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The Christian faith affords an enormous amount of freedom. In Corinth, idols were 
everywhere and food sacrifices were to them in the public square. Believers had to 
make decisions about if and how they could participate. But whether something is 
lawful is not the only question. Paul teaches us to use our liberty to love each other 
and honor the Lord who set us free.  
 
Knowledge 
The church writes to him about food offered to idols (v1; cf. 7:1). Everyone has 
knowledge, which if possessed in isolation puffs up. To know without loving makes 
you worse. But love edifies. Love builds up the lover and the loved. As Reformed 
Presbyterians we should be warned by these verses. Our libraries are the best, and we 
even read the books in there. But knowledge without zeal is like a tool shop without a 
craftsman. Knowledge itself is not the goad, and to boast about knowledge reveals 
how ignorant you are (v2). As soon as you truly know something a little more deeply, 
you realize what you don’t know is even deeper than you thought. This is because all 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden in Christ, our infinite Lord (Col. 2:3). 
We grow in wisdom to realize we know almost nothing when compared to what He 
will teach us, but that’s alright because we are fully known by Him (v3). Strong people 
in the church in Corinth had knowledge about idols and could use it to get what they 
wanted. But knowledge is not a tool to get your way. It’s a tool to love and build and 
enjoy being loved and built. Paul has to setup the conversation this way before 
moving on.   
 
Idols 
Meat was a luxury in the ancient world and only the wealthy would eat it often. 
Commonly an animal would be sacrificed at a pagan temple and consumed there, 
with any leftovers taken to the market to sell. Obviously Christians can’t worship and 
sacrifice to a false god (cf. 10:14, 20), but can they eat the meat after the sacrifice has 
been offered? Can they participate in fun and delicious events with their neighbors? 
Paul starts by saying an idol is nothing, and there is only one God (v4). Just because 
someone thinks the food is Zeus’ to give or bless doesn’t mean that it is. There are 
many so-called gods and lords in heaven and on earth, but we know there is one King 
of kings and Lord of lords. The only reason Caesar can demand people burn incense 
to him is because God gives him breath and life. The reason why people can eat food 
without thanking God is because He gives them the food and allows them to do so. 
This is the kindness and patience of God (cf. Acts 17:25, 30). Paul reworks the Shema 
which was the daily prayer of Jews taken from Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear O Israel, the 
LORD our God, the LORD is one.” This is the opposite argument to the common 
myth that says all gods and religions are the same. Among all this idolatry, “there is 
one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we for Him; and one Lord Jesus 
Christ, through whom are all things, and through whom we live” (v6). So idols are 
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nothing and we shouldn’t be afraid of what others do ignorantly. You can go to a 
Republican event where they worship the god of civil religion. You can go to 
Democratic event where they worship Demos, the will of the people. You can go to a 
concert where people get stoned. All of these idols are nothing. If you are not 
worshipping them or breaking God’s commandments, it’s lawful, though it may not 
be wise. Will it cause you to stumble? Will it spurs to love and good works? Is it good 
stewardship of your time and resources?  
 
Conscience 
Beyond the question of whether doing something is wise and helpful for you, is how 
will it affect others? Not everyone was convinced that eating meat offered to an idol 
was okay (v7). Paul indicates information isn’t the issue. Even though the idol is 
nothing and the meat is fine, the conscience of the weak is still defiled (v7). Those 
who eat shouldn’t think they’re closer to God, and those who don’t eat shouldn’t 
think they’re further from Him (v8). We can have opinions about what tastes better 
or is healthier or whatever, but as soon as this becomes a superior lifestyle due to 
spiritual insight, we’ve missed it. Christians should be careful to not stumble the weak 
with their liberty (v9). What is okay for you to do may not be okay for someone else 
because their conscience is weak. The one with knowledge about the idol can 
actually eat a meal in a pagan temple and not waiver in his allegiance to Christ. But 
how horrible would be if his brother who is tempted to go back to paganism saw him 
eating in the temple and as a result fell back into it (vv10-11)? Is that worth it? It’s a sin 
against Christ (v12). Paul would rather never eat meat than make someone stumble 
(v13). If someone is repenting of slavery to alcohol, you don’t drink in front of him, or 
at least you check first. This is very different than simply banning all alcohol, which of 
course Jesus does not do at the Lord’s Supper or the wedding in Cana. It’s different 
to accommodate a weaker brother than to agree with him, or to let the weaker 
brother legalistically impose on everyone else. We bend over backwards for 
weakness, and we cheerfully confront arrogance (cf. Acts 16:3; Gal. 2:11-14). Thus we 
are free to use our liberty to love God and our neighbor.   

 


