
Time Audit Chronicles: Paul’s Example of Self-Denial

(1 Corinthians 9:1-27)

Prologue: Sacrificing for the Sake of the Gospel

The Presswood family sat together reading 1 Corinthians 9:1-27, where Paul explains his willingness to 
sacrifice his rights and personal freedoms for the sake of spreading the gospel. Ariel had been reflecting 
on how much Paul gave up to ensure that others could hear about Jesus. Alice, holding Mr. 
Fluffernutter, was pretending she was running a race, inspired by Paul’s analogy of living the Christian 
life with discipline.

“Daddy,” Ariel asked, “Why did Paul give up so much? Didn’t he deserve to be supported by the 
people he was teaching?”

Ryan smiled at Ariel’s thoughtful question. “That’s a great question, Ariel. Paul did have the right to be 
supported by the people he was ministering to. But he chose to give up that right so that no one could 
accuse him of preaching the gospel for personal gain. Paul’s mission was to share the good news of 
Jesus with as many people as possible, and he didn’t want anything to get in the way of that message.”

Ariel nodded, processing this. “So, Paul didn’t care about what he deserved—he cared about helping 
others hear about Jesus, no matter the cost?”

“That’s right,” Ryan said. “Paul’s life was all about the gospel mission. He was willing to sacrifice his 
freedoms, his comfort, and even his reputation, if it meant more people could come to know Jesus. 
Let’s use the Time Audit Machine to go back and see Paul’s example of self-denial in action.”

The Journey Begins: Paul Defends His Rights (1 Corinthians 9:1-14)

The Time Audit Machine powered up, and the family found themselves in Corinth, where Paul was 
addressing the church in one of his letters. The city was bustling, filled with merchants, philosophers, 
and a wide variety of cultural influences. In his letter, Paul was defending his apostolic authority while 
explaining his decision to give up his rights for the sake of the gospel.

Ryan pointed to the scroll being read aloud to the congregation. “Paul starts by reminding the 
Corinthians that he is an apostle—he has seen the risen Jesus and has been commissioned by Him to 
spread the gospel. As an apostle, he had the right to receive financial support from the church.”

Ariel listened as the words were read aloud: “Who goeth a warfare any time at his own charges? Who 
planteth a vineyard, and eateth not of the fruit thereof? Or who feedeth a flock, and eateth not of the 
milk of the flock?” (1 Corinthians 9:7).

“So, Paul is saying that just like a soldier gets paid or a farmer eats the crops he grows, he should be 
able to receive support for the work he’s doing as an apostle,” Ariel observed.

“Yes,” Ryan said, “Paul uses these examples to show that it’s normal and right for someone who works 
to receive support for their labor. He even quotes the Law of Moses, which says, ‘Thou shalt not 
muzzle the ox when he treadeth out the corn’ (1 Corinthians 9:9), to show that even God’s law supports 
this principle.”



Paul’s Sacrificial Choice (1 Corinthians 9:15-18)

But then Paul shifted his focus, explaining that, even though he had the right to receive support, he 
willingly chose not to use that right. “But I have used none of these things: neither have I written these 
things, that it should be so done unto me: for it were better for me to die, than that any man should 
make my glorying void.” (1 Corinthians 9:15).

Ariel’s eyes widened. “Wait, so Paul didn’t take any support because he didn’t want anyone to think he 
was preaching for the money?”

“Exactly,” Ryan said. “Paul didn’t want anything to get in the way of the message of the gospel. He 
knew that some people might accuse him of preaching for personal gain if he accepted financial 
support. So, he gave up that right to ensure that his motives would never be questioned. His focus was 
completely on the mission, not on what he deserved.”

Ariel thought about this. “That must have been really hard. He gave up what he deserved to make sure 
nothing distracted from the gospel message.”

“Yes,” Ryan said. “Paul understood that the gospel mission was more important than his own comfort 
or rights. He saw himself as a servant of Christ and of others, willing to do whatever it took to help 
people hear and understand the good news.”

Becoming All Things to All People (1 Corinthians 9:19-23)

Paul went on to explain how he adapted his approach to different groups of people to reach as many as 
possible. “For though I be free from all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all, that I might gain 
the more. And unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews; to them that are under the 
law, as under the law, that I might gain them that are under the law.” (1 Corinthians 9:19-20).

Ariel watched as Paul ministered to different groups—Jews, Gentiles, and those with weak 
consciences. “So, Paul changed how he talked to people based on who they were and what they 
believed?”

