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I hope you were listening or reading along carefully today when Dean read our 
epistle lesson from Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth.  Even if you were, you 
may have ended up scratching your head.  Paul can be a little dense at times – 
not in the sense of being dumb, but of making arguments that are a little hard to 
follow.  This is particularly true when we only read short snippets once a week.  It 
is hard for us to get the train of Paul’s thought without hearing his entire letter, or 
knowing what it was that Paul was trying to accomplish by writing it. 

The historical context of Paul’s letter is this.  Paul is writing to a church that is in 
turmoil, discordant, and divided by disagreement.  The church in Corinth was split 
multiple ways over matters of doctrine and practice.  The powerful and influential 
people were claiming the right to interpret Christ’s message, and to make rules 
about what was and wasn’t appropriate behavior for Christians.  People in the 
church were lining up behind their favorite leader.  And the putative leaders of the 
church were using their influence to justify all kinds of wrong doctrine and 
behaviors. 

In the letter to the Corinthians, Paul deals with some pretty arcane disputes.  Paul 
is writing to the Corinthians to give them some much-needed guidance.  And the 
crux of Paul’s message to the Corinthians is that they have to focus their attention 
on the central Truth of the gospel message.  Christ went to the cross for our sins.  
He was raised again in fulfillment of God’s promise that through him, we have 
been saved from the power of sin and death.  In him, we are called and 
empowered to live in loving community with each other.  That’s it.  There’s no 
need to fight about the rest, because the rest is just details. 

In today’s reading Paul tells about a central element of his ministry to share the 
gospel of Christ.  Paul says that to spread the gospel, “I have become all things to 
all people.”  He explains: “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.  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.  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.” (1 Corinthians 9:20-22)   
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Hopefully, we would all agree with Paul’s objective of “winning” people to Christ.  
But beyond that, what on earth is Paul talking about?  What does Paul mean about 
“being all things to all people,” and more importantly, is that something we should 
be trying to do?  Most of us have been told since childhood that this is not either 
possible or desirable.  You can’t please everybody.  Nobody and nothing is 
everyone’s “cup of tea,” whether we’re talking about personalities or flavors of ice 
cream. 

Even trying to be “all things to all people” can be problematic.  Everyone 
remembers somebody from high school who was like that – a person who 
completely agreed with the group that thought Amy’s new boots were hideous, 
then later on gushed to Amy about how cool and cute her new boots were.  We 
had a name for people who tried to ingratiate themselves to others by telling 
everyone exactly what they wanted to hear.  We called them “two faced.”  And 
two-faced people weren’t trusted by anyone, after a while. 

I wouldn’t be credible as a preacher if my message changed every week 
depending on who I thought would be showing up for church.  Even politicians, 
who change opinions like they change their socks, trying to pander to the greatest 
number of voters, know there is a limit to the number of times you can flip-flop.  
Most of them do, anyway. 

So what does Paul mean about being “all things to all people?”  Did Paul have a 
different version of the gospel message to appeal to whatever group of people he 
found himself in front of?  

Let me say emphatically that I don’t think that’s what Paul did, ever.  First and 
foremost, everything he is saying has to be considered in the context of what Paul 
says in the very first verse of today’s reading: “Woe to me if I do not preach the 
gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16) Throughout the letters of Paul, the gospel is 
unchanging.  Paul thinks about the gospel message as a treasure that has been 
placed in his care, to be shared with everyone.  Today, you heard Paul speak 
about preaching the gospel message as “discharging a trust.”  Don’t forget: the 
main reason Paul is writing to the Corinthians is to rail against people who have 
been modifying the message of Christ to suit their own agendas.  So then, what 
does Paul mean?   

Paul’s strategy is not about changing the message, but changing the messenger.  
He’s talking about a way of approaching others.  You see, in order for Paul to 
“become a Jew,” to connect with those of his own people who did not share his 
new understandings and practices, he first had to know them.  He had to care 
genuinely and deeply enough to meet them where they were.  And to know where 
they were, he had to listen to them.  Whether it was Jew or Gentile, those under 
the Law or outside the Law, under the gospel or outside the gospel, the strong or 
weak, seekers of the things of Christ or seekers of the things of this world -- in 
order to connect with them and guide them to the fullness of life in Christ, Paul felt 
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he first had to understand them, and to see the world through their eyes, without 
judging what he was seeing.  He had to honestly attempt to hear their stories, 
before telling them his story.   

