
Isaiah 40:21-31 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
 

21 Have you not known? Have you not heard? 
    Has it not been told you from the beginning? 
    Have you not understood from the foundations of the 
earth? 
22 It is he who sits above the circle of the earth, 
    and its inhabitants are like grasshoppers; 
who stretches out the heavens like a curtain, 
    and spreads them like a tent to live in; 
23 who brings princes to naught, 
    and makes the rulers of the earth as nothing. 

24 Scarcely are they planted, scarcely sown, 
    scarcely has their stem taken root in the earth, 
when he blows upon them, and they wither, 
    and the tempest carries them off like stubble. 

25 To whom then will you compare me, 
    or who is my equal? says the Holy One. 
26 Lift up your eyes on high and see: 
    Who created these? 
He who brings out their host and numbers them, 
    calling them all by name; 

because he is great in strength, 
    mighty in power, 
    not one is missing. 

27 Why do you say, O Jacob, 
    and speak, O Israel, 
“My way is hidden from the LORD, 
    and my right is disregarded by my God”? 
28 Have you not known? Have you not heard? 
The LORD is the everlasting God, 
    the Creator of the ends of the earth. 
He does not faint or grow weary; 
    his understanding is unsearchable. 
29 He gives power to the faint, 
    and strengthens the powerless. 
30 Even youths will faint and be weary, 
    and the young will fall exhausted; 
31 but those who wait for the LORD shall renew their 
strength, 
    they shall mount up with wings like eagles, 
they shall run and not be weary, 
    they shall walk and not faint. 

 

 
1 Corinthians 9:16-23 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
16 If I proclaim the gospel, this gives me no ground for boasting, for an obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not 
proclaim the gospel! 17 For if I do this of my own will, I have a reward; but if not of my own will, I am entrusted with a 
commission. 18 What then is my reward? Just this: that in my proclamation I may make the gospel free of charge, so as 
not to make full use of my rights in the gospel. 

19 For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win more of them. 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 I myself am 
not under the law) so that I might win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law 
(though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law) so that I might win those outside the law. 22 To the weak 
I became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all things to all people, that I might by all means save 
some. 23 I do it all for the sake of the gospel, so that I may share in its blessings. 

 

  



“Radical Freedom”                               February 4, 2018 
Isaiah 40: 21-31; 1 Corinthians 9: 16-23 

 
In this portion of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, Paul is both explaining his job as an apostle as well as continuing his 
response to an argument in the community (found in chapter 8) – is it ok for an individual to consume food which has 
been offered to an idol?  

When banquets and parties were held, there was rarely enough room in a private home and so they would be hosted in 
temples. When food was brought into the temples though, it was offered to the gods. On very regular occasions, 
individuals found themselves in quite the predicament of whether they could take part in the meal or not based on their 
religion. Some argued yes, because if they truly believed in one God, the offering meant nothing; others argued no, 
because by consuming the idol food, they took part in the worship of other gods.  

We might see this today when sit down to eat with a friend who does not believe in God – while we say a 
blessing, the friend waits patiently or even closes their eyes out of respect for our practice; similarly, if we 
gather around the table with our muslim neighbors, we would likely sit quietly during the du’a both before and 
after the meal.  In either situation, we (hopefully) realize that it is respectful to wait patiently rather than to dig 
in while the other recognizes the gift of food in their own way. In our waiting, in our respect, we are not being 
converted – we are simply allowing another to practice what they believe. 

 

And so, today we find ourselves with a still frustrated Paul who is addressing this same point of contention WHILE trying 
to make a point that he works only for God – if he were to work for the people, accepting their patronage, he would not 
be able to truly address the needs and behaviors he was seeing. As a slave to the people, it is important that Paul find 
ways to know, understand, and relate to the people. 