“Yes,” Ryan said. “Paul wasn’t compromising the truth, but he was being sensitive to the needs and 
perspectives of others. For example, when he was with Jews, he respected their customs and traditions 
to build trust and understanding. When he was with Gentiles, he didn’t impose Jewish laws on them. 
His goal was to meet people where they were so that he could share the gospel in a way they could 
understand.”

Ariel smiled, impressed. “That’s really smart. He cared more about helping people know Jesus than 
about sticking to his own way of doing things.”

“Exactly,” Ryan said. “Paul’s approach shows us what it means to put others first. He was willing to set 
aside his own preferences and freedoms to make the gospel accessible to everyone.”

The Race of Faith: Discipline and Focus (1 Corinthians 9:24-27)

Paul concluded the chapter with a powerful metaphor about the Christian life. “Know ye not that they 
which run in a race run all, but one receiveth the prize? So run, that ye may obtain.” (1 Corinthians 
9:24).



Ariel’s eyes lit up. “Oh! He’s talking about running a race. So, the Christian life is like training for a 
big race?”

“Yes,” Ryan said. “Paul is using the image of a race to show that the Christian life requires discipline 
and focus. Just like a runner trains and sacrifices to win a prize, we need to train ourselves spiritually to 
live faithfully for Jesus.”

Ariel listened closely as Paul continued: “And every man that striveth for the mastery is temperate in 
all things. Now they do it to obtain a corruptible crown; but we an incorruptible.” (1 Corinthians 9:25).

“So, Paul is saying that runners train for a prize that doesn’t last, but we’re running for a prize that’s 
eternal?” Ariel asked.

“Exactly,” Ryan said. “Paul is reminding us that the eternal reward of living faithfully for Jesus is 
worth every sacrifice. He even says, ‘But I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection’ (1 
Corinthians 9:27), meaning he disciplines himself to stay focused on the gospel mission.”

The Incorruptible Crown: Understanding Temporal vs. Eternal Rewards

Paul’s reference to the “incorruptible crown” in 1 Corinthians 9:25 points to the eternal reward that 
awaits believers who live faithfully for Christ. Unlike the “corruptible crown” that athletes received in 
Paul’s time—often a wreath made of leaves that would wither and decay—the incorruptible crown 
represents a reward that is everlasting. This metaphor draws a stark contrast between the temporal 
rewards of this world and the eternal rewards that come from serving Christ.

In Paul’s day, athletes who competed in events like the Isthmian Games would train rigorously for the 
chance to win a prize. The prize was often a wreath or crown that symbolized victory, but it was 
ultimately a fleeting reward—one that would eventually perish. Paul uses this imagery to highlight the 
difference between pursuing worldly achievements and striving for spiritual, eternal rewards. The 
incorruptible crown represents the lasting, eternal reward that God has prepared for those who run the 
race of faith with perseverance and dedication.

To better understand the distinction between temporal and eternal rewards, it helps to consider our own 
lives today. Many people spend significant time and energy pursuing goals like career success, 
financial stability, or personal recognition. While these achievements can be meaningful, they are 
ultimately temporary. Just like the athlete’s crown, they will not last forever. In contrast, the rewards 
that come from following Jesus—such as a deep relationship with God, the joy of serving others, and 
the promise of eternal life—are incorruptible. They cannot be taken away, and they will never fade.

Paul’s message challenges us to evaluate our priorities. Are we investing our time and energy in things 
that will ultimately pass away, or are we focusing on what has eternal value? The incorruptible crown is 
a reminder that the sacrifices we make for the sake of the gospel, the discipline we exercise in our 
spiritual lives, and the love we show to others all have lasting significance in God’s kingdom. By 
keeping our eyes on the eternal prize, we can live with a sense of purpose and hope that goes beyond 
the temporary rewards of this world.

Paul’s Use of Metaphors: Communicating Spiritual Truths Effectively



Paul’s use of metaphors, like the “race” analogy in 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, was an effective way to 
communicate spiritual truths in a relatable and memorable manner. By comparing the Christian life to 
running a race, Paul illustrated the need for discipline, perseverance, and focus. This metaphor 
resonated with his audience, many of whom would have been familiar with athletic competitions such 
as the Isthmian Games, which were held near Corinth. The imagery of a race provided a vivid picture 
of the effort and dedication required to live faithfully for Christ, emphasizing the importance of striving 
for an eternal reward.

