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1 CORINTHIANS 9 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Yeshua our Lord? Are you not 
my work in the Lord? 2 If to others I am not an apostle, at least I am to you; for you 
are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord. 
 
9:1-2 The previous subject of eating meat sacrificed to idols does not arrive again until 

the second half of ch. 10. So, is what is being discussed by Paul in ch. 9 an interruption of 
sorts? Or, does it serve a key purpose in detailing to the Corinthians how Paul operates in his 
ministry service? As he questions his audience, “Am I not free? Am I not a emissary? Have I 
not seen Yeshua our Lord? Are you not my work in the Lord?” (v. 1, TLV). It is proper to 
recognize how throughout ch. 9, Paul has to defend his apostleship to various Corinthians—
mainly because he does not operate as many thought he should (cf. 2 Corinthians 12:11-12). 
But, Paul’s more important purpose in the statements he will issue involve the proper use of 
(presumed) rights for those who are in the Messiah. In the estimation of Richard B. Hays, 

“The indirect approach of chapter 9 is particularly artful, because it allows Paul to kill 
two birds with one stone: his direct treatment of one subsidiary problem (his means of 
financial support) also functions implicitly in the service of his larger argument about food, 
idolatry, and the requirement of love.”1 

Paul asking his audience Ouk eimi eleutheros or “Am I not free?” invokes his previous 
criticism, “But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling 
block to the weak” (8:9). Various Corinthians believe that they have freedom or liberty to do 
as they want, believing themselves to be spiritually mature enough to handle the pressures 
and strains of going into an idolatrous temple. They did not understand Paul’s methodology 
of serving the Lord as an apostle, why he did certain things, and most especially why he did 
not do certain other things. As David Prior usefully summarizes, 

“There were those at Corinth, as we know, who were constantly questioning the 
authority of Paul, especially his claim to be an apostle. They reckoned that they had far better 
credentials than he. They claimed to be apostles on far stronger grounds. Their idea of an 
apostle was a man with authority, who let everybody know that he was in authority. They 
lorded it over everyone; anyone who did not act in the same way could not possibly be 
intended to carry responsibility in the church. They saw Christian leadership in terms of 

 
1 Hays, 146. 



1 CORINTHIANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 264 - 

being masters, not servants. They slated Paul because he was not like that; he was too ‘weak’, 
too ‘soft’, too willing to deny himself his freedom in Christ for the sake of others.”2 

Paul’s significant retort to any of his Corinthian detractors, who did not think he was a 
proper apostle, was the poignant question, “Have I not seen Yeshua our Lord?” Paul actually 
had a personal encounter with Yeshua on the Damascus Road (Acts 9:1-9; 22:6-16; 26:12-18); 
the Corinthians had not. The Corinthians had not come to Messiah faith via any self-induced 
action; the Corinthians had been presented with Israel’s Messiah by the Apostle Paul, who 
had been a faithful worker among them for eighteen months (Acts 18:1-18). Could the same be 
said of any among them they thought or regarded to be superior to him? 

Perhaps this vignette of Paul’s letter was initiated by him answering some questions 
about the authenticity of his apostleship, although the issue of the proper usage of one’s 
freedom or liberty in the Lord involves all manner of behavior, regardless of one being an 
“apostle.” Noting the Corinthian slogan of 6:12 and 10:12, “everything is permissible for me” 
(NIV), David E. Garland directs, 

“Paul redefines ‘freedom’ for them (9:1, 19; 10:29) so that it excludes the pursuit of self-
interest and instead makes the well-being of the community paramount. He is basically free 
from the way of the world, which is accustomed to persons holding the whip over others who 
are weaker and lording it over them as a badge of their freedom and honor.”3 

Thankfully in this piece of correspondence, one detects how a figure like Paul recognized 
how his audience would widely recognize the authentic apostolic service to which the Lord 
had called him: “Even if to others I am not an emissary, at least I am to you; for you are living 
proof that I am the Lord's emissary (v. 2, CJB). 
 

 
3 My defense to those who examine me is this: 4 Do we not have a right to eat and 
drink? 5 Do we not have a right to take along a believing wife, even as the rest of 
the apostles and the brothers of the Lord and Cephas? 6 Or do only Barnabas and I 
not have a right to refrain from working? 
 
