
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #19

“Grappling with the Grays”

1 Corinthians 8:1-13

Culture is constantly changing. Every aspect of living has changed drastically over the past one hundred years. I find it fascinating to see a magazine or newspaper from a century or so ago and to look at the advertisements. The latest inventions and trends and fashions seem foreign to us today.

This is even true in the Christian Church. Styles of dress, styles of hair, styles of music, styles of preaching—these have all seen many changes through the years. I like to find old books on eschatology—the study of the end times—and see how they relate the images and symbols of the book of Revelation to their own day and age.

Another area of church life that has changed with time is dealing with what one might call the “taboos” or “questionable practices.” In times past such issues as playing cards, going to the theater, doing…well...practically anything on Sunday except going to church, dancing, ladies wearing makeup or styling their hair were hot topics of debate among Christians and churches. Some questions dealing with the use of tobacco products, the moderate use of alcohol, and styles of music still cause contention between believers.

The reason why such debates are often held (and rarely settled) is because the Bible is largely silent on them. Oh, sure, there are some behaviors that Scripture clearly condemns, such as murder, slander, adultery, or covetousness. Both the Old and New Testaments mention many things lie these that believers are prohibited from doing. Likewise both testaments teach many things that are always good to do—loving and worshiping God, loving our neighbor, helping the poor, and so on. Those specific things are black or white, wrong or right.

Many behaviors, however, are not commanded, commended, or forbidden in Scripture. They are neither black nor white, but gray. Such issues in one age or area may not be the same as those in other times or places; but every age and every place has had to deal with the gray areas of Christian living.
 

Tonight I want to consider “grappling with the grays” as we continue our study of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. Turning to the eighth chapter we will see that the principle Paul employed to settle their question is just as applicable to the debated practices and “gray” areas of our day as it was to this issue in Corinth.
 We will look first at the particular problem they were dealing with at the time of this writing, the persistent principle applied to that problem, and the present practice in our own day.

The Particular Problem 

Verse one begins, “Now about food sacrificed to idols.” This is the formula that introduces matter raised by the letter from the Corinthians.
 We’ve seen this previously.
Then Paul makes a strange statement: “We know that we all possess knowledge.” Why would he say that? It could be that the apostle is quoting what the Corinthians were claiming about themselves. In fact, the alternate reading of the niv is, “‘We all possess knowledge,’ as you say.” The Corinthians were enriched in spiritual knowledge and were rather proud of their achievements.
 
Paul has to warn against pride that sometimes accompanies knowledge. He writes, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to know. But the man who loves God is known by God.” I like how J. B. Phillips renders this: 

“…we should remember that while knowledge may make a man look big, it is only love that can make him grow to his full stature. For whatever a man may know, he still has a lot to learn, but if he loves God, he is opening his whole life to the Spirit of God.”

In these first three verses Paul gives a very gentle rebuke to those who gave too high a place to knowledge. Love rather than knowledge is the Christian’s guide.

Then he returns to the matter at hand: eating food sacrificed to idols. We may scratch our heads and wonder, “What is this all about?” Let me explain.

Corinth was one of many centers of idol worship in the ancient world. As a part of this worship, an animal was brought before a priest to be sacrificed. Only certain parts of the animal were burned—usually the legs, fat, and internal organs. The leftovers—the best pieces of meat—were often consumed among the participants at a festive meal, taken home to enjoy in private, or sold in public marketplaces. (This meat from the sacrifices was always available at lower prices than at the regular marketplace).

This issue presented a threefold dilemma for Christians because there were three ways a person might end up partaking of the offerings to idols. The first was by actually showing up at a pagan temple and eating of the fellowship meal in honor of the pagan god. The second way was by purchasing the meat in the marketplace for eating at home. A third way was to be invited to a meal at a friend’s home that included meat that came from a pagan temple. So as Paul answers this inquiry regarding the appropriateness of eating meat sacrificed to idols, he must address all three layers of this problem.

He begins to do so in verses 4-6,

So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that an idol is nothing at all in the world 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, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through whom we live. 

Taking Paul’s arguments as a whole, it is plain that he is essentially for freedom.
 This probably comes as a shock to some of us, particularly those who love to misquote 1 Thessalonians 5:22, “Avoid the very appearance of evil.” I have heard that phrase used to push the idea that a Christian cannot do anything that could even appear to be wrong in the eyes of someone else. Taken to its logical extreme, such a believer would never do anything at all!
Some Christians believe that if the Bible does not explicitly allow something, it is forbidden. Others believe that if the Bible does not explicitly forbid something, it is allowed. I believe Paul adopted the latter view, although as we will see there are some limitations to this liberty.

