
ALL THINGS TO ALL PEOPLE 

An Exegetical Paper on 1 Corinthians 9:19-23 

 

19 For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, 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 not being myself under the law) that I 

might win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the 

law (not being outside the law of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those 

outside the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have 

become all things to all people, that by all means I might save some. 23 I do it all for the 

sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings. 

I Corinthians 9:19-23, ESV 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 The passage is commonly used with regards to missions and evangelism. It is, 

however, a common observation that among some Christians (who may really be 

sincere in preaching the gospel), the message of the cross is sometimes sacrificed as 

they try to tailor fit the method and the message depending on the needs or even 

interests of the people to whom they are witnessing.  

As an example, it is prevalent among the young people to want to be entertained. 

As a result there are youth services that focus more on rock worship music, fun games, 

and ultimately self-centered messages. Some churches do not talk about sin so as not 

to offend their members. Rather, they preach feel good messages to make their 



 

members happy, and the unchurched comfortable. This particular passage in 

Corinthians is often used to defend this position.  

So many churches are growing rapidly, while others grow slowly. This is quite 

puzzling, especially when these churches are sharing the gospel. Does it mean that the 

churches that grow significantly in number are doing what is right, while the smaller 

churches are doing things the wrong way. Upon closer observation, the churches that 

grow are the ones with different methods of evangelism, and some of these methods 

are sometimes questionable. While it is important to note this is not always the case, it 

is important to realize that this happens in a lot of churches. 

Methods are not bad, in and of themselves. Programs are helpful 

especially for organization. Contextualization is important for people to understand the 

good news. However, if the gospel message is compromised, and the method and 

program already conforms to the patterns of the world, then the problem begins.  

This exegetical paper aims to inform the readers of what Paul meant when 

he said that he was all things to all people, and that the passage does not give 

Christians the license to conform to the norms of the world even if the objective is to get 

the gospel out. The end simply does not justify the means. 

  

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT 

Setting 

The city of Corinth where Paul resided for eighteen months was no longer the 

classic city of Corinth that was once the capital of the Doric states.1 That old city was 

destroyed by the Romans in B.C. 146. However, after being in ruins for a century, the 
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city was rebuilt by Julius Cæsar in B.C. It was called Colonia Laus Julia Corinthienesis 

in honor of Cæsar.2 It was inhabited primarily by Roman veterans, freedmen, slaves. 

There were Greeks that remained in Corinth, but were considered aliens by the Roman 

colonizers.3 The city later flourished and was made the capital of Achaia, making it the 

seat of power.  It also became the center of trade and commerce. According to 

Thiselton, Corinth attracted other peoples who later came and settled in the progressive 

city.  

Every condition was right: a cosmopolitan international center under 

secure Roman government order, with shipping routes to Rome and Ephesus…a 

plentiful supply of natural resources for manufacturing; and a vibrant business 

culture where quick success was part of the cultural ethos (2006, 6). 

 

 With the brimming affluence of the Corinthians came the issue of morality. The 

city had a wicked reputation since the inhabitants were marked with self-satisfaction, 

competition for success, and self-promotion (Thiselton 2006, 9). The Corinthians were 

teeming with false pride and arrogance because of their wealth status. They were also 

into gross sexual immorality, as is reflected in the epistle (a man’s relationship with his 

father’s wife was one of the problems addressed). Sexual immorality was rampant in the 

city because it was the center of worship of the goddess Aphrodite. She was the 

guardian goddess of Corinth and her temple stood on the Acrocorinthus. In her temple 
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were professional prostitutes who were also the priestess of the goddess. In the temple 

they performed different festivities and rituals that let the people indulge in sexual acts. 

It was in this context that Paul wrote about the immorality and sensuality of the 

pagan world which can be found in his letter to the Romans (Hayes 1969, 195). It was in 

this kind of setting where Paul planted the seed of the gospel. Whether or not this 

situation was Paul’s primary consideration in proclaiming the gospel in that city, it is 

obvious that there could be no other place wherein the good news is needed the most 

than in immoral Corinth.  