9:3-4 Paul proceeds to issue an apologia, “a speech of defense, defense, reply” (BDAG)4 

to his detractors. Far from figures like the Apostle Paul taking advantage of the freedom, 
liberty, or rights many would assume that he would have—a figure like Paul instead led a life 
of self-sacrifice and dismissal of creature comforts, principally so that he would be able to 
demonstrate a higher level of service and authenticity. Paul gave up many things, so that he 
would not look like everyone else, and so that he would not operate as the contemporary 
world at large would. Gordon D. Fee astutely explains, 

 
2 Prior, pp 150-151. 
3 Garland, 404. 
4 BDAG, 117. 
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“Part of [the] problem was that [the Corinthians] were viewing their various teachers in 
terms of contemporary philosophy. Apparently this involved not only the form and content 
of their teaching...but also their means of support. Philosophers and wandering missionaries 
in the Greco-Roman world were ‘supported’ by four means: fees, patronage, begging, and 
working. Each of these had both proponents and detractors, who viewed rival forms as not 
worthy of philosophy.”5 

Paul inquires, “This is my defense against those who criticize me. Don't we have the right 
to eat and drink?” (vs. 3-4, Common English Bible). While the term exousia often means 
“authority,” the nuance present here is how it involves “power or authority to do a thing” (LS),6 
hence a “right.” Most frequently Paul’s statement “Don't we have the right to be given food 
and drink?” (CJB) is taken to involve how the assembly should provide for his meals. At the 
same time, it cannot be overlooked that with the discussion of eating in an idolatrous temple 
immediately addressed (8:1, 10), that “eat and drink” might have some tenor of Paul having a 
legitimate right to attend various social gatherings to which he is invited. Of course, such 
would have to be done responsibly, with pagan temples decisively off limits. 

9:5 Paul makes a point to highlight his single celibate status to the Corinthians, 
something which various colleagues of his did not adopt. He states, “Do we not have the right 
to be accompanied by a believing wife, as do the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord 
and Cephas?” (NRSV), the terminology adelphēn gunaika being more literally, “a sister, a wife” 
(KJV). More often than not, one gets the impression that the majority of the First Century 
Messianic leaders were married. The reference to Cephas’ (Kefa’s) or Peter’s mother-in-law 
in Mark 1:30, necessarily requires him to have been married. And from what Paul asserts, not 
only can it be assumed that many of Yeshua’s own Disciples had gotten married, but also His 
own siblings. Although it cannot be known for certain, the historical assertion of James the 
Just, “This apostle was consecrated from his mother’s womb” (Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 
2.23.4), may imply that he never married.7 

Anthony C. Thiselton indicates how “here is a very early Christian witness to the theme 
of Christian married couples traveling together for mutual companionship and vision in 
missionary or pastoral work, unless a specific decision is made to the contrary, or other 
circumstances prevail.”8 Paul could have legitimately been married, and taken a wife and 
family with him on various ministry excursions. One does get the impression that Paul’s 
single status was used against him on occasion. Given how marriage and family 
responsibilities can limit one’s ability to be devoted to the Lord’s work (7:32-35), Paul’s choice 
was to serve the Messiah in a condition of celibacy. At the very least, it cannot go unnoticed 
how there is a greater volume of writing from the Apostle Paul, than any other of the First 

 
5 Fee, 399. 
6 LS, 276. 
7 Eusebius of Caesarea: Ecclesiastical History, trans. C.F. Cruse (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998), 59. 
8 Thiselton, 682. 
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Century Messianic leaders, the latter of whom were mostly married. Marriage certainly has 
its advantages for many in the Lord’s service, but for others it can be a limitation. 

9:6 One of the big issues for figures like Paul, and a colleague like Barnabas, is how they 
widely did not receive financial support from the assembly at large. Paul asserts, “Or is it only 
I and Barnabas who must work for a living?” (NIV). When Paul arrived in Corinth, he operated 
in his trade (Acts 18:2-3; cf. 1 Corinthians 4:12). Paul chose not to be a burden to assemblies 
like the Thessalonicans, instead choosing to work a craft (1 Thessalonians 2:5-10; 2 
Thessalonians 3:7-9). Paul was not totally without those who supported him financially, as he 
was supplemented by various assemblies like the Philippians (Philippians 4:10-20; 2 
Corinthians 11:9). Paul did not refuse financial support from the ekklēsia, but he did not make 
huge strides to require it. 
 

 
7 Who at any time serves as a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard 
and does not eat the fruit of it? Or who tends a flock and does not use the milk of 
the flock? 8 I am not speaking these things according to human judgment, am I? Or 
does not the Law also say these things? 9 For it is written in the Law of Moses, “YOU 
SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING” [Deuteronomy 25:4]. God is not 
concerned about oxen, is He? 10 Or is He speaking altogether for our sake? Yes, for 
our sake it was written, because the plowman ought to plow in hope, and the 
thresher to thresh in hope of sharing the crops. 
 