 

Paul writes, “For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win more of 
them”. This can be a troublesome text on many levels. This portion of Paul’s letter seems to go against everything we 
teach our children. “You don’t need to be just like them!” we say. “Why do you long to fit in so badly?” We celebrate all 
that makes us unique, rejoicing in the fact that like platypi, we are beautiful creations of God that transcend all 
boundaries - we should focus on the beauty of what makes us different rather than always striving to fit in! Right?  
 

The beauty of this text, though, is that it actually lifts up the uniqueness of each person and group of people. Paul 
celebrates and encourages the individuals and their communities to live into this uniqueness while learning from one 
another.  

In his letter, Paul concentrates on the things that separate us from one another and labels that ultimately separate us 
from God – Jew and Gentile, under the Law and not, weak and strong.  In this text, Paul strives to identify with these 
many colloquial labels creating separation from God SO THAT he might understand individuals better and reunite them 
with God through an appropriate proclamation of the Gospel. In this reflection on his ministry, Paul preaches through 
understanding of the other and calls the Corinthians to consider the world, the Gospel, through a new perspective. 

I want you to take a moment to look at the front of your bulletin. This image was 
created for worship at the Association for Presbyterian Christian Educators annual 
conference this week. As the artist drew what seemed to be random lines and circles, 
the congregation watched and wondered what in the world it was. I finally decided 
that it was an image of several seeds sprouting up and out, with little leaves sitting just 
on top of the soil. It made no sense with the scripture being read, or the theme, but it 
was what I saw so I went with it.  Until the artist flipped the canvas upside down. 

Artwork created by Scott Neely for the APCE 2018 Annual Conference 



 

Flip your bulletin. 

The seeds I once saw were gone and almost impossible to see. Suddenly, the 
picture made sense as I saw people reaching out to one another.  

I wasn’t necessarily wrong when I saw seeds. Some of you may have seen 
them – or something else. When the artist flipped the canvas though, when 
he took the many perspectives in the room and brought them together with a 
clear image, our eyes were opened. He could both see and hear the murmurs of confusion and having met us in 
that space of confusion and at least a dozen different ideas of what the image was, he brought us together and 
flipped the canvas making the image clear for the first time. 

 

To the Jew, I became like a Jew…  

It isn’t about giving up what you believe – it is about seeing it from a new perspective. It is about seeing with new eyes, 
free of any cataracts of previously conceived ideas and assumptions. 

I know what I saw at first – I can still see the seeds if I try. Mostly, though, I see people when I look at this image – both 
upside down and right-side up. Neither is wrong. Both are what I believe I saw. You are not wrong if you saw something 
different at first.  

 

THAT is what Paul was getting at. Paul wasn’t faulting communities for what they believed and he wasn’t rushing to tell 
them they were wrong– he was seeking understanding of THEIR beliefs so that he could flip the picture around in an 
appropriate way, so he could share the Gospel in a way they could understand it. Some held onto their beliefs – some 
never saw it the same way again. 

Sometimes, a lot of the time, it seems as if we need a toxicology report on those around us before we can interact – we 
run away from the unknown as if we are running away from a deadly poison. If someone disagrees with us, we either 
shut down or fire back harder and faster, getting that immunization in before any damage can be done. After all, we are 
the only ones who can be right – we are the only ones who have the correct prescription. We cannot bring ourselves to 
wait and see – to sit and understand. 

 

That is exactly what Paul is trying to change – Paul is trying to get the Corinthians to remember and live the way that 
Christ did. Paul is not fake or ingenuine as he becomes all things to all people - he is respectful, he is graceful, he is 
merciful. Paul is living a life similar to that of Christ, who died for the “weak” one.  Christ’s self-lowering paradigm sought 
the advantage of the other rather than his own. That is why he invited himself to the home of Zaccheus; that is why he 
wanted both Mary and Martha to sit and be with him rather than to do for him. The problem, though, is that this social 
justice vision transcends limits of our human condition and the benefits are nothing that we can begin to perceive in this 
life. This placement of others before ourselves, this placement of others WITH ourselves, is not something that can be 
“liked” on social media and it will rarely win an award.  It is impossible to understand and so we turn away, seeking 
praise and confirmation of our own statements and beliefs rather than seeking understanding of and with others. 

