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COMMITTED TO SERVE

In the area of our country called the Bible Belt there are many churches.  A lot of these are
small congregations and the pastors have a second job.  Most of these preachers are not seminary
trained but simply believed they have been called to preach.  They are referred to as bi-vocational
ministers.  Many of the people in these smaller congregations believe this is the right thing to do.
Larger churches not only have full-time ministers but multiple ministers.  They are paid salaries
comparable to other college-trained professionals who live in the area.  Even in these larger churches,
some members resent the "high salaries" paid to these ministers.  I remember a story about a church
searching for a pastor and one of the deacons prayed:  "Lord, all we are looking for is a poor and
humble preacher.  You keep him humble and we will keep him poor."

In Israel, God had set aside the tribe of Levi as ministers and priest.  They were not given any
land when Israel took the area of Canaan. They were not to spend their time in farming and
commerce but were to minister unto God and to the needs of the people.  When the people brought
their sacrifices of animals and grain, the priests were to use a portion for their family needs.  I don't
recall reading anything about the others resenting this arrangement.

When the stewardship of the plan of salvation was transferred to the Church, there was no
"priestly tribe" whose members served as ministers to the people.  God set apart individuals: some
apostles, some prophets, some evangelist and some pastors and teachers for the work of the ministry
to build up the body of Christ.  In the "church" there was not a book of rules and regulations such
as Moses had prescribed for the operation of the Tabernacle and the duties of the priest and the
responsibilities of the people toward the Tabernacle and the priests.  As God had promised Jeremiah,
He would write His law on the hearts of the people.  This was the ministry of the indwelling Holy
Spirit.  If we are sensitive to the leading of God's Spirit, then we will know how to deal with such
situations.  

In the early churches, as in our churches today, many were not spiritually mature.  They had
difficulty in following the Holy Spirit and did not operate from the standpoint of a generous spirit.
Apparently, Paul had sensed or heard complaints about providing support to people in the role of
spiritual leadership in the church.  As a result, he chose to be independent of financial support from
those churches.  His teaching on this matter came out in his first letter to the Corinthians as part of
his argument about being morally free to follow a particular path but choosing to do something more
restrictive so others would not be offended.

1 CORINTHIANS 9:1-7  There are some who say true apostles had physically seen Jesus.
Paul claimed he had that experience.  Some say this occurred on the road to Damascus and during
the three years Paul spent in Arabia before starting his ministry.  In his claim to be an apostle, Paul
pointed out that the ministry of an apostle was to plant and establish new churches and they had only
to look around and see the evidence he had accomplished that much.  Paul argued he was as free as
anyone and yet he restrained himself from practices that might have harmful influence on others.

The specific restrictions Paul mentioned involved what he ate, drank, his marital status, and
what he did for financial support.  Though he could legitimately eat or drink anything, he apparently
limited what he did so that others would not be offended.  Some say this passage is evidence that Paul
was not married.  Though he could have a wife and take her with him on his missionary trips, he
apparently chose not to do so.  Regarding financial support, he and Barnabas earned their own money
by working (tent making).  Apparently, other ministers did not do that.

Paul believed that those benefitting from the ministry should support those who ministered.
However, he limited his own freedom so there would be no criticism that would hurt the progress of
the spread of the Kingdom of God.  People called into the ministry need to be about the work of the
ministry and not have to worry about where their next meal is coming from.  I think his analogy to
a soldier fighting a war is appropriate.  We don't expect soldiers to take out time from the battle to
earn money to support themselves and their families and we should not expect any more from those
in a full time ministry for the Kingdom of God.

1 CORINTHIANS 9:19-23  The theme of what real freedom is all about is summed up in
verse 19:  "For though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all."  For some,
freedom becomes a compulsion and they are driven by their freedom.  We become truly free when
we can choose to limit the exercise of our rights.  Have you ever been to a restaurant that allowed



you to eat all you wish for the same price?  There is a tendency for people to overeat at such
occasions.  Why?  Because we let our right to have all we can eat drive us to consume more than is
healthy for our bodies.  We, in effect, come under the control of that which sets us free.  We are truly
free when we choose to limit our freedom for the sake of what is most beneficial.

We have the right to freedom of speech and some find themselves compelled to use four-letter
words in their conversation because they are "exercising their freedom."  You might hear them say,
"I'm an American, I can say what I want to."  

The tendency to exercise freedom for freedom's sake is really an expression of the tendency
of mankind to rebel against authority.  The young person who has been made to go to church all his
life might feel compelled to abandon church when he moves away from home.  

Paul considered himself to be so free that he could choose to behave in whatever way
accomplished the most for the Kingdom of God.  If it meant eating only kosher food when he was
with Jews, then he was free to do that.  If it meant eating pork when he was in the home of Gentiles,
then he had the freedom to do that, also.  If the practice did not violate morality as defined in the
word of God, then Paul could choose what to do in light of what was best for winning souls to the
Kingdom of God.

1 CORINTHIANS 9:24-27  Each Christian should always keep the objectives and goals of
the Christian life as a focus of his or her life.  The objectives are both inwardly and outwardly
focused.  The outward focus is summed up in the Great Commission that tells us to make disciples
of all nations.  The inward focus is summed up in the fact that God is working in us to bring about
a transformation so that we are conformed to the image of His Son.  If we keep those two objectives
as the focal points of everything we do, then, in the race of life, we will run toward the finish line and
win the prize.  In the race of life, many are running very hard but are running in the wrong direction
and will never win the prize.

Paul used the discipline that an athlete undertakes to relate to the discipline we should follow
as Christians.  Strict training is a must for a runner who expects to win.  Running on the right race
track and in the right direction is an obvious requirement.  Paul also indicated that we are in a fight.
If so, then we should know what to hit and not just wildly swing our arms about in the air.  A large
part of the battle is our own Old Nature that is expressed in its desire for things of the world rather
than things of the spirit.  We have to continually die daily to self and to the world to that we can press
toward the mark of making our commitment to Christ count in our service to Him as we minister to
a lost world.


