
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #22

“Navigating a Moral Minefield”

1 Corinthians 10:14-11:1

Norman Schwarzkopf is best known for commanding the allied troops in the Persian Gulf War, but few know of his bravery shown in Vietnam.

On May 28, 1970, a man was injured by a mine, and Schwarzkopf, then a colonel, flew to the man’s location. While the helicopter was evacuating the injured soldier, another soldier stepped on a mine, severely injuring his leg. The man thrashed around on the ground, screaming and wailing. That’s when everyone realized the first mine hadn’t been a lone booby trap. They were all standing in the middle of a minefield.

Schwarzkopf believed the injured man could survive and even keep his leg—but only if he stopped flailing around. There was only one thing he could do. He had to go after the man and immobilize him. Schwarzkopf wrote, 

I started through the minefield, one slow step at a time, staring at the ground, looking for telltale bumps or little prongs sticking up from the dirt. My knees were shaking so hard that each time I took a step, I had to grab my leg and steady it with both hands before I could take another… It seemed like a thousand years before I reached the kid.

Then Schwarzkopf, who had been a wrestler at West Point, pinned the wounded man and calmed him down. It saved his life. And with the help of an engineer team, Schwarzkopf got him and the others out of the minefield.

Most of us never have and never will find ourselves in a literal minefield. But every day Christians are faced with decisions—not simply between right and wrong, but between good, better, and best. God has given us a world filled with beauty for us to enjoy, but how do we determine where to draw the line between delighting in His gracious provision and overindulging in sinful desires?
 I believe Scripture gives us direction through this moral minefield. In other words, we can be principled people and still function in the world as it is.

As we continue in our study of 1 Corinthians, we have come to the last half of the tenth chapter. In this passage Paul wants to help the Corinthians wisely navigate through the gray areas of life—particularly in the area of food sacrificed to idols. Notice here that Paul does not address the issue on the axis of what an individual should or shouldn’t do. He addresses the issue based on what is best for one’s neighbor and what will bring the most glory to God.
 The keys to the gray and controversial areas in life are the concepts of law, liberty, and love. In this message we will consider navigating a moral minefield.
The Principle of Participation

Paul gives three principles in navigating the particular minefield there in Corinth. The first is the principle of participation, seen in verses 14-22,

Therefore, my dear friends, flee from idolatry. I speak to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say. Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the body of Christ? Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf. 

Consider the people of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices participate in the altar? Do I mean then that a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that an idol is anything? No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God, and I do not want you to be participants with demons. You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part in both the Lord’s table and the table of demons. Are we trying to arouse the Lord’s jealousy? Are we stronger than he?
Paul begins in verse 14, “flee from idolatry.” The Greek verb is in the present imperative, which signifies habitual practice. There is to be no leisurely contemplation of the sin, thinking that one can go so far, and be safe from going further. The only wise course is to have nothing to do with it.
 Don't just walk away from it…run!
As we have seen already, idolatry includes much more than bowing down or burning incense to a physical image. Idolatry is having any false god—any object, idea, philosophy, habit, occupation, sport, or whatever that has one’s primary concern and loyalty or that to any degree decreases one’s trust in and loyalty to the Lord.

And Paul tells us to run from idolatry. Why? He explained the reason: the idol itself is nothing, but it can be used by Satan to lead you into sin. Idolatry is demonic, as we see in Deuteronomy 32:17, “They sacrificed to demons, which are not God—gods they had not known, gods that recently appeared, gods your fathers did not fear.” 

The Corinthians were headed for a similar kind of judgment by the hand of God if they didn’t repent of their own sin. In the name of celebrating their liberty from the Law, forgiveness of past, present, and future sins, and their freedom of conscience in Christ, the Corinthians participated in idolatrous practices at the local temples.

In verses 16-17, Paul uses the Lord’s Supper as an illustration. When the believer partakes of the cup and bread, he is, in a spiritual way, having fellowship with the body and blood of Christ.
 The Greek word koinōnia means “common participation.” We all share in him as Christians, and it is that participation which unites us all as Christians.

The “cup of thanksgiving” in verse 16 is the name the Jews gave the cup at the end of a meal, over which a thanksgiving was said; it was also used of the third cup at the Passover feast. It is possibly this cup with which Jesus instituted Communion.
 

The Lord’s Supper is a spiritual experience. The bread and cup are not transubstantiated—turned into the actual body and blood of Christ—as Roman Catholics believe, or consubstantiated—having the actual body and blood existing alongside them—as many Lutherans believe.
 The bread and cup are symbols, but the act of communion is not merely symbolic. It is a participation in the body and blood of Christ, as well as a partnership with fellow believers, as verse 17 says, “Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all partake of the one loaf.” Paul will have more to say about the Lord’s Supper in chapter eleven; right now he is making a point by analogy: If eating the bread and drinking the cup means participation with our Lord and our fellow believers, any “sensible” person could conclude that the same truths apply in idolatrous worship.