 

I recently sat with a young adult and listened to their faith journey. I learned about what brought them to the Kirk, and 
honestly, what might take them away from church in general. It was challenging and eye opening – it was the 
unfortunate reality that the church is facing today – that the world is facing today. As we lamented the church building 
becoming a home of hypocrisy in so many places, they said “I am tired of being told that if I don’t believe the same thing 
someone else does, I am out.”  



There seems to be a lack of understanding as we so often try to portray complete understanding. In our attempts to be 
the best Christians we can be, we so often create barriers that turn away others – precisely what Christ fought against. I 
am sure you have seen them, the comments on political posts where an individual says “how can you be a Christian and 
say something like that?!?” meanwhile, the commenter is making just as bad of a judgment. Maybe we have even been 
the one to say that.  

We so desperately want to be right that we so often miss what others are seeing and saying. We are so fearful of having 
our world shaken and our beliefs dismantled, that we skip the banquet and fellowship in fear of the idol food that we 
might consume, in fear that it might change us. 

The beautiful thing that we find in Paul’s text today is that we CAN stand with those who are not like us (because no one 
really is!) and respectfully hear and understand their perspective so that we can better communicate with them. We can 
live the Gospel in different ways with different people and stay true to ourselves, and most importantly to God. 

 

It doesn’t matter if we gather around a table of cheeseburgers or naan, it doesn’t matter if everyone blesses it the same 

way, it doesn’t matter if we pronounce it Jesus, Jesús, or Ἰησοῦς. It doesn’t matter if one believes and one doesn’t. It 
doesn’t matter if you saw seeds or if you saw the people right away. When we take the time to learn from, to 
understand, to respect the perspectives of one another, we can only grow in our own understanding and belief. When 
we take time to be with one another, regardless of how we look, what we believe, what we practice, how old we are, or 
what language we speak – THAT is when the Gospel is preached. When we stand with one another in all of our 
differences, that is when we can respond to Isaiah that we DO know and HAVE heard the glory of our Creator. When 
effort is made, when understanding is pursued, when grace is shared – that is when the Gospel can do its work, healing 
all of God’s children.  THAT is when we can begin to live in this glorious, radical freedom that is the true Gospel – seeking 
understanding and loving one another without restraint just as Christ did, winning, saving and healing relationships that 
only glorify our Creator who is beyond all labels and assumptions. 

 

To the Jew, I became like a Jew; to the Gentile, I became like a Gentile. 

 With the child, I knelt down and sang. 

 With the teenager, I picked up the ball and played. 

 With the college student, I sat and listened. 

 With the fearful graduate, I drank coffee. 

With the young parent, I talked about anything other than their child. 

 With the young adult, I went for a run. 

 With the writer, I sat and read. 

 With the teacher, I sat and learned. 

 With the parent, I sat and prayed. 

 With the grandparent, I sat and enjoyed pictures. 

 With the retired, I sat and crafted. 

 With the widowed, I sat and remembered. 

 With the discerning and questioning, I sat. 

http://www.spanishdict.com/translate/Jes%C3%BAs


 With the tired, the fearful, the afraid – I sat. 

 With the transitioning, the growing, the grieving – I sat. 

 

Christ’s whole ministry was about being WITH people. Paul’s letters are about being WITH one another. Our lives should 
be about being WITH our neighbors, sitting and listening, respecting and understanding, asking and sharing regardless of 
who is right and who is wrong, taking advantage of those beautiful beliefs that set us apart. 

 

Maybe the image will change. Maybe it won’t. But in the end, there will be a new relationship – created in the love of 
Christ that has no comparison. There will be a relationship born of a beautiful and glorious radical freedom, given to us 
by a gracious and merciful God waiting to embrace us as we claim our own beliefs through the understanding of others. 

 

May it be so today and always, Amen.  

 


