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Scripture - I Corinthians 9:16-23: 

For if I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting.  For necessity is laid 

upon me.  Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!  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.  What then 

is my reward?  Just this: that in my preaching I may make the gospel free of charge, not 

making full use of my right in the gospel. 

 

"On the house" means that there is no charge, no bill for food or drink.  The diner or the drinker 

is given a free gift.  We go in expecting to pay our own way, and we check out our financial 

solvency to see how many drinks we can afford of if we can swing a steak this time.  We want to 

splurge, to live it up this once, and we go as far as we can on our limited budget.  We push it as 

far as possible--including estimated tax and tip--and  we order. 

 

Then the word comes that it's on the house! 

 

The word can come at various times throughout the evening.  Some of us hear it before the first 

drink is served; others before the second round; some as we are debating whether we can afford 

another; others as we have finished and have asked for the bill.  Regardless of when we hear the 

word, it surprises like nothing else. 

 

It frequently happens that the one who has paid our bill is a friend or acquaintance we would 

think least likely to do so. Or even an anonymous benefactor.  That makes the surprise even 

more amazing.  

 

The kingdom of God is "on the house."  The peace and joy and love it holds for us is absolutely 

free and even if we feel flush, we cannot pay the bill, we cannot pay our own way.  The only 

way we can enjoy God as He intends us to is to experience Him as an absolutely free gift--no 

price tag and no strings attached. 

 

One of our problems is that we somehow want to cast ourselves in the role of one of the last of 

the big spenders.  We would like not only to pay our own way, we also want to pick up the tab 

for others and leave a generous tip besides. 

 

We also are concerned with the bill itself--keeping a mental list of what we've ordered so we can 

compare it against the bill to make sure we haven't been overcharged--or that we leave a larger 

tip than is absolutely necessary.  We are at the same time besieged with characteristics of a 

skinflint, a spendthrift, and a scheming kind of person who seeks ways to manipulate others into 

paying our way--all of which manifest within us a kind of split personality.   

 

In one sense God is not interested in either attitude.  In another, He is interested in all of them.  

In his generosity he scoffs equally at our miserliness and at our counterfeit generosity.  At the 



same time he has something in mind which far surpasses both our conservatism and our 

liberality--a gift for us that transforms us into both and neither simultaneously--a metamorphosis 

which releases us from having to deal with either of the extremes and at the same time enables us 

to limit our wants to the easily affordable while simultaneously becoming more liberal with 

ourselves and others than we ever before. 

 

Paul, who underwent a life-changing experience with the christ, is telling the Corinthians in this 

passage that he must preach free of charge because he was given a new life free of charge.   

 

The same mind set that Paul experienced gets inside us and takes over, that no longer counts the 

cost of anything we do--precisely because the price tag has been eliminated.  There simply is no 

longer a bill to be paid.  Once we experience the depth of reality behind God's elimination of the 

price tag on his love for us, we, in turn, are effortlessly transformed into the kind of being that 

God himself is: one which eliminates all future price tags on anything we shall ever do.  Our life 

style becomes the same as God's--and anything we do for anyone is done for the pure pleasure of 

the doing--out of the kind of desire that is insulted at any inquiry about price. 

 

God, however, is not insulted by our questions of price and even our queries about "the special of 

the day."  (the plate lunch special)  God understands us, far better than we understand ourselves. 

 He knows we are all searching for the right path, groping for guidance along the way.  He 

recognizes that we are trying to understand him and his ways through the examples of the manner 

in which men deal with each other--a kind of calculated guesswork which has me insist on 

paying your bill so you will insist, even more vigorously, on paying mine and we can have a 

minor conflict over who is going to let whom be the most generous--as if "going dutch" were 

something out of the question, even though we both know that neither of us has the resources to 

treat the other. 

 

In one sense it's fortunate for us that God doesn't put a price tag on his love, because he knows 

the true worth of everything, and if he honestly appraised his love, that would be no possibility 

that anyone could afford to purchase it. 

 

Because we live, however, in a world where almost everything is bought and sold and even 

intangibles seem to carry attached strings of obligations of some sort, we have great difficulty in 

believing something is ours without charge--that anything for us could really be "on the house."  

We are so accustomed to bargain-hunting, trying to get the most for our money, that we miss 

God's invitation to all of us: "come, buy and eat!  Come, buy wine and milk without money and 

without price." (Isaiah 55:1)  God invites us to order the most expensive item on the menu--and 

forget the cost.  It's on the house! 

 

And because we are so accustomed to being billed for everything, our habit leads us to a most 

exhaustive investigation of God's credit and time payment plan.  There must be some hidden 

loophole somewhere, some extra carrying charge we're going to be dunned.  One of the surprises 

in store for us is that we are saddling ourselves with a burden worse than any time payment plan 

by our fretting and frustration.  We burden our minds with worry over meeting God's bills for 

unexpected expenses which may all come due at the same time.   



 

We live under a cloud of anxiety and fear--all of our own making.  God keeps trying to get the 

message through to us --"My love is on the house!!  Absolutely no strings attached!!"  He says 

it over and over and the reason he is so persistent is because he knows in advance what will 

happen to us once we experience the reality of what he is saying. 

 

Once we experience his words in a way that involves our whole being, we become like God and 

we, like he, love other people, not because of who they are but because of who we are--we whom 

God has transformed into new beings with his experience of love within us.  Then we, like God, 

love others because love has become the very essence and nature of our being--the only way we 

can deal with others because it is the only way we deal with ourselves.  

 

There is a delightful new movement afoot in our country.  It's called Random Acts of Kindness.  

It invites anyone who will--folks like you and me--to participate by doing just what the name 

implies--random acts of kindness for total strangers--such as letting several waiting cars into 

traffic ahead of you while you smile and wave, insisting that a total stranger take your place in 

the check-out line, selecting a name at random from the telephone directory and sending that 

person an anonymous greeting card, buying a flower for someone who needs a lift--but not 

signing the card, or spending half an hour in a hospital emergency room and doing one random 

act of kindness that presents itself. 

 

Surely the Spirit of God is in this new movement.  In small but very meaningful ways we can 

make a difference in this world. 

 

We understand and care about others in greater depth then ever before because we understand 

and love ourselves to the depth that God intended.  We have become like God and that 

becoming is exactly what he intended for us from the beginning--the reason he created us in his 

image.  And he has known all along what our transformation will do to and for us: give us the 

same kind of extravagant love and grace which enables him to continue to say, "Hey! It's on the 

house!" 

 

 

 

 

 

 