In verse 18 Paul includes Israel in his comparison. Literally “the people of Israel” in the Greek is “Israel according to the flesh,” as seen in the King James Version. This strange statement seems to suggest that there were two different ways in which the word “Israel” might be employed—a physical Israel and a spiritual Israel. This, of course, is precisely the case. Paul took that same theme in Romans 9:6, where he stressed, “they are not all Israel, which are of Israel.”
 The expression distinguishes physical Israel from the true Israel, the church, as seen in Galatians 6:16, “the Israel of God,” and in Philippians 3:3, “it is we who are the circumcision,” written to a Gentile congregation.

In verse 20, Paul will not dispute the contention of the Corinthians that an idol is not a god at all. But he will not agree that therefore idols can safely be treated as nothing more than so many blocks of wood and stone. The demons use people’s readiness to worship idols. Thus, when people sacrifice to idols, it cannot be said that they are engaging in some meaningless or neutral activity. They are sacrificing to evil spirits.

And so, in verse 21, Paul says you can’t have it both ways. He is not giving advice but stating a fact. Jesus made it clear that we cannot “serve two masters” in Matthew 6:24. It is not simply that we should not but that we cannot. It is impossible to do both at the same time. It must be one or the other.

Then he concludes in verse 22, “Are we stronger than He?” This is directed at the strong Christian who was sure he could enjoy his liberty in the pagan temple and not be harmed. “You may be stronger than your weaker brother,” Paul surmises, “but you are not stronger than God!” It is always dangerous to play with sin and tempt God.
 As Hebrews 10:31 warns, “It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”
The Principle of Permission

The second principle Paul gives I call the principle of permission, in verses 25-27,

Eat anything sold in the meat market without raising questions of conscience, for, “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.” If some unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience.
The Bible has much to say about the liberty of a Christian. Jesus said in John 8:58, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.” Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 3:17, “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom,” and in Galatians 5:1, “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.” 
Liberty manifests itself in two ways: freedom from and freedom to.

We are freed from sin. When we come to Christ, we are freed from the penalty of sin—the guilt, the shame, and the ultimate consequence of sin, which is eternal separation from God. We are also freed from the power of sin to enslave us and keep us bound. The Christian can never say regarding sin, “I couldn’t help it!” In Christ, we are free to not choose sin. Furthermore, we are freed from the expectations of others (and even ourselves). Swindoll notes, 

Essentially, liberty is freedom… It is a freedom to become all that He meant me to be, regardless of how He leads others. I can be me—fully and freely. It is a freedom to know Him in an independent and personal way. And that freedom is then released to others so they can be who they are meant to be—different from me! You see, God isn’t stamping out little cookie-cutter Christians across the world so that we all think alike and look alike and sound alike and act alike. The body has variety. We were never meant to have the same tem​peraments and use the same vocabulary and wear the same syrupy smile and dress the same way and carry on the same ministry. I repeat: God is pleased with variety. This freedom to be who we are is nothing short of magnificent. It is freedom to make choices, freedom to know His will, freedom to walk in it, freedom to obey His leading me in my life and you in your life.

This reflects the positive side of liberty, the freedom to do certain things. We are at liberty to be our Creator’s creature…to have the right to be the person we really are.
 We are free to serve God, to obey God, to love God, and to enjoy God.

However, we are not free to do as we please without regard for what God says or how our actions affect others. True liberty takes into account the consequences of our actions on those around us. The most important commands God gave us are to love Him and to love others. We cannot run roughshod over the sensitivities of others in the name of Christian liberty. This does not mean that the Christian is completely or permanently bound by the erratic or irra​tional behavior of others. Nevertheless, the issue is one of love and edification, not merely of per​sonal rights.

In this new paragraph Paul makes it plainer than ever that there is no harm in eating idol meat. It was unnecessary to enquire in the meat market whether an otherwise suitable cut of meat came from a sacrificed animal or not.
 Nor is it necessary to ask a host about where the meat came from at a private meal. I like how William Barclay puts it: “It is possible to be too fussy and to create difficulties where none need exist. After all, in the last analysis, all things are God’s.”

As Christians, we do have freedom. God created us to be free. Think back to God’s words to Adam in Genesis 2:16 regarding the Garden of Eden, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden.” Did you catch that? “You are free.” From the very beginning, we were intended to live in liberty. 

There are two ways of looking at Christian liberty. Some believe that unless the Bible expressly endorses something, it is forbidden, while others believe that unless the Bible expressly prohibits something, it is permitted. I think Paul would classify the first view as held by the “weak” Christian and the second view as held by the “strong.”
There is, however, a limit to our liberty, which Paul brings out in this chapter.

The Principle of Perception

The third principle is the principle of perception. Look at verses 23-24,

“Everything is permissible”—but not everything is beneficial. “Everything is permissible”—but not everything is constructive. Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others. 

