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Influencing for Christ
Believers represent God by using their influence to bring others to Him.

Session 4

1 CORINTHIANS 9:19-27; 10:31-33; 11:1
MEMORY VERSE: 1 CORINTHIANS 10:31

READ 1 Corinthians 8:1–11:1, First Thoughts (p. 44), and Understand the Context (pp. 44–45). As 

you read, take note of the various ways Paul used his influence to bring others to Christ.  

STUDY 1 Corinthians 9:19-27, 10:31-33; 11:1, using Explore the Text (pp. 45–49). Consult the Explore 

the Bible Adult Commentary (available in print and digital format from LifeWay.com) for additional 

insight into the way Paul’s message addressed contemporary issues in Corinth. Consider how these 

issues relate to society today. 

PLAN the group time using ideas under Lead Group Bible Study (pp. 50–51) and More Ideas (p. 52).  

Consult QuickSource for additional discussion questions (available from LifeWay.com).

GROW with other group leaders at the Groups Ministry blog (LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry).

GATHER:   Personal Study Guides. Make copies of:   PACK ITEM 12 (Handout: Problems in 

Corinth). Prepare to display the following Pack Items:   PACK ITEM 3 (Key Verse: 2 Corinthians 

5:20); and   PACK ITEM 4 (Poster: Problems in Corinth). For More Ideas:   A display of running 

gear (such as athletic shoes and water bottle);   A small wreath made from real or artificial twigs 

and leaves to represent Jesus’ crown.

© 2018 LifeWay



E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  L e a der Gu i de44

FIRST THOUGHTS
Each day we encounter people who try to influence us. Some do so on 
purpose while others do it simply by being who they are. Every person 
we encounter may be influenced by us as well. We never know the impact 
of our life’s influence on someone else, nor what that influence will yield 
beyond our reach. 

(In PSG, p. 37) What living person has had the most positive influence in 
your life? Has anyone had a negative influence? Who have you had the 
most influence on, for better or worse?

Our study today brings into clearer focus the stewardship of influence. 
How we live before others matters. Paul’s concern for the Corinthians was 
that they underestimated their influence in bringing others to Christ. 
Rather than living in self-focused ways, Paul challenged his readers (and 
us) to run the race in the right way and with the right goals in mind. Let’s 
consider how to adorn the gospel of Christ rather than hinder it with 
our lives.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
1 CORINTHIANS 8:1–11:1

As we saw in last week’s lesson, a large part of this epistle was devoted to 
answering a list of questions the church had sent to Paul. In 1 Corinthians 8, 
he took up the difficult matter of how the believers should relate to pagan 
religious practices. Could they, for example, eat food that had previously 
been offered to a pagan god? Paul’s advice took into account the impact that 
believers’ decisions in such cultural issues might have on the conscience of 
other believers. 

In chapter 9, Paul reflected on his rights and responsibilities as Jesus’ 
apostle. He established that he had willingly given up his rights—rights 
enjoyed by other apostles—for the sake of being a good witness for Christ. 
He considered it a small thing to refuse to swing his weight around if it 
meant that more people could hear the gospel and receive an opportunity 
to respond.

Paul often looked back to the Jewish Scriptures to bolster his points. In 
chapter 10, he reviewed the experience of the Israelites in the wilderness 
during the time of Moses. He considered their behavior a bad example and 
therefore a warning to the church not to fall for the same kind of temptation 
as the Israelites. He promised that God would provide His people an escape 
from falling into sin, if only they stayed alert to the warnings from the past. 

KEY DOCTRINE

Evangelism and 
Missions
It is the duty of every child of 
God to seek constantly to win 
the lost to Christ by verbal 
witness undergirded by a 
Christian lifestyle, and by other 
methods in harmony with the 
gospel of Christ.

BIBLE SKILL

Use multiple Scripture passages to 
understand a major doctrine.