 

Authorship 

There are 13 of the so called Pauline epistles in the New Testament. Some of the 

epistles that are attributed to Paul were not really written by him. Some were penned by 

his scribes, while others by a group of people who were influenced by Paul and shared 

the same belief as he had. Seven of the epistles (1 Thessalonians, 1 & 2 Corinthians, 

Philippians, Philemon, Galatians and Romans) are recognized as authentic Pauline 

letter. The remaining 6 (2 Thessalonians, Colossians, Ephesians, 1 & 2 Timothy and 

Titus) are Deutero-Pauline Epistles, the disputed letters with regards to their 

authenticity. They might have been written by the followers of the apostle.  

As for the first letter to the Corinthians, little doubt had been cast regarding its 

authenticity. Tradition claims that wrote the letter when he was in Ephesus, in the spring 

of A.D. 54 or 55  (Kizhakkeyil 2006, 50). Paul himself claimed authorship of the epistle 

(1Corinthians 1:1). The name Sosthenes also appeared in the same verse, though the 

extent of his contribution is not known.  



 

If one questions if Paul really wrote the epistle, the external evidence like Paul’s 

salutation claiming that he himself wrote the letter, and the internal evidence, which 

shows the consistency of 1 Corinthians with other writings of Paul (Robertson and 

Plummer 1971, xviii) will dispel any doubt about his authorship.  

 

Recipients 

 Paul wrote to the Corinthian church that he had planted during his eighteen 

month residency in Corinth. It was a mixed Christian community with some wealthy and 

powerful Corinthians, and some were poor,4 and some were domestic slaves.5  

However, it seems like the general population of the church was made up of the poor 

and marginalized. 

 It is apparent that the evils of the Corinthian culture were still ingrained in their 

lifestyle. Some of the members were involved in public scandals. Problems regarding 

division in the church, sexual immorality, issues with marriage, Christian liberty and 

worship were addressed in the epistle.  

 

LITERARY CONTEXT 

 The letters that Paul wrote are substitutes for oral communication (Witherington 

1995, 35). Since the epistle to Corinthians was not addressed to certain people, it was 

meant to be read aloud to the congregation.  
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Immediate Context 

 The apostle wrote this letter to the Corinthian church due to the reports that 

reached him via Chloe’s people (1:11-12) and another one possibly in the form of a 

letter written to him by the Corinthian Christians themselves (7:1). The reports cited the 

problem of division in the church, and some questions that were contained in letter that 

Paul received. 

 

Literary Structure 

 The passage is part of a bigger structure that constitutes the whole of chapter 9. 

The exercise of rights is associated with one’s freedom. In verses 1-14, Paul asserted 

his rights, then in verses 15-18, he gave reasons why he had foregone them. (Collins 

1999) This is where the issue of financial support, which Paul refused, was also raised. 

His refusal to receive remuneration also helped him make his defense regarding his 

freedom.   

 

EXEGESIS 

19 For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to all, that I might win 

more of them.  

 

Paul was free in two aspects: he was a Roman citizen who enjoyed the rights 

and privileges of a freeman. He was a Christian. He was no longer subject to the law, 

Because of Christ, he was no longer subject to the law, and he had been redeemed 

from the clutches of sin. He was free, so why would he want to enslave himself? 



 

In v.19, Paul started to discuss the areas where he had given up his rights, aside 

from the issue of his refusal to accept financial support.  He was a freeman and was not 

subject to anyone. However, he considered himself a servant for the sake of the gospel. 

He was willing to forego his privileges if it would mean winning souls. Calvin observed 

that “while he was not under the power of anyone, he lived as if he had been subject to 

the inclination of all” (1948, 304). He didn’t lord it over, but rather made himself available 

to everyone. If one is a slave to Christ, then he must be ready to become slave to all. 