9:7 The Apostle Paul can legitimately ask the Corinthians for financial support of his 

ministry efforts, as he details, “Did you ever hear of a man serving in the army at his own 
expense? or planting a vineyard without eating the fruit of it? or tending a flock without using 
its milk?” (NEB). Those in various professions derive some level of support from those 
professions. A figure like Paul should logically be provided with some level of support for his 
service as well. 

9:8-9 Paul’s reasoning here is not just kata anthrōpon or “from a human perspective” 
(HCSB). As Paul directs, “I don’t say these things merely as a man, do I? Doesn’t Torah also say 
these things?” (v. 8, TLV). Paul appeals to the written instruction of Deuteronomy 25:4: “You 
shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing.” An ox has every right to eat from the grain that 
falls from the work it is performing. Certainly if an oxen can eat this, then the Apostles can 
derive some support from their work. Fee rightly notes, “By their very nature the laws, which 
are limited in number, do not intend to touch all circumstances; hence they regularly function 
as paradigms for application in all sorts of human circumstances.”9 One sees some discussion 
on the principle elucidated in Deuteronomy 25:4 in the Mishnah: 

“And these [have the right to] eat [the produce on which they work] by [right accorded 
to them in] the Torah: he who works on what is as yet unplucked [may eat from the produce] 

 
9 Fee, 408. 
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at the end of the time of processing; [and he who works] on plucked produce [may eat from 
the produce] before processing is done; [in both instances solely] in regard to what grows 
from the ground” (m.Bava Metzia 7:2).10 

V. 9 is not the only place in the Pauline Epistles where Deuteronomy 25:4 is appealed to, 
as those who serve the Lord in a full-time capacity should be granted some financial 
renumeration for their services: 

“The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor, especially those 
who work hard at preaching and teaching. For the Scripture says, ‘YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE 
OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING’ [Deuteronomy 25:4], and ‘The laborer is worthy of his wages’ [Luke 
10:7]” (1 Timothy 5:17-18). 

9:10 The Apostle Paul can legitimately claim, as a “right” granted to him by God, some 
degree of financial support from groups like the Corinthians, for his ministry service. As he 
astutely concludes, “Surely he says this for us, doesn't he? Yes, this was written for us, 
because when farmers plow and thresh, they should be able to do so in the hope of sharing in 
the harvest” (TNIV). And to some extent, as the Torah itself commands, “You shall not 
oppress a hired servant who is poor and needy” (Deuteronomy 24:14), which could very well 
apply to a figure like Paul. There might also be a thematic connection between v. 10 and Sirach 
6:19 in the Apocrypha: “Come to [Wisdom] like one who plows and sows, and wait for her 
good harvest. For in her service you will toil a little while, and soon you will eat of her 
produce.” Noting a variety of ancient Jewish sources, Marion L. Soards draws the conclusion, 

“The idea was that God’s will, as clearly revealed in simple matters, was to be applied to 
and understood as congruent with more complex issues. Mundane matters in relation to 
which God’s will had been clearly revealed were taken as windows into the larger will of God 
and so treated as patterns for complicated situations. This kind of reasoning does not imply 
an inherent dismissal of the simple order of creation; rather, it recognizes the consistency of 
God’s will in all levels of creation.”11 

Paul had God-given authority to claim monies from the Corinthians. He did not do this, 
because it could prove to be a deterrent to the God-given work that had been entrusted to him. 
 

 
11 If we sowed spiritual things in you, is it too much if we reap material things from 
you? 12 If others share the right over you, do we not more? Nevertheless, we did not 
use this right, but we endure all things so that we will cause no hindrance to the 
gospel of Messiah. 
 
9:11 Paul reasons rather fairly with the Corinthians, “If we have sown spiritual good 

among you, is it too much if we reap your material benefits?” (NRSV). He had previously said 
in Galatians 6:6, “The one who is taught the word is to share all good things with the one who 

 
10 Neusner, Mishnah, 547. 
11 Soards, pp 185-186. 
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teaches him.” If Paul had any detractors in Corinth, who wondered why he did not solicit 
monetary support from them, Paul does agree that it is fair and proper for him to ask for some 
measure of financial renumeration for his service. 