Paul isn’t suggesting that we become like chameleons, changing color to match 
whatever surface we find ourselves on.  And he certainly isn’t saying we have to 
sacrifice principles.  Paul would not advise that to reach a drug addict, we need to 
become a drug addict.  But he would say that helping a drug addict off the road 
he’s on requires a readiness on our part to walk beside him on it, for as long as it 
takes.  To find common ground with anyone, we need to follow a very old piece of 
advice and “walk a mile in their shoes.” 

One way in which Paul’s point is applicable to us, today, will be obvious to any 
who pays any attention to the sad state of politics in our nation today.  We have 
become completely polarized, and it’s been happening for decades.  The concept 
of meeting the other side “where they are” is totally foreign in our national 
discourse.  In fact, there seems to be very little interest in even understanding 
where they are, or what deeply-held beliefs are motivating them. 

If you listen carefully to politicians of all stripes today, you’ll notice that they never 
argue with the other side’s position.  What they argue with is a simpleminded 
caricature of the other side’s position that they have constructed themselves to 
make fun of.  No one wants to “walk a mile” in anyone else’s shoes.  In fact, 
practice a new version of this that I saw the other day. It goes like this: Don’t 
criticize someone until you’ve walked a mile in their shoes.  That way, when you 
criticize them, you’re a mile away, and you have their shoes. 

Although Paul could have been writing to give political advice to modern 
Americans, he wasn’t.   Paul is writing to a church, and what Paul is really talking 
about is hospitality in its broadest sense – a concept that is so very central to what 
we say we are about in here.  All churches say they value the grace of hospitality.  
But if we think about it honestly, church hospitality often follows a familiar pattern.  
After the smiles, and handshakes, and coffee, the unspoken message is “This is 
what we’re like.  This is how we think, and what we do, and how we do it.  And if 
you want to be like us, too, you’re invited to join us, and come think and do things 
the same way we do.”  That’s traditional hospitality: a willingness to invite others 
into our world.  It’s not a bad thing.  But Paul hears Christ calling us to something 
more, a radical hospitality.  Not just a willingness to invite others into our world – a 
willingness to be invited into theirs.  Radical hospitality allows for no boundary at 
all between “us” and “them.” 

But Paul isn’t talking only about welcoming strangers.  Keep in mind the context in 
which Paul shares this notion about what hospitality is – his idea about “becoming 
all things to all people.”  He is trying his best through his letter to encourage the 
Corinthians to heal the divisions within their own church.  He is subtly urging them, 
and us, to see that the people we think of as “them” aren’t always out in the world.  
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Sometimes, they are right here in our own church family.  Paul no doubt hoped 
that his letter would prompt a few questions for each member of the Corinthian 
church.  Who are the people here that I don’t really know – the people I see all the 
time, but who are still “them?”  Who do I need to understand better?  Are there 
people I might be “all things to”; that I could nurture and support on their journeys 
of faith – who could do the same for me – if I were willing to do the work of finding 
a deeper connection with them?  And, last but by no means least – what should I 
be doing about it? 

We will be stronger as a Christians, and as a church, if we ask ourselves these 
questions; if we reflect from time-to-time on how well we are following Paul’s 
advice.  Of course, it bears pointing out that even Paul was not always successful.  
He was jeered, beaten, run out of town and even thrown in prison by people he 
just couldn’t seem to connect with.  Paul ultimately couldn’t really be all things to 
all people.  And ultimately, neither can we.   

But like Paul, we can try.  We can approach others with a radical openness to 
them –a sincere desire to know and understand them, and to find common ground 
with them in the Truth of the gospel of Jesus.  Because, like Paul, we have a trust 
to discharge.  Paul is reminding us of two things today.  The message Christ has 
given us to share is one that matters deeply.  And the fruit of our ministries will 
depend on our treating everyone – in here, and out there – as if they matter 
deeply, too.  To God, and to us. 