This self-enslavement is similar to the the ideas of being a slave in the gospels, 6 the 

kind of enslavement where one would willing deny himself for the sake of the kingdom.   

 

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 not being myself under the law) that I might win 

those under the law.  

 

In order to make clear who were the “all”, Paul divides and qualifies them into 

groups: the Jews, and those under the law.  For the sake of the Jews, Paul conformed 

to Jewish practices whenever necessary. He had Timothy circumcised,7 made a vow as 

a Nazarite,8 and involved himself in purification rites9 because of the Jews (Gaebelein 

1976, 245). He was no longer bound by the Jewish laws and customs but he decided to 

keep them for the sake of the Jews. 
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 Those under the law refers to people who were under the Mosaic Law. They 

were the ones who sought salvation through their obedience to the law. However, 

obedience will only lead to failure, for salvation cannot be obtained by one’s obedience, 

but by faith in Christ alone.  

Here, Paul made a distinction between nationality and religion, with the Jews 

referring to an ethnic race, and those under the law being the ones who practiced 

religion. Some who were considered people of religion, the ones under the law, were 

not necessarily Jews. Paul added that though he became as one under the law, he was 

not under the law himself. He was already free from the law because of Christ.  

 

21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (not being outside the law 

of God but under the law of Christ) that I might win those outside the law. 

 

 Those outside the law refer to the Gentiles. Since Paul was primarily a  witness 

to the Gentile world, his mission was to gain “those outside the law” (Garland 2007, 43).  

Paul was quick to add his parenthetical remark that he was not outside the law of 

God but under the law of Christ. He was now operating by grace. This also explains that 

he did not conform to the unlawful acts of the Gentiles. Paul did not approve of their 

lifestyle, but observed their customs and laws (Pratt 2001) without compromise. If he 

did, he would’ve contradicted himself since he was the same Paul who gave the 

admonition that Christians should “not be conformed to the patterns of this world.”10 He 

did not live a life of lawlessness. He continued to be a Christian among the heathen,  
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and a Christian among the Jews. His accommodation was limited to God’s standards. 

The only conformity that we see in Paul is not conformity to the world, but conformity to 

the Lord.  

 

22 To the weak I became weak, that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all 

people, that by all means I might save some.  

 

 Who were the weak?  The weak that Paul was talking about could be the ones 

who are easily offended by others, as in the issue of eating food sacrificed to idols.11 

The principle is not to do an action, however acceptable it might be, that might cause 

the weak to stumble. Lenski believed that the weak are the ones who are easily 

offended by the strong who have no regard for their weakness (1937, 379). Though 

Paul wasn’t weak, he accommodated the weak ones so that he could strengthen them. 

To Thiselton, weak may also refer to those who are weak in terms of social 

status. The weak are the ones who are in contrast with the wealthy, the powerful, and 

the influential in society (2000, 706) and the ones who were poor and marginalized.  

Paul identified himself with the latter as he himself was involved with manual labor, him 

being a tentmaker.  

He summarized his argument by saying “I have become all things to all men.” In 

effect, he meant, “I am willing to accommodate everyone for as long as it does not 

violate the standards set by God.  
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23 I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may share with them in its blessings. 

Here was Paul, willing to give up everything for the salvation of others, so he 

said. But then he went on saying he wanted to share in its blessings. It would seem that 

Paul’s selfless act has some kind of hidden agenda behind it. What did he mean? 

As Calvin stated, Paul’s goal from the beginning was to become a partner or 

partaker of the gospel, which means, to receive its fruit (1948, 308), not in the material 

sense, but the spiritual the fulfilment that went with it. His purpose was to be involved in 

the work of the gospel. As for the blessing or the reward that goes with this involvement, 

clearly the gospel is already a reward in itself.  

 

CONCLUSION 

If the passage is taken and isolated from the whole chapter, then indeed it will 

lead to the classic twisting of Scripture. It will really seem to mean that one can liberally 

amend the gospel for it to fit the target audience. This is where Christians need to be 

careful because they may be compromising the gospel without them knowing it. The 

gospel should also be a marker draws the line. 

