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Sometimes we have to make decisions in life about matters that may be in a 

bit of a gray area, a matter that the Bible doesn’t seem to directly address 

and a matter upon which believer may have differing perspectives. 

Sometimes we have to make decisions about matters that are not wrong for 

us to do, but could cause another believer to stumble into sin.  

 

What we are going to discover this morning is that we need to expand our 

thinking beyond asking the questions, “is it right?” to asking “is it wise?” In 

other words, sometime may technically be permissible, but is it beneficial? 

Furthermore, we need to take a step further to not only ask if it is wise and 

beneficial for me, but how will my choice affect other people? Should I 

restrain my freedom for the sake of another believer’s conscience?  

 

As we come to 1 Corinthians 8, Paul is helping the church of Corinth 

navigate these very waters.  

 

Verse 1 begins, “Now concerning things sacrificed to idols…”  

 

Issue: food sacrifice to idols  

 

Background: The city of Corinth was immersed in a culture of pagan 

idolatry. In the Greek and Roman world, every aspect of civil and political 

life was tied to idol worship. The Greeks and Romans were polytheists which 

meant they believed in the worship of many gods. They had a god for every 

aspect of life, such as war, love, travel, justice, rain, harvest, etc. Each of 

these gods was represented by a physical idol of wood or stone. In attempt 

to manipulate or appease their so-called gods, they would offer sacrifices. 

They also believed in the demonic realm and that the way in which demons 

gained access into a person was by attaching themselves to the food people 
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ate. And so the pagan worshippers would offer sacrifices for two reasons, 1) 

to gain the favor of the so-called god, and 2) to cleanse the meat from 

demonic contamination.1 It was superstition on steroids.  

 

The meat for idol sacrifices was divided in three parts. The first part was 

burned on the altar, the second was given to the priest at the idol temple as 

a payment for his services, and the third was kept by the person making the 

sacrifice. Because the priests received so much meat, they would sell the 

extra portions at the local meat market. So if you went to the market to buy 

food, it was very likely that the meat for sale had an association with pagan 

gods.  

 

You can imagine how new believers who had just turned from idols to serve 

the living God were caught in a quandary. They are trying to live pure lives 

and fight the temptations associated with idolatry. Yet everywhere they 

turned, every business meeting, every family gathering, every funeral or 

wedding, every meal involved food. And every time they ate, they faced the 

question, “is this food associated with idol worship and if so, can I eat 

without sinning against the Lord?” This was very big issue. Some in the 

church were confident of their new found freedom in Christ, that they were 

fee to eat any food. Others had a weaker conscience on the matter and 

feared offending the Lord by eating anything associated with idolatry.  

 

Like most issues that we need to wrestle with in life, the issue of how to 

handle food sacrificed to idols was just the tip of a much bigger iceberg. 

There is a much larger topic at hand that surfaces through this issue.  

 

Topic: The stewardship of one’s spiritual freedom 

 

Before Paul dives into the specifics of how believers should think and 

respond to food sacrificed to idols and how that fits into their new theology 

of freedom in Christ, he begins by addressing some general principles which 



will guide the discussion. In vs. 1-3 Paul unpacks the right attitude and the 

right approach that is necessary in resolving this issue. [vs. 1-3] 

 

Right attitude: Humility  

 

The attitude that Paul is calling forth is the attitude of humility toward one 

another in the church as they faced this dilemma. We know this because 

Paul issues a warning about the danger of knowledge in vs. 1: “knowledge 

makes arrogant”—knowledge puffs up. When we are knowledgeable about 

something, we have a tendency to feel superior over those who lack that 

particular knowledge. And as you know, arrogance or pride destroys 

relationships and erodes the church.  

 

Now, if humility is the right attitude, what then is the right approach that 

humility takes toward difficult issues?  

 

Right approach: Love 

 

Vs. 1 says, “knowledge makes arrogant, but love edifies”—love builds up. 

Paul goes on in vs. 2 to say, “if anyone supposes that he knows anything, he 

has not yet known as he ought to know; but (vs. 3) if anyone loves God, he is 

known by God.”  

 

Notice the word, “but” at the beginning of vs. 3. Paul is making a contrast. 

The contrast is between the one who places his confidence in what he 

knows in vs. 2 and the one who loves God in vs. 3. (knowledge vs. love) The 

punch line is at the end of vs. 2: the one with knowledge “has not yet known 

as he ought to know.” In other words, if all you have is knowledge, your 

knowledge is insufficient. The point of vss. 2-3 is this: knowledge without 

love is insufficient knowledge. You may have right theology, but if your 

theology is not handled or applied with humility and love, then your 

theological knowledge is insufficient. Paul’s point is not that knowledge and 

love are opposed to one another but that they are insufficient without each 
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other. Knowledge must not be an end in itself, but must blossom into love. 

And love, to be authentic, needs the boundaries that are set by truth.  

 

Now let me step back and clarify something. Paul is not against knowledge. 

When you read Paul’s letters, he passionately promotes and jealously 

guards sound doctrine—without it the church crumbles.2 The Bible never 

praises ignorance and it always exalts truth! Paul is not encouraging us to 

have love without truth or knowledge. Rather he’s exhorting us to carry 

truth with love. (Handing someone a hot dish of truth will burn without the oven mitts of 

love.) Its essential to understand that the Bible always ties truth and love 

together, and I would suggest that the rope that ties them together is 

humility. Truth and love are tied together with humility. The marriage of 

truth and love is perhaps most obvious in 1, 2, 3 John. In my Bible I used a 

red pen to circle the word truth and underline the word love. Its especially 

easy to see the interchange of truth and love in 2nd and 3rd John because the 

whole book is on one page. Its like 1, 2, and 3 John are like a giant crane. 

