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+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

“Relationships of trust depend on our willingness to look not only to our own 

interests, but also the interests of others” (Peter Farquharson). 

    ++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 

“I have become all things to all people” (1 Corinthians 9:22). Perhaps it is a cliché, but 

unsuccessful people, those who fall short in their chosen profession, commonly fail 

because they don’t get along with other people. Adults and even children struggle with 

“getting along with others.” I had a pastor friend, who once got a note in her church’s 

collection plate. A youngster had scrawled this question: “Do you believe in the Devil? I 

think he may be in my class at school.” On my own grade school report cards, there was 

in fact a category labeled “getting along with others.” Few people can succeed with 

others if they are hard to get along with. Of all the households God calls Christian 

stewards like us to manage, plainly one of the most vital is the household we call 

“relationships.” 

Yet, if we have problems getting along with others, our Revised Common Lectionary 

epistle text gives us reason to consider a problem of getting along with everyone—too 

well? From the epistle’s context it seems that some people in Corinth complained 

because Paul seemed to get along with everyone. This being “all things to all people,” 

they implied, demonstrated that Paul was wishy-washy. Paul had no scruples—or so 

they remarked. It is an irony of history that few people have ever protested that Paul 

got along too well with others! Hear the lesson from Paul’s Epistle to the Corinthians: 
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[16] If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid 

on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel! [17] For if I do this of my own will, I 

have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a commission. [18] What 

then is my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of 

charge, so as not to make full use of my rights in the gospel. 

 

[19] For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I 

might win more of them. [20] To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To 

those under the law I became as one under the law (though I myself am not under the 

law) so that I might win those under the law. [21] To those outside the law I became as 

one outside the law (though I am not free from God's law but am under Christ's law) so 

that I might win those outside the law. [22] To the weak I became weak, so that I might 

win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save some. 

[23] I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings (1 Corinthians 9:16-

23). 

 In this passage, Paul cites his own behavior to illustrate the kind of self-discipline he 

recommends to other believers. Paul knows that he is free to behave as other Christian 

teachers do. He also desires a more effective ministry. Consequently, Paul remains 

celibate, fasts, and refuses his rightful compensation. Paul does these things despite his 

rights, but rather, as he writes, “so that I might win more of them.” 

Paul refuses to flaunt or parade his freedom in the gospel. Instead, he abides by the 

Jewish law to win Jews to Christ. When Paul is with Gentiles, by contrast, he moderates 

his typical conformity to the law. Paul intends, as a result, “to be all things to all people” 

for one reason: to win some to Christ. Winning people, or converting people to Christ, is 

Paul’s central objective. Paul, by his willingness to accommodate others’ needs, does 

not transgress his own rules, but remembers the lives of those to whom God has sent 

him. Whether Jew or Gentile, Paul continuously reaches out in Jesus Christ, and thus, 

offers a stewardship of relationship. 
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The lesson stewards can take from Paul’s letter to Corinth is that we are free in 

Christ. Yet, the most authentic freedom we have is when we look to the good of others 

for their own sake. When we can do this, then we are truly free and we are stewards of 

relationship.  

 A monumental public works project was China’s Great Wall which the Chinese built 

between the 8th and 5th centuries BCE. I have read that it is the only human made 

structure visible from the moon. One day I ate in a Chinese restaurant in Wichita Falls. 

On one wall was a picture of the Great Wall. The photo depicted the wall looking down 

its length for perhaps five miles. This photo fascinated me. The Great Wall stretches 

eighteen hundred miles over plains and deserts. The Chinese built it to keep out 

barbarians, but for the Chinese the wall eventually impeded its own progress. Isolated 

behind the wall from other cultures the Chinese quit advancing as a people—at least for 

a time. 

 When the church turns inside on itself and fails to “be all things to all people,” then 

it ceases to share the gospel with the wider culture for which Christ also came. Of 

course, great things happen inside churches, but if we never see ourselves as 

missionaries to the wider world culture—those sent out in ministry to the world—then 

we stagnate and will eventually die. Faithful stewards are hospitable to persons of other 

points of view. We come to understand them first, and then we share the gospel—in 

authentic relationship. 

The church has a vital role to play in making life what God intended it to be. We 

have a choice in being part of the solution to human misery or to be part of the problem 

in that we neglect sharing the good news over which we have control. In Paul’s 

Corinthian letter he wrote: “Think of us as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s 

mysteries” (1 Corinthians 4:1). This is the way we ought to think of ourselves. 
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