 There was no deceit in Paul; no compromise. Garland asserts that 

 His accommodation has nothing to do with watering down the gospel 

message, soft-pedaling its ethical demands, or compromising its absolute 

monotheism. Paul never modified the message of Christ crucified to make it less 

of a scandal to Jews or less foolish to Greeks. (2007, 435) 



 

 Paul identified himself with those whom he wanted to reach, the same way that 

Christ did. The Son of God came down from heaven and became a man so that he 

could save them. In that aspect, we can say that Paul did live the gospel.  

 Upon careful study of the passage, it is now clear that it does not give Christians 

the license to modify the gospel, to make it more acceptable to people. Rather, it  

reminds us that we must do whatever is necessary to proclaim the true gospel, onet hat 

is not perverted or adultarated, even if it costs us our rights, our status, even our lives.  

 

APPLICATION  

 We are called to proclaim the gospel and we should. In the world around us are 

chaos, famine and moral decay.  People need to hear the gospel. The problem is in the 

sharing of the gospel, we sometimes choose the people whom we want to evangelize. 

Our choices are based on people’s ethic background, religion, social status, gender, 

relations, etc., and we choose the ones who are more appealing to us. How then can 

we participate in the work of the gospel like Paul did if are slaves to our biases? 

 Christ came to save us, without any bias, despite our condition. This should be 

reason enough for Christians to say along with Paul, “I have become all things to all 

people, that by all means I might save some.”  We should drop our biases, our 

discrimination and win souls for the glory of God. May we share Paul’s singular passion 

for the gospel. 

 

 



 

REFLECTION 

 As Christians, we are all called to preach the gospel. However, we need to get 

the gospel out but we need to get it right as well. Sometimes Christians become result 

oriented. Because of the desire to bring more people to church, pastors resort to 

schemes that modify the gospel so that it becomes easily accepted by people. But the 

gospel is offensive to the unregenerate, and it has always been a bitter pill to swallow. It 

was offensive then, as it is offensive now.  No amount of gospel modification can ever 

save a person. Without the preaching of the unadulterated gospel, there is no salvation.  

The method clouds the message.  

 Some mega churches pride themselves with their size. They have all sorts of 

programs and gimmicks in their gatherings. For their youth gatherings, they have 

tattooed youth pastors, rock band and growling worship leaders with a mosh pit of 

“worshipers” banging their heads and slamming their bodies against one another.12 This 

is not an exaggeration, although some youth services have at the very least two of the 

elements mentioned. The messages the pastors have for them are those that are 

considered self-help and how-to’s of becoming a good Christian. It’s more about “What 

Would Jesus Do?” rather than “What Did Jesus do?” Same thing goes with the Sunday 

services that are also plagued with self-centeredness, rather than self-sacrifice. All 

things to all people, that’s what they always say. Often, the method clouds the 

message. 

Lenski rightly said that “Paul never descended to a mere pleasing of men or to 

connivance with their false religious notions and their sinful practices” (1937, 381). Paul 
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never tolerated these things for to him, the gospel was paramount. He was never side-

tracked, but rather, his passion was so great that he was willing to give up his rights, 

even his life, for the sake of the gospel. We can immerse ourselves to a particular 

culture, or group of people, but still remain faithful to the Lord.  

The phrase “for the sake of the gospel” should inspire every Christian to be 

committed to proclaim the gospel. Evangelism should be deeply-rooted in our lifestyle. 

Just like Paul, may we all be willing to become all things to all people, not in the sense 

that we compromise the message of the gospel, but in the Pauline context of self-

sacrifice.  

How far, then, are we willing to go? How low are we willing to stoop down? How 

much are we willing to sacrifice for the proclamation of the gospel.  

We should get the gospel out, and get it right, by all means possible. 
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