The term translated “crown” 
(stephanos) in the original 
language of 9:25, referred to 
a victor’s crown rather than 
a king’s crown (diadema). 
Review 1 Thessalonians 2:19; 
2 Timothy 4:8; James 1:12; 
1 Peter 5:4; and Revelation 2:10 
for other passages in which 
believers’ rewards are described 
as a stephanos. How can you 
relate these passages to this 
week’s lesson?
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Paul returned briefly to the theme of food sacrificed to idols (10:14-22) and 
then moved on to the issue of Christian liberty in “doubtful matters.” He 
emphasized that he personally enjoyed liberty in such matters, but again 
expressed readiness to give up his liberty for the sake of others. The apostle 
was a master of thinking through—and then living out—being a good 
influence for Christ.

EXPLORE THE TEXT
WALKING IN THEIR SHOES (1 COR. 9:19-23)

VERSE 19

Paul carefully distinguished between living according to God’s moral 
standards (to which his conscience was bound), and living in light of 
cultural preferences (in which he exercised liberty). Thus, as we saw in our 
study two weeks ago, sexual immorality is forbidden, and last week’s lesson 
emphasized strict guidelines regarding the permanence of marriage. 

When it came to certain cultural practices, however, Paul was flexible. 
For example, he had earlier noted that he willingly gave up his right to eat 
certain foods if that would help keep other believers from stumbling into 
sin (8:13). Here he argued similarly. He followed cultural practices (in areas 
where there are no biblical prohibitions) if that would help people come to 
faith in Christ. He began by asserting his personal situation as a free man. 
He was speaking literally of his status as a Roman citizen (Acts 22:25-28). 
Thus, he did not have to conform to the expectations of others. This, of 
course, contrasted with the situation of those who lived in slavery. They did 
not have such freedom. Spiritually and figuratively, Paul was Christ’s slave 
(see Rom. 1:1; Phil. 1:1; Titus 1:1). 

Here, however, he was thinking of his voluntary—and therefore 
figurative—slavery to everyone. He was willing to conform to the 
cultural expectations even of unbelievers. This was not because Paul was 
wishy-washy or because he wanted to blend into his surroundings like a 
chameleon. Rather, he lived this way to win more of them to Christ. This 
goal was always a high priority for the apostle.

VERSE 20

Paul began with examples of how he chose to live according to the way he 
was brought up. He outlined his Jewish privileges in Philippians 3:4-6, yet 
in that passage he noted that he had given up all those things for the sake 
of knowing Christ (Phil. 3:7-11). Thus, in the present verse he noted that 
he became as a Jew when he was in a Jewish setting so that he might win 
Jews to Christ. His new identity as a Christian so outweighed his earlier 
Jewish identity that he had to be intentional about putting on that Jewish 
identity in appropriate settings.

He went on to mention that he also voluntarily chose to live like one 
under the law for those who still lived according to the regulations of the 

BIBLICAL 
ILLUSTRATOR

For additional context, read 
“Meat Sacrificed to Idols” in 
the Spring 2018 issue of Biblical 
Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.
com/BiblicalIllustrator.

1 CORINTHIANS 9:19

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

1 CORINTHIANS 9:20

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. 
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laws of Moses (which were designed by God to be temporary, until the 
coming of Christ, Gal. 3:23-25). Thus, he was involved in having Timothy 
circumcised and he participated in animal sacrifices at the Jerusalem 
temple (Acts 16:3; 21:20-26). Again Paul emphasized that his purpose was 
evangelism. He wanted to win those under the law to Christ, and if living 
in the short term according to the laws of Moses could be a positive factor, 
he was ready and willing. At the same time, he stressed he was not … 
under the law. 

VERSE 21

The primary ethnic divide for the first Christians was between Jew and 
Gentile. Gentiles by definition were those without the law of Moses. In 
Ephesians the apostle wrote about the plight of Gentiles: “alienated from 
the commonwealth of Israel and strangers to the covenants of promise, 
having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12). For such people, 
the apostle willingly lived like one outside the law. Clothes, eating habits, 
daily routines, and annual holidays were very different between Jews and 
Gentiles. These were secondary to Paul for the sake of the gospel. In the 
same breath, Paul made it clear that when he lived as if he were a Gentile, he 
lived within Christ’s law, that is, according to the teachings of Jesus as well 
as the other abiding principles that he summarized as God’s law. Earlier in 
the letter he had made a similar point in distinguishing between the law 
of Moses (now obsolete) and the law of God (of permanent validity): “For 
neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, but keeping 
the commandments of God” (7:19). 