Paul brings this principle to bear on the issue of eating meat sacrificed to idols. All Christians share knowledge of the one true God through their faith in the one Lord, Jesus Christ. Though the foolish pagans may believe that their statues of wood, gold, silver, and stone have divine powers, Christians know they are merely man-made relics of a depraved religious system. Based on this knowledge, the implication is clear: Since idols are merely human creations, and since there is only one true God, eating meat that has been sacrificed to a piece of carved wood or molded silver is really inconsequential. After all, how can meat, in and of itself, be made evil by gods that don’t exist?

By the way, such a Christian worldview should drive out the superstitions that often surround us. Fear of bad luck over broken mirrors, walking under ladders, black cats, or certain numbers should be driven out by the knowledge believers have of the one true God and how His world works.

Matter settled, case closed, on to the next question…right? Not so fast. Paul goes on to write in verses 7-8,

But not everyone knows this. Some people are still so accustomed to idols that when they eat such food they think of it as having been sacrificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled. But food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do. 

So far, Paul has sided with the strong Christians. Why, then, are the weak Christians upset with them when their position is so logical? Because, as Warren Wiersbe writes, “you don’t always solve every problem with logic. The little child who is afraid of the dark will not be assured by arguments, especially if the adult (or older brother) adopts a superior attitude. Knowledge can be a weapon to fight with or a tool to build with, depending on how it is used.” He goes on to add,

A know-it-all attitude is only an evidence of ignorance. The person who really knows truth is only too conscious of how much he does not know. Furthermore, it is one thing to know doctrine and quite something else to know God. It is possible to grow in Bible knowledge and yet not grow in grace or in one’s personal relationship with God.

Some new believers there in Corinth who once had been steeped in idolatrous religious cults may take longer to come to grips with a proper view of the world. These believers didn’t realize that the meat issue is amoral—morally neutral. This is what Paul meant at the end of verse 8: “we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.” Eating the meat would not affect their relationship with Christ one way or another. The one who eats is not harmed; the one who abstains is not blessed. The question of meat should be moot among those who have a mature Christian worldview.
 

Love and knowledge must go together; “speaking the truth in love,” as Paul puts it in Ephesians 4:15. It has well been said, “Truth without love is brutality, but love without truth is hypocrisy.” Knowledge is power and it must be used in love. But love must always be controlled by knowledge. The strong believers in the church had knowledge, but they were not using their knowledge in love. Instead of building up the weak saints, the strong Christians were only puffing up themselves.

The particular problem in the church at Corinth was the issue of eating meat that was sacrificed to idols. As do many “gray” issues, this matter threatened to split the church right down the middle.

The Persistent Principle

This leads us to the persistent principle found in verses 9-13,

Be careful, however, that the exercise of your freedom does not become a stumbling block to the weak. For if anyone with a weak conscience sees you who have this knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, won’t he be emboldened to eat what has been sacrificed to idols? So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. When you sin against your brothers in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause him to fall.

Every believer must have a concern for the weak. The strong at Corinth claimed their “right”—they could do as they pleased in the matter of idols. Paul reminds them that no Christian is at liberty to assert his ‘rights’ if that means doing harm to other people. No one should try to force his standards of right and wrong on others, whose consciences react differently.
 Our fellowship in Christ carries with it a tremendous responsibility.

Paul’s told the mature believers not to focus on their liberty but on the spiritual welfare of those who were less mature. He was saying, “Don’t look at your freedom; look at their need. Your own freedom should be limited by your love for fellow believers. If you love them as God calls you to love, you will not use your liberty in any way that will offend, confuse, or weaken their faith.”
 

Some people have the false notion that the strong Christians are the ones who live by rules and regulations and who get offended when others exercise their freedom in Christ; but such is not the case. It is the weak Christians who must have the security of rules and who are afraid to use their freedom in Christ. It is the weak Christians who are prone to judge and criticize stronger believers and to stumble over what they do. This makes it difficult for the strong saints to minister to their weaker brothers and sisters.