Paul often used metaphors because they helped bridge the gap between abstract spiritual concepts and 
everyday experiences. Metaphors made complex ideas accessible and allowed people to visualize 
spiritual truths in a concrete way. In a diverse city like Corinth, where people came from different 
cultural and social backgrounds, metaphors provided a common language that everyone could 
understand. This approach made Paul’s teachings more engaging and impactful, as listeners could 
easily relate the spiritual principles to their own lives.

Another example of Paul’s use of metaphor is found in Ephesians 6:10-17, where he describes the 
“armor of God.” In this passage, Paul likens the spiritual resources available to believers to the armor 
worn by soldiers. The belt of truth, breastplate of righteousness, shield of faith, helmet of salvation, and 
sword of the Spirit all serve as vivid symbols of the spiritual protection and tools needed to stand 
against the forces of evil. This metaphor not only conveyed the importance of being spiritually 
prepared but also encouraged believers to actively engage in their faith as if preparing for battle.

Similarly, in 1 Corinthians 3:6-9, Paul uses agricultural imagery to explain the role of different 
ministers in God’s work. He writes, “I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase” (1 
Corinthians 3:6). By comparing the work of ministry to planting and watering, Paul emphasized that 
each person has a role to play, but ultimately, it is God who brings about growth. This metaphor 
highlighted the collaborative nature of ministry and underscored God’s sovereignty in the process of 
spiritual growth.

In addition to Paul, Jesus also frequently used metaphors in His teachings. One well-known example is 
the “Good Shepherd” metaphor in John 10:11-15, where Jesus describes Himself as the shepherd who 
lays down His life for His sheep. This imagery helped His audience understand the depth of His care 
and sacrifice for His followers. The parables of Jesus, such as the Parable of the Sower (Matthew 13:3-
9) and the Parable of the Mustard Seed (Matthew 13:31-32), are also rich in metaphorical language, 
making profound spiritual truths accessible to everyday people.

The effectiveness of Paul’s metaphors lies in their ability to convey spiritual truths in a way that was 
both relatable and memorable. By drawing on familiar experiences—whether athletic competitions, 
farming, or warfare—Paul helped his listeners grasp the significance of the Christian life. His 
metaphors encouraged believers to see their faith as an active journey that required commitment, 
discipline, and reliance on God. This approach not only made his teachings more engaging but also 
helped them resonate deeply with his audience, leaving a lasting impact.

Takeaway: The Gospel Mission Comes First



Back in the garage, the Time Audit Machine powered down, and Ariel turned to her father, reflecting 
on Paul’s words. “So, Paul gave up his rights, his preferences, and his comfort because he cared more 
about helping others hear the gospel than about what he deserved.”

“That’s right,” Ryan said. “Paul understood that the mission of sharing Jesus with others was more 
important than his own freedoms. He was willing to adapt, sacrifice, and work tirelessly to reach 
people with the gospel. And he reminds us to approach our faith with the same focus and discipline, 
knowing that the reward is eternal.”

Ariel smiled, inspired. “I want to live like that—putting Jesus first and doing whatever it takes to help 
others know Him.”

Reflecting on Paul’s Spiritual Disciplines

Ariel looked up thoughtfully. “Daddy, when Paul talked about keeping his body under control and 
striving for the mastery, what did he mean?”

Ryan nodded, recognizing the importance of Ariel’s question. “Paul was talking about spiritual 
disciplines—practices that help us grow closer to God and stay focused on living faithfully for Him. 
For Paul, that meant things like regular prayer, studying Scripture, fasting, and even enduring hardships 
without complaint. These disciplines helped him stay committed to his mission, even when it was 
difficult.”

Ariel’s eyes widened. “So, Paul did all those things to make sure he was ready to share the gospel?”

“Exactly,” Ryan said. “Just like an athlete trains their body to run a race, Paul trained himself 
spiritually. He prayed constantly, studied God’s Word, and even practiced self-denial—choosing not to 
indulge in things that could distract him from his mission. He wanted to make sure he was always 
ready to serve God and share the gospel effectively.”

Blair added, “For us, spiritual disciplines can look similar. We can make time each day to pray, read the 
Bible, and even memorize Scripture. These practices help us grow stronger in our faith and keep our 
focus on Jesus. It’s like building spiritual muscles.”

Ariel smiled, intrigued. “So, if I read my Bible and pray every day, it’s like I’m training for my own 
race of faith?”