VERSE 22

The apostle changed focus, moving from his accommodation to various 
ethnic groups to his accommodating those who were weak. He was thinking 
about those in the Corinthian church whose consciences were such that 
they could be influenced to do something they thought was wrong, even 
though it was something they were free to do (see 8:9-13). In this instance, 
Paul wanted to win the weak who were actually already connected to the 
congregation. He did not want them to fall into a sinful pattern of life. 
He wanted the faith of weak believers to be strengthened. Becoming all 
things to all people is a good example of exaggerated language for effect. 
There were certainly some things Paul would not do because they were 
sinful. He was a principled man and was stubborn when the gospel was 
being compromised. But short of that, Paul went to great lengths to live not 
according to his own preferences but to live so that he . 

VERSE 23

Why did Paul go to so much trouble to walk in the shoes of those with whom 
he came in contact? He did so for the sake of the •gospel. He wanted the 
good news of salvation through Jesus Christ to be proclaimed and believed 
throughout the world. He wanted God’s kingdom to expand, as Jesus had 
promised. He made himself like a slave for others so that these things 
could happen more effectively. Yet his motives were not entirely selfless. 

1 CORINTHIANS 9:21

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.

1 CORINTHIANS 9:22

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. 

1 CORINTHIANS 9:23

23 I do it all for the sake 
of the gospel, that I 
may share with them in 
its blessings. 
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He anticipated God’s reward for his faithful service. He looked forward to 
the time that he would share with them in its blessings. He wanted to hear 
the Lord’s “well done” (Matt. 25:21) in addition to the joy of seeing people 
believe in Christ. 

What do we communicate about our faith when we are willing to give up 
personal preferences for the sake of the gospel?

RUNNING IN THE RACE (1 COR. 9:24-27)

VERSE 24

Using an athletic metaphor, Paul showed how serious he was about living 
for the gospel’s sake. The Corinthians were well acquainted with the foot 
races of their own Isthmian games (held every other year), which were 
second in importance only to the Olympics. Paul may have been in Corinth 
to see the runners run the race. All the contestants had trained. Yet there 
was only one who received the prize, which consisted of a perishable wreath 
of leaves or other foliage. He lived his life so that he could win first place in 
the race that mattered. He wanted all the Corinthian Christians—and us 
as well—to run in such a way to win the prize. He explained his meaning 
in the following verses. (See 2 Tim. 4:7-8 for a similar athletic metaphor.) 

Athletic Metaphors in the New Testament (In PSG, p. 41)

Run with purpose, run to win 
the prize.

1 Corinthians 9:24; Galatians 2:2; 
Philippians 2:16

Winning requires discipline, 
self-control.

1 Corinthians 9:25-27

Compete according to God’s rules. 2 Timothy 2:5
Run with perseverance. Hebrews 12:1; Galatians 5:7;  

2 Timothy 4:7

VERSE 25

All athletes train for their events. Their whole lives are affected: what they 
eat, how they eat, how they work out, how they sleep. Each one exercises 
self-control in all things. They do it for a moment of fame. They hear the 
applause of the crowds and they receive a perishable wreath. Followers of 
Jesus live careful, intentional, self-controlled lives for the sake of a crown 
that will never fade away, unlike the fading victor’s wreath of the winner 
in a stadium race. This statement is a further commentary on what Paul 
had already noted at the end of verse 23. 

1 CORINTHIANS 9:24

24 Do you not know 
that in a race all the 
runners run, but only 
one receives the prize? 
So run that you may 
obtain it. 

1 CORINTHIANS 9:25

25 Every athlete exercises 
self-control in all things. 
They do it to receive a 
perishable wreath, but 
we an imperishable. 
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VERSES 26-27

Paul transitioned to apply the athletic image directly to himself. In a foot 
race, no one can win who runs aimlessly. Every stride must be purposeful 
(see also Phil. 3:13-14). Paul switched his analogy to a different sporting 
event, from running to boxing. In the ring the boxer must make every 
punch count. Paul made everything in his life count. He did not box like 
one beating the air. His “spiritual punches” were meant to land in order to 
have the desired effect.