“Everything is permissible” repeats a statement made in 1 Corinthians 6:12. As before, Paul repeats it, but this time follows the repetition with not everything is constructive.” Christian liberty is important, but there are some things that are not wise. They neither build the believer up in the faith, nor help others. It is more important to avoid such actions than to assert one’s rights.
 Again, I appreciate Barclay’s rendition: “All things are allowed to me, but all things are not good for me. All things are allowed, but all things do not build up.”
 Some permissible things may not be best for me or may not be best for others.

There are two extreme groups in the Corinthian church that Paul is addressing. One can be categorized as licentious. He addresses them in verse 23: “All things are permissible.” They were using the theological truth of the liberty of the gospel as license to do anything and everything they wanted with little regard for those who disagreed. Then there is the legalist whom Paul addresses in verses 25-26: “Eat anything sold in the meat market…” They did not fully understand the liberty they had in the gospel and were applying their scruples to the community at large, thus improperly binding the consciences of their brothers. Paul answers their error by quoting Psalm 24:1—“The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it”—a verse that was used in Jewish mealtime prayers.

In today’s church there are both types of people—licentious people who press their liberty at the expense of those who don’t share their views, and legalistic folks who are narrow and tend to be judgmental of others who don’t see things as they do. The word to both groups is the same: “Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others.” The legalists sought their own good and ignored the way their approach bound the conscience of their neighbors. The licentious ones sought their own good and ignored the way their approach scandalized the conscience of their neighbors. The word to both is, “Stop being selfish and consider each other as well as yourself.”
 It is a mark of maturity when we balance our freedom with responsibility; otherwise, it ceases to be freedom and becomes anarchy, lawlessness.
 There is nothing more real than Christian freedom; but Christian freedom must be used to help others and not to shock or hurt them. A man has a duty to himself but a still greater duty to God and to others.

Paul echoes this sentiment in Philippians 2:3-4, “Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others.” Then he points to the example of Jesus who lived out this truth.

Romans 14:19-20 makes the same point in stark terms: “Let us therefore make every effort to do what leads to peace and to mutual edification. Do not destroy the work of God for the sake of food. All food is clean, but it is wrong for a man to eat anything that causes someone else to stumble.” While in theory, Christians are free to participate in all sorts of activities that are not immoral in themselves, we are also called to focus on those things that will benefit others.
 Whatever we do, as Christians, we should be aware of what effect it might have on others.
 How they perceive things is important, too.

This is brought out in verses 28-30,
But if anyone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do not eat it, both for the sake of the man who told you and for conscience’ sake—the other man’s conscience, I mean, not yours. For why should my freedom be judged by another’s conscience? If I take part in the meal with thankfulness, why am I denounced because of something I thank God for? 

With regard to sacrificed meat eaten at an unbeliever’s home (the outside, lightest blue circle), Paul says that if the unsaved host does not mention where the meat came from, believers may eat freely. If the one serving the guests makes a point that the meat was sacrificed to idols, however, then he is likely to be viewing the meal as an extension of his own devotion to the idol. In that case, for the sake of the Christian’s testimony and the conscience of weaker believers, the Christian should quietly abstain from eating the food.
 This is not inconsistency or hypocrisy, but being aware of the perception such activity can project. The strong Christian knows that he has freedom, but he also knows that freedom involves responsibility.

Paul concludes this section in verses 31-33 and verse one of chapter 11 (a terrible chapter division, in my opinion):

So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God— even as I try to please everybody in every way. For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved. Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.
The principle is clear. The Christian is not concerned with his rights, but with the glory of God. Everything we do must be governed by this.
 And we can do all things to the glory of God only when we remember our duty to our fellow Christians; and we will do that only when we remember that our Christian freedom is given to us not for our own sake but for the sake of others.

Now, when Paul wrote, “I try to please everybody in every way,” he was not saying that he was a compromiser or a people-pleaser. He was affirming the fact that his life and ministry were centered on helping others rather than on promoting himself and his own desires.

Ultimately, Christians should be willing to set aside their right to exercise Christian freedom for the sake of fellowship with God and with one another. The truth of the gospel of Christ is already offensive enough, and we must never surrender our stand on the non-negotiable truths of the person and work of Jesus Christ—even if it seems like foolishness to the world. When it comes to questionable, optional, or “gray” areas of our practice, however, we should eagerly heed Paul’s command.
 The way we use our freedom and relate to others indicates whether we are mature in Christ. Strong and weak Christians need to work together in love to edify one another and glorify Jesus Christ.

Navigating a moral minefield can be difficult, especially when we consider our responsibilities to God and others as well as ourselves. Simply put, Paul tells us that our priorities should be:

Exalt God

Evangelize the lost

Edify the saved

Enjoy ourselves

Only when the first three are not jeopardized can we fulfill the fourth.
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