“Exactly, Ariel,” Ryan said. “And just like Paul, we need to be disciplined in how we live. Sometimes 
that means saying no to things that might seem fun but could distract us from God. It’s about keeping 
our eyes on the prize—the eternal reward of being with Jesus forever.”

Blair continued, “Even things like serving others, being generous, and forgiving those who hurt us are 
part of our spiritual training. These are ways we ‘keep under our body’ and bring it into subjection, just 
like Paul said. It’s about putting God’s desires above our own.”

Ariel nodded. “I want to start training like that. I want to be ready to do whatever God wants me to do.”

Ryan smiled. “That’s the spirit, Ariel. Remember, it’s not about being perfect—it’s about growing every 
day, just a little bit closer to Jesus. Paul’s example teaches us that with discipline, focus, and God’s 



help, we can live a life that honors Him and makes a difference for others.”“I want to live like that—
putting Jesus first and doing whatever it takes to help others know Him.”

Applying Paul’s Example of Self-Denial in Everyday Life

Ryan looked at Ariel thoughtfully. “You know, Ariel, self-denial isn't just something Paul did—it’s 
something we can do today too. It doesn’t always mean giving up something big; sometimes, it’s about 
small choices that put others first and help us stay focused on God’s mission.”

Ariel tilted her head, curious. “Like what?”

“Well,” Ryan said, “think about when you and Alice are playing. If Alice wants to play with a toy that 
you’re using, choosing to let her have it, even if you still want to play with it, is a way of practicing 
self-denial. You’re putting her happiness above your own.”

Ariel nodded slowly. “That makes sense.”

“And as a family,” Ryan continued, “we can practice self-denial by making choices that help others. 
Maybe we decide to spend part of our weekend helping someone in need instead of just doing things 
for ourselves. Or maybe we decide to give some of our money to help people who don’t have enough 
food, even if it means we can’t buy something we want.”

Blair joined in. “Self-denial could also mean choosing to forgive someone when they’ve hurt us, 
instead of holding onto anger. It’s about making choices that reflect Jesus’ love, even when it’s hard or 
when we’d rather do something else.”

Ariel smiled thoughtfully. “So, self-denial is like putting others first, even when it’s not easy?”

“Exactly,” Ryan said. “And it’s also about keeping our focus on what really matters—following Jesus 
and helping others know Him. Just like Paul gave up his rights so that nothing would get in the way of 
the gospel, we can make sacrifices to show others the love of Jesus.”

Alice, who had been listening quietly, hugged Mr. Fluffernutter. “Maybe I can share Mr. Fluffernutter 
with my friends if they’re sad.”

Blair beamed. “That’s a beautiful example, Alice. Sharing something you love to make someone else 
feel better is exactly the kind of self-denial Paul was talking about.”

Ryan nodded. “When we make choices like that, we’re living out the gospel in our everyday lives. It’s 
not always easy, but it’s worth it because it shows others who Jesus is and what His love looks like.”

Demonstrating Self-Denial as a Family

Blair spoke up again, her eyes bright with an idea. “You know, we could take on a family project that 
shows self-denial in a bigger way. What if we started a service project together?”

Ariel’s eyes lit up. “Like what?”

“Well,” Blair said, “what if we decided to give up one Saturday a month to volunteer at the local food 
pantry? We could all go together and help organize food for families who need it. It might mean giving 
up some of our free time, but it would be a way to serve others as a family.”



Ryan nodded in agreement. “Or we could take on a project like making care packages for people in 
need—using some of our allowance or savings to buy supplies and then putting the packages together 
as a family. It would be a way for us to give up something we want in order to bless someone else.”

Alice, hugging Mr. Fluffernutter, chimed in. “And we could write notes to go in the packages! Notes 
that say Jesus loves them.”

Blair smiled. “That’s a wonderful idea, Alice. Little things like that can mean so much to someone 
who’s feeling alone or discouraged.”

Ryan added, “By taking on a project like this, we’re not just talking about self-denial—we’re living it 
out. And when we work together as a family, we’re showing others the love of Jesus in a very real and 
tangible way. Just like Paul, we’re putting the needs of others first, and that’s what the gospel is all 
about.” It’s not always easy, but it’s worth it because it shows others who Jesus is and what His love 
looks like.”“I want to live like that—putting Jesus first and doing whatever it takes to help others know 
Him.”