It is here that love enters the picture, for “love builds up” and puts others first. When spiritual knowledge is used in love, the stronger Christian can take the hand of the weaker Christian and help him to stand and walk so as to enjoy his freedom in Christ. You cannot force-feed immature believers and transform them into giants. Knowledge must be mixed with love; otherwise, the saints will end up with “big heads” instead of enlarged hearts. A famous preacher used to say, “Some Christians grow; others just swell.” Knowledge and love are two important factors, for knowledge must be balanced by love if we are to use our Christian freedom in the right way.

The truly well-rounded Christian thinks and acts in two ways: conceptually and relationally. He has the ability to understand biblical truths and the ability to relate them to himself and to others. He has knowledge plus love, because love is the medium through which truth is to be communicated.

“Aw, what’s the big deal?” you might wonder. “Didn’t you say this is a matter not specifically spelled out in Scripture?” That’s true, but our concern should be much larger than the issue itself. When we run roughshod over a weaker brother, Paul calls it a sin—and that’s a big deal. The harm done to the weak is bad enough, but even that is not the whole story. To sin against your brothers means nothing less than to sin against Christ.

We must always pause to see our fellow-Christian as a brother for whom Christ died, not just as a good friend in the local church or even a committed member of our fellowship.
 Our Christian liberty must never be used at the expense of a Christian brother or sister who has been redeemed at such a price.

Would the Corinthians have purposely set out to ruin their brethren? Probably not. But they had missed the perspective of verse 12, because they were caught up in the exercise of their own selfish freedom rather than caught up with carefully living out the implications of Christ’s redeeming love.

Paul himself will do his utmost to see that he does not hinder the weak. If need be he will become a vegetarian and never eat meat again, according to verse 13. The important thing is not his own rights or comfort, but the well being of the brotherhood.

Even though the act in itself is not morally or spiritually wrong, it becomes wrong when it is committed against conscience. Such behavior brings guilt feelings, despair, and loss of joy and peace. It may also lead to sinful thoughts connected with former pagan practices and even lead a person back into some of them.

The Present Practice

Let’s bring this into the present practice. What does this look like today?

For starters, let us understand that not every issue is morally black-and-white. Many choices we have are amoral—neither right nor wrong. As Paul wrote, “we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do.” Every choice, every action is not a demonstration of someone’s faith or the lack thereof. I wish we had time to dive into Romans 14-15, which deals with this same issue. In that text Paul basically says on these issues: be convinced in your own mind, be consistent in your own actions, and be considerate of one another when they see things differently.

Regardless of our differing stances on the gray issues of life, we all have been called to obey one black-and-white command in Scripture: “Love one another” (John 13:34). In each situation, we are to wisely apply love and self-control, not always seeking ways to live out our own freedom in Christ, but looking for opportunities to show patience and extend grace toward them.
 

We must never ride roughshod over other people’s consciences. Our conscience, educated by the Bible, gives us great freedom of action. Yet this does not allow us to assert our freedom at the expense of others. Knowledge gives freedom, but love limits it.
 The exercise of personal freedom is never simply personal, and we need to see that. 

It’s always sad when we manifest a low-level experience of Christianity by allowing divergence of opinion to break the fellowship, or perhaps by the example we set we would cause another Christian to stumble. I believe that the greatest soul-winning help in the world is unity among the believers, and likewise one of the greatest hindrances is division in the Christian church.

Allow me to conclude with a relevant example. Many Christians today are divided over the COVID-19 pandemic. Some are scared to death of this virus, and believe that every precaution must be taken to avoid contracting or spreading it. They firmly believe in and practice social distancing, wearing masks, and frequently using sanitizer. Others are more skeptical about what they are hearing from politicians and the news media, believing that this virus is being used to control the population and manipulate the upcoming election.

That’s fine to believe and behave as you do on the subject. What’s not fine is expecting everybody else to follow suit. If you are one that plays it safe, then do so…but don’t look down your noses on those who do not, as though they were heartless and cruel. And if you are on the other side, don’t be accusing those who take precautions of being sheep or having no faith. Satan loves nothing more than Christians who are divided against each other, for divided Christians will neither grow nor glow—they will neither grow stronger in their faith nor glow in their testimony to the world.

I have my own convictions about this issue, but you will not hear them from this pulpit. I am not here to push a political or social agenda; I am here to proclaim the Word of God. And the Word says that my convictions must be tempered with compassion, that my liberty must be limited by love, and in all things God gets the glory. Amen.
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