In verse 27, the apostle returned to the idea of training for an event. His 
constant intention was to discipline his body and keep it under control. 
Paul was not talking about punishing his body in the hopes of gaining 
spiritual benefit, as some later Christians supposed him to be teaching. 
Just as athletes train in ways that make them sore and uncomfortable in 
order to attain their goal, so Paul endured physical hardship for the sake 
of advancing the gospel (2 Cor. 6:3-10). The term used for disqualified 
means “not approved” or “not passing the test.” He was talking about the 
possibility of being disqualified from receiving the reward, rather than 
losing his salvation. (See 1 Cor. 3:10-15 for another discussion of gaining or 
losing rewards, in which he concluded: “If anyone’s work is burned up, he 
will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved.”) 

In what ways does your lifestyle reflect that you are living with discipline 
in your walk with Christ? Why is discipline so important for the Christian?

FOLLOWING OUR LEADER (1 COR. 10:31-33; 11:1)

VERSE 31

In the lesson two weeks ago about Christians and sexuality, we discussed 
Paul’s startling claim, “Glorify God in your body” (6:20). Here we see Paul 
expanding on this idea. The whole of a believer’s actions are to be carried 
out to the •glory of God. God’s glory is His supreme worthiness because of 
His excellence in all things. He created the world, making humanity in His 
image to display His glory. He redeemed sinful humanity to display His 
glory. In return, those who understand something of His greatness and 
goodness are to live so that God’s glory is reflected back to Him. Others too 
see how believers live, and they are to be pointed to the Lord in whatever 
believers do. 

Paul mentioned what you eat or drink, which we often think of as 
entirely personal choices. Not so. Just as Paul made the case that we are 
to make lifestyle choices so that others will receive the gospel, so here he 
stated that such choices include the foods we eat and the beverages we 
drink for a greater reason: God’s honor is to be on display in what we eat 
and drink and do. 

1 CORINTHIANS 9:26-27

 26 So I do not run 
aimlessly; I do not 
box as one beating the 
air. 27 But I discipline 
my body and keep it 
under control, lest 
after preaching to 
others I myself should 
be disqualified. 

1 CORINTHIANS 10:31

31 So, whether you eat or 
drink, or whatever you 
do, do all to the glory 
of God. 
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VERSES 32-33

Living to honor God is completely compatible with living to be a positive 
influence on others. We are to eat and drink and carry out our lives making 
choices based not on our personal preferences, but so that we give no 
offense. Paul noted three categories of persons that he lived to try to please 
(not that he would always be successful).

• Jews, as we know, were those of Paul’s familiar ethnic and cultural 
background. By extension, we are to live with an awareness of and 
sensitivity to “people like us.”

• Greeks were those who were different from Paul. Paul lived like a 
Gentile when he believed he could lead them to Christ. By extension, 
we are to accommodate our personal preferences to those ethnically 
and culturally different from us, that they may be saved.

• The church of God was the family of disciples, those of Paul’s new 
identity. As we have seen, even among fellow believers he gave up 
his rights, especially for the “weak.” By extension, we are to live with 
awareness of how fellow believers may be affected by our choices. 

Like Paul, Christ calls me not to seek my own profit but the profit 
of many. It is not too much to see Paul’s teaching in these verses as a 
restatement of what Jesus taught as the greatest commandments (Matt. 
22:37-40). Glorifying God in all things is another way of expressing our 
love for the Lord our God with our entire being. Trying to please others in 
all things is another way of expressing that we love our neighbors as we love 
ourselves. At the same time, neither Jesus nor Paul meant that trying to 
please everybody (or loving our neighbors) includes compromising biblical 
truth. We are to stand firm for the gospel; however, we should always 
consider others and do our best not to be a stumbling block to them. 