9:12 Paul explains why he and his associates did not mandate financial support from the 
Corinthians: “If others have this right of support from you, shouldn't we have it all the more? 
But we did not use this right. On the contrary, we put up with anything rather than hinder 
the gospel of Christ” (NIV). The RSV/NRSV/ESV has, “this rightful claim [up]on you,” for tēs 
humōn exousias. Thiselton thinks, “it would be arguable that we should place this ‘right’ in 
quotation marks. Paul’s argument seriously qualifies an ethics of ‘rights,’ although he allows 
it a partial and relative validity within an appropriate value system (most frequently love, but 
also grace and judgment) which relativizes ‘rights.’”12 

While Paul recognizes the legitimate claim that he and his associates could make, in 
asking the Corinthians to support him financially, he asserts, “we have never exercised this 
right; on the contrary, we have put up with anything rather than obstruct the gospel of Christ 
in any way” (New Jerusalem Bible). Paul’s main reason for not being eager to accept financial 
support, very much involves the credibility of his ministry service (2 Corinthians 6:3). 
Examiners often, and properly, conclude that Paul not readily insisting upon monetary 
support from the Corinthians, regards people not comparing him to a traveling philosopher 
or huckster out to heckle a crowd, and probably also with him not being tied down to a 
wealthy patron. Garland offers the following, astute observations: 

“How would receiving money have hampered the gospel? To whom would it have been 
a stumbling block? Potential converts may have shied away from converting to the gospel if 
they suspected that it came with strings attached: acceptance would cause them to incur 
financial obligations to support the one who brought them the gospel. Paul sought to avoid 
any impression that he was preaching only to acquire support. This policy of refusing 
assistance from converts caused him to endure privations.”13 

Given the competition culture of a city like Corinth, and the wider Mediterranean, it 
should not be a huge surprise that while Paul can claim financial support from the Corinthian 
Believers—that he does not do it because it can cause unneeded complications for the 
declaration of the good news. Fee explains, “When it becomes a choice...between his ‘rights’ 
and others’ hearing of the gospel, there is no choice at all; anything that would get in the way 
of someone’s hearing the gospel for what it is, the good news of God’s pardoning grace, can be 
easily laid aside.”14 It would have been an utter mistake, and indeed travesty, if Paul received 
huge grants of support from wealthy Corinthian Believers—but as a consequence would have 
to only live in lodgings provided by them, only speak to them and their friends and social 
peers, and have little or no liberty to go out and testify to the people at large of Israel’s 
Messiah. 

 
12 Thiselton, 690. 
13 Garland, 413. 
14 Fee, 411. 
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13 Do you not know that those who perform sacred services eat the food of the 
temple, and those who attend regularly to the altar have their share from the altar? 
14 So also the Lord directed those who proclaim the gospel to get their living from 
the gospel. 15 But I have used none of these things. And I am not writing these 
things so that it will be done so in my case; for it would be better for me to die than 
have any man make my boast an empty one. 
 
9:13 Paul agrees, to an extent, with anyone who might criticize him for not asking for 

financial support of the Corinthians. He makes an appeal to the Levitical priesthood, 
indicating, “Do you not know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food 
from the temple, and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings?” (ESV). 
The Levitical priests were indeed allotted designated portions of the animal sacrifices and 
agricultural offerings, which they could eat (Leviticus 7:28-36; Numbers 18:8-20). And, 
priests eating from different animal sacrifices and agricultural offerings was not unique to 
the Levitical priesthood and religion of Ancient Israel, as it was also common practice within 
classical Greco-Roman religion. 

9:14-15 Paul’s logic is sound, because in a similar way, “On the same principle the Lord 
has ordered that those who proclaim the gospel should receive their livelihood from those 
who accept the gospel” (v. 14, Phillips New Testament). Some appeal to Yeshua’s instruction 
may have been intended: 

“Heal the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. Freely you received, 
freely give. Do not acquire gold, or silver, or copper for your money belts, or a bag for your 
journey, or even two coats, or sandals, or a staff; for the worker is worthy of his support” 
(Matthew 10:8-10). 

Yeshua anticipated that those, who go out and serve in His name, would receive support 
from the generosity of the Jewish community. But to an extent, when one goes outside of a 
close-knit Jewish community—and interjects Greeks and Romans into the mix—just 
receiving support from people, who hear the good news, can create some complexities. And 
Paul is most serious about not causing any hindrances toward people hearing about Yeshua 
the Messiah: 

“But I haven't made use of any of these rights, nor am I writing this now in order to claim 
such rights for myself. I would rather die first! Nobody is going to turn my rightful boast into 
empty words!” (v. 15, Good News Bible). 

Paul has deep seated values and an ideology that are not going to be changed. Paul had a 
character he needed, to influence as many people as he could with the good news of the 
Savior. 
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