is to be lived and preached. By its very nature, this is a story that demands retelling, and this goes not only for ‘super-apostles’ like Paul but all “garden-variety Christians” as well. So, concerning financial support from the Corinthians, Paul recognises that support is a ‘right’ due an apostle (and his readers no doubt agree). But in his circumstances, the urgency of Paul’s work causes him to forgo his ‘rights’. The life-and-death character of the Gospel dictates that no unnecessary hindrance should stand in the way of retelling the story. Even what is justly due is waived if the situation seems to warrant it. So for St Paul, it is the compulsion of the Gospel that determines whether rights should be exercised on not – and that is surely a very interesting and suggestive idea.
And then in relation to the second matter, about the meat of unfortunate origin, Paul moves on from the compulsion of the Gospel and now starts talking about the freedom of the Gospel. He believes that in certain circumstances it is acceptable to eat this sort of meat, if required to in social company, although it seems that others strongly disagreed with him here and perhaps felt that his “play-it-either-way” attitude masked a lack of principle. Of course, Paul’s critics would have agreed with him that as such pagan gods at the end of the day had no power in relation to the one God of Israel there was not a theoretical problem with eating this meat, but there were, they felt, issues of sensibility and principle. But Paul answers by saying that the freedom of the Gospel and the confidence it gives in terms of our relationship with God, means that his ‘right’ to eat marketplace food can be exercised or not exercised according to the requirements of each situation. It is what is right at that moment, for Christ, that matters. Paul doesn’t make the decision according to his own personal whim, but in order to ‘win’ Jews or Gentiles. “I do it all for the sake of the Gospel’ he says in verse 23. It is the freedom that faith in Christ brings that means he can put himself at the service of Jews and Gentiles alike, letting their real needs dictate his behaviour. And if that means he sometimes has to do some disagreeable, though ultimately harmless things, like eating dodgy meat, he can do so in clear conscience. What matters is that the Gospel is being truly served, and God is not being denied.
So this rather complicated though important passage, with it’s underlying issues of money and moral freedom, shows us that for St Paul it is always and only the Gospel that is the controlling reality of Christian identity. The sensitivities, intuitions and discernment of the church and individuals within it, must be shaped primarily by the Christian story and not other, or outside, forces. As moral issues arise for us, we deal with them as people who know about both the compulsion and the freedom of the Gospel. Because of this we may respond to a given crisis in one situation one way and to the same crisis in another situation in a different way (as Paul does), but our response always arises from this strong sense of our central identity. The decisive issue, then, comes with the question of who we really are, and with what role the Gospel plays in molding us. This isn’t always a popular question to raise. But we should be grateful, that St Paul, and others as well, have not lacked the courage to raise it.