CHAPTER 11, VERSE 1

Because Paul had consistently lived in this way, he felt he could encourage 
the members of the Corinthian congregation to be imitators of him. He 
had already stated this principle in 4:16 (see also Phil. 3:17; 4:9; 2 Thess. 
3:7-9; 2 Tim. 3:10). At the same time, the apostle was quick to move the 
attention from himself to Christ. He followed the example of Christ, who 
gave up His freedom and rights, humbling Himself to death on the cross so 
that others would be saved (Phil. 3:5-8). Thus, Paul concluded this teaching 
by encouraging the believers to keep in mind Jesus’ sacrifice as the supreme 
example of concern for others. 

How can you live during the next week so that someone might look at 
you and say, “You are an example of what it means to follow Christ”? 
What changes might you need to make in your actions or words in order 
for this to become a reality?

1 CORINTHIANS 10:32-33

32 Give no offense to 
Jews or to Greeks or to 
the church of God, 
33 just as I try to please 
everyone in everything 
I do, not seeking my 
own advantage, but that 
of many, that they may 
be saved.

1 CORINTHIANS 11:11

11 Be imitators of me, as 
I am of Christ. 
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LEAD GROUP BIBLE STUDY

FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

GUIDE: As the group arrives, point to the following names that you’ve written on a board: 
Christopher Columbus, Abraham Lincoln, Henry Ford, Sigmund Freud, The Beatles, and 
Steve Jobs. Begin the session by inviting volunteers to guess what the names have in 
common. Point out that they all appear in the book TIME: The 100 Most Influential People of 
All Time. Ask: Who would you add to the list? Why? 

STATE: Each day we encounter people who are trying to influence us, and every person we encounter 
may be influenced by us as well. Ask: What living person has had the most positive influence in your 
life? Who have you had the most influence on, for better or worse? (PSG, p. 37)

TRANSITION: Remind the group that Paul’s letter to the Corinthians was intended to address 
matters the believers asked about in a letter to him. Distribute copies, as needed, of Pack 
Item 12 (Handout: Problems in Corinth). Use the handout and Pack Item 4 (Poster: Problems 
in Corinth) to briefly review the major issues Paul had already tackled. State that he would 
now focus on another question posed to him by the Corinthian church: Is it appropriate to 
eat food sacrificed to idols?

EXPLORE THE TEXT

READ: Direct a volunteer to read aloud 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, asking the rest to listen for 
Paul’s references to freedom. 

EXPLAIN: Point out that some among the Galatians and Corinthians were using their 
freedom in Christ as an opportunity to please others, rather than serving others in love. 

SEARCH: Lead everyone to search 1 Corinthians 9:19-23 for the various groups identified 
as part of Paul’s missionary strategy, beginning with the Jews. Lead them to use the 
commentary under Verses 20-23 (PSG, pp. 40-41) to locate the other groups and an 
explanation of each. Invite volunteers to share insight. 

DISCUSS: Explain that Paul was not making cultural concessions to compromise the gospel. 
Ask: How can a believer contextualize the gospel without compromising the gospel? What principles 
can be found in this passage for establishing a proper line? (PSG, p. 41)

READ: Direct the group to read silently 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, locating comparisons 
to running. Point out that Paul’s use of runners in a stadium would have been readily 
understood to his readers, since Corinth hosted the Isthmian Games, which were similar to 
the Olympic Games in Greece. 

AFFIRM: Note that Paul compared the Christian life to running in a race, explaining that 
discipline is required if one does not want to be disqualified. Affirm salvation as being 
secure for believers. Review the chart on page 41 of the PSG.

STUDY: Call attention to the Bible Skill (PSG, p. 42). Invite volunteers to read each of the 
passages referenced. Ask: How does this passage relate to 1 Corinthians 9:24-27?  

© 2018 LifeWay



51Se ssion 4 :  Inf luenc ing  for  C hr i s t 

GUIDE: Discuss the concept of discipline in relationship to the Christian life. Invite 
volunteers to locate references to discipline in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27. 

DISCUSS: How does living a disciplined lifestyle reflect God’s character? What methods might a 
person use to stay focused on pleasing God? (PSG, p. 43) Direct attention to Pack Item 3 (Key 
Verse: 2 Corinthians 5:20). Discuss how the methods identified can help believers to be better  
ambassadors for Christ.