Takeaway: Living a Life of Self-Denial for the Gospel

In 1 Corinthians 9:1-27, Paul shows us what it means to live a life of self-denial for the sake of the 
gospel. He willingly gives up his rights and freedoms to remove any obstacles that might hinder others 
from hearing about Jesus. Paul adapts his approach to different groups of people, becoming “all things 
to all people” to win them for Christ. His example teaches us the importance of prioritizing the gospel 
mission over our own desires or comforts, and his analogy of running a race reminds us to live with 
discipline, focus, and a commitment to the eternal reward of following Jesus. This passage challenges 
us to live sacrificially, putting the needs of others and the mission of Christ above our own.

Christian Leadership: Following Paul’s Example

Paul’s example teaches us important lessons about Christian leadership. He showed that true leadership 
in the church is about self-denial, humility, and a servant-hearted approach. Unlike many leaders of his 
time who sought recognition, power, or material gain, Paul willingly gave up his rights for the sake of 
those he served. He viewed his role as a leader not as a position of privilege but as an opportunity to 
serve others and advance the gospel.

Leaders in the church today can embody the same self-denial and servant-hearted leadership that Paul 
demonstrated by focusing on the needs of others above their own. This might mean giving up personal 
comfort or convenience to care for the needs of their congregation, spending extra time counseling or 
praying with someone who is struggling, or choosing to serve in areas that might go unnoticed rather 
than seeking the spotlight. A true Christian leader, like Paul, is willing to adapt their approach to meet 
the needs of those they serve, always keeping the mission of sharing Christ at the forefront.

Paul’s willingness to become “all things to all people” is a powerful reminder that effective leadership 
requires empathy, flexibility, and a deep commitment to understanding the people we lead. By 
following Paul’s example, leaders can create an environment where people feel valued, supported, and 
encouraged to grow in their faith. Paul’s life challenges leaders to embrace humility, sacrifice, and an 



unwavering focus on the gospel, demonstrating that the ultimate goal of leadership is to point others to 
Jesus and help them grow in their relationship with Him.

Historical Significance of Corinth and Its Cultural Environment

Corinth was a major city in ancient Greece, known for its strategic location and economic prosperity. 
During Paul’s time, Corinth was a bustling hub of commerce, culture, and diversity. Situated on the 
narrow isthmus connecting the Greek mainland with the Peloponnesian peninsula, Corinth controlled 
vital trade routes and became a melting pot of cultures, ideas, and religious practices. This diversity 
presented both opportunities and challenges for Paul as he sought to share the gospel.

The cultural environment of Corinth was characterized by a mix of Greek traditions, Roman influence, 
and a significant population of Jews. The city was notorious for its wealth, immorality, and devotion to 
various gods and goddesses, including Aphrodite, whose temple was infamous for its practices of ritual 
prostitution. Corinth’s reputation for decadence even gave rise to the term “to Corinthianize,” meaning 
to engage in immoral behavior. This context made Corinth a challenging mission field for Paul, as the 
moral and spiritual climate was often in stark contrast to the teachings of Jesus.

The population of Corinth was incredibly diverse, including Jews, Gentiles, merchants, philosophers, 
and former slaves. This diversity influenced the way Paul approached his ministry. He had to navigate 
various cultural norms and belief systems to effectively communicate the message of Christ. For 
example, he often engaged in discussions at the local marketplace, where philosophers and thinkers 
would gather to debate ideas. Paul’s background as a well-educated Pharisee equipped him to engage 
with Greek philosophers and articulate the gospel in ways that resonated with both Jews and Gentiles.

Paul’s decision to become “all things to all people” (1 Corinthians 9:22) was especially relevant in 
Corinth. To reach the Jews, he adhered to certain aspects of the Mosaic law, while with Gentiles, he 
emphasized freedom from the law through Christ. This adaptability helped Paul bridge cultural divides 
and present the gospel in a way that was accessible to people from different backgrounds. By refusing 
financial support, Paul also set himself apart from the many itinerant teachers and philosophers who 
charged fees for their teachings, thus avoiding any suspicion that he was preaching for personal gain.

The church in Corinth faced numerous challenges, including divisions, immorality, and confusion over 
spiritual gifts. Paul’s letters to the Corinthians reflect his efforts to address these issues and guide the 
young church toward unity and holiness. His approach was deeply pastoral—he sought to correct, 
encourage, and build up the believers so that they could be a light in a city overshadowed by darkness.