And the outriggers that come out and stabilize that crane are truth on one 

side and love on the other. (Pumper truck) 

 

And yet at first glance Paul seems to be way out of balance in I Cor 8. He 

seems to be negative toward knowledge and positive toward love. Why is 

that? Paul is leaning toward the love-side of the canoe because some of the 

Corinthians are leaning so hard toward the knowledge-side of the canoe 

that it’s about to tip over. Paul is not just teaching them, he’s correcting 

them. The problem in the Corinthian church is that they loved knowledge to 

a fault, but they were almost completely lacking in love for one another. (I 

Cor 13:2--“If I have…all knowledge…but do not have love, I am nothing”) 

 

We know that Paul is not opposed to knowledge, because he proceeds to 

affirm 3 truths that some of the Corinthians believed but were prone to 

handle with pride; three truths that establish freedom for believers in the 

matter of food sacrificed to idols:  

 



1. Idols are a mere representation of false gods (vs. 4-5).  

 

Vs. 4-5: “Therefore concerning the eating of things sacrificed to 

idols, we know that there is no such thing as an idol in the world,”—

or as the ESV reads, “an idol has no real existence’—“and that there 

is no God but one. For even if there are so-called gods whether in 

heaven or on earth, as indeed there are many gods and many lords, 

yet for us there is but one God…” 

 

Paul is saying that while there are is a lot of idolatry around, none of 

those idols represent real gods. The gods of the idols are figments of 

the imagination, made up in the minds of mere men. The idols 

themselves are nothing more than mere wood and stone. And while 

Satan and his demons may use idolatry to deceive and enslave men, 

the idols themselves have no power whatsoever.3  

 

2. There is only one true God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (vs. 

6).  

 

[vs. 6] Not only are idols powerless, but our God, the Father of our 

Lord Jesus Christ is the Creator. He holds all power and as our 

Creator, the Father and the Son together, are the only God in which 

we may find our identity and purpose—we exist for Him!  

 

3. Food is spiritually neutral (vs. 8) 

 

[vs. 8] Paul is simply affirming that what we eat does not result in 

favor or disfavor with God. Food itself is spiritually neutral.  

 

So the answer to the dilemma is that they are permitted to eat meat, even if 

it had been associated with idols. Consider the freedom that this knowledge 

secured for believers in Corinth. The idols associated with their food are 

nothing. Their God is the only true God and He does not evaluate them on 
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the basis of what they eat, whether it was associated with idols or not. 

What freedom for those who understood these truths. They could eat every 

day with a clear conscience, without the constant concern of displeasing the 

Lord.  

 

But there’s just one problem, not all believers had a mature understanding 

of these truths, and therefore not everyone was enjoying the same level of 

freedom. [vs. 7] It may be difficult for us to understand what an adjustment 

is was from polytheism (worship of many gods) to monotheism (the worship 

of one God). They were used to living in constant fear of what might happen 

to them if they didn’t worship the gods. Fear is something not easily left 

behind. It was a “struggle to trust solely in Christ instead of trying to placate 

the gods they used to worship”4 This being the case, if a new believer, not 

yet grounded in the truth, saw other believers eating food sacrificed to 

idols, he may be tempted to revert to pagan worship, particularly if he saw a 

believer eating at a family or community event that took place in an idol 

temple (vs. 10).5 So Paul says in vs. 9, “Take care that this liberty of yours 

does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak” (vs. 9)—key vs. 

 

Note: Who is Paul directing chapter 8 toward, the strong or the weak? Who 

bears the primary responsibility in this situation? It’s the strong. Paul 

doesn’t just tell the weaker brother to grow up and get with the program—

that would just be knowledge without love. Rather, he tells the stronger 

brother, the more mature believers, to not focus on their liberty but on the 

spiritual welfare of the less mature.”6 Knowledge applied with love means 

choosing to limit your freedom out of love for your brother so as not to 

would his conscience and cause him to stumble into sin.   

 

This is no small matter. Vs. 11: “through your knowledge he who is weak is 

ruined, the brother for whose sake Christ died. And thus, by sinning against 

the brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against 

Christ.” It may not be a sin to eat meat associated with idols, but it’s a very 

serious sin if your eating causes your brother to stumble.  

5 MacArthur, 196.  
6 MacArthur, 191. 



 

So serious is this matter of causing a weaker brother to stumble, that Paul 

concludes in vs. 13 by saying, “Therefore, if food causes my brother to 

stumble, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause my brother to 

stumble.” So serious is this matter of not leading another believer into sin 

that Paul says it would be better to never eat meat again than to foolishly 

use one’s freedom in a way that brought ruin instead of building up in love.  

 

If I had to summarize the message of 1 Cor 8, it would be this: The very 

knowledge that secures our spiritual freedom, can wound our brother if 

not handled with love. Therefore, love must guide the use of our freedom 

in non-essential matters.  

 

This is one essential way we live out gospel community. We place a higher 

premium on our brother’s good than we do on our freedom. If we love each 

other as God calls us to, we will not use our liberty in a way that will offend, 

confuse, or weaken each other’s faith.7 In other words, when we make life 

decisions about matters of conscience not strictly forbidden by Scripture, 

we need to be mature in our thinking, not only conceptually but also 

relationally. We need to think relationally in the church.  

 

I realize that it is not easy to restrain our freedom out of love and respect 

for another person’s conscience. It’s a lot easier to just say, “If they don’t 

like it, that’s their problem” even when its in our power to not offend. The 

one thing that strengthens me to die to self for the sake of a brother is 

remembering that it is a way for me to imitate Christ.  

 

Jesus set aside His rights and privileges for a time, and died out of love for 

us and concern for our need.  [Phil 2:1-8] 

 

 

**Prayer for Dundas family! 
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