READ: Choose someone to read aloud Corinthians 10:31-33; 11:1, inviting the rest of the 
group to listen for the importance of a positive Christian influence.

GUIDE: Lead the group to locate the three action verbs Paul used in 1 Corinthians 10:31-33; 
11:1. 

SAY: Paul challenged the Corinthian believers to use their influence to win others to Christ. He called 
on them to follow his example as he followed the example set by Christ. 

EXPLAIN: Use information under Verse 31 (PSG, pp. 43-44) to clarify Paul’s reference to 
eating and drinking. Stress that Paul’s discussion cannot be limited to merely food and 
drink because all of life is meant to bring God glory. 

DISCUSS: What are some practical ways of living out this passage? How can a person honor God in 
all things with humility? (PSG, p. 44)

MEMORIZE: Call attention to the memory verse for this session (1 Cor. 10:31). Challenge 
everyone to memorize the verse as a way of remembering that believers represent God by 
using their influence to bring others to Him. 

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

REVIEW: Call attention to the summary statement under the session title on page 37 of 
the PSG: Believers represent God by using their influence to bring others to Him. Point to the 
bulleted statements under In My Context (PSG, p. 45). Lead the group to propose how each 
statement relates to the session summary statement.

SHARE: Call attention to the third question set under In My Context (PSG, p. 45): List a few 
people who have had an influence on your spiritual life. What qualities influenced you the most? 
What specific ways did their actions affect you? What do you need to do to have a greater influence 
on others for the sake of the gospel? Lead the group to list names of people in the margin  
in their PSGs. Invite volunteers to share examples of influence based on the individuals 
they recalled.

PRAY: Close in prayer, thanking God for His presence and power as believers use their 
influence to represent Him. 
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PRACTICE
• Follow up on any questions the group had during this week’s study. 

• Select a time for the group to meet at a local restaurant or coffee shop to continue 
the discussion about influencing others for Christ. Include 1 Corinthians 10:31, the 
memory verse, in a reminder communication to the group.  

• Meet with other group leaders to plan ways to welcome and follow up on guests. 

MORE IDEAS
FOCUS ATTENTION (FIRST THOUGHTS)

To supplement the Focus Attention activity, bring and display some running gear. Lead 
the group to name factors that influence running. Comment that running and racing 
were among Paul’s favorite metaphors to describe the Christian life. In today’s session, he 
focused on influence—how believers represent the Lord by using their influence to bring 
others to Him. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

• To enhance the discussion of 1 Corinthians 9:19-23, explain that an important 
theme for Paul was freedom in Christ. Invite volunteers to read Galatians 5:1,13. 
Ask: What might making yourself a servant to all in order to win more people look like in 
today’s culture? What roadblocks get in the way of people being more intentional in reaching 
others? (PSG, p. 39)

• To supplement the discussion of 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, display the crown made of 
twigs and leaves. Use information in the last paragraph under Verses 24-25 (PSG, pp. 
41–42) to explain the perishable crown. 

• To provide additional insight into 1 Corinthians 10:31-33; 11:1, call attention to the 
section title for this passage in the PSG (Following Our Leader). Recall the childhood 
game of Follow the Leader. Enlist someone to lead the group in simple activities, such 
as raising hands, walking in place, and so forth. Discuss: What would be the ramifications 
of placing yourself in a position to be an example for all to see? Why might people shy away 
from being looked at as an example to follow? (PSG, p. 44) 

SUMMARIZE AND CHALLENGE (IN MY CONTEXT)

To supplement the challenge, call attention to the second question set under In My 
Context (PSG, p. 45): Where has God given you influence over others? How can you make a 
greater investment in that stewardship of influence? Lead in a time of prayer, asking God to 
clearly help the group represent Him in a specific way during the coming week. 

SUGGESTED MUSIC IDEA

Encourage the group to reflect on how their lifestyles influence others for Christ while you 
play the song “Let Others See Jesus In You,” by B. B. McKinney.
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