1 Corinthians (10): 8:1-13 Rights & Sensitivities

Paul continues answering questions raised in the letter the Corinthians had written to him (see 7:1).  In chapter 8 he tackles issues relating to food sacrificed to idols (see 8:1) but, in the process, lays down an essential principle for the life of the church – the foundation for growth in the church is not knowledge and correct theology but love.  Love for God, love by God and love for each other.

Idol Worship in Corinth

Corinth was a bustling, cosmopolitan Greek city and Roman colony.  It thrived on trade and the multinational, multicultural but largely pagan society had a reputation for fast living.  The mix of Greek and Roman cultures meant there were temples to virtually all the gods of the ancient world.  If you lived in Corinth you were probably living no more than 100 yards from a pagan temple and if you were a Christian in Corinth you probably had been converted from a life of idol worship in one or many of these temples.  The questions about how as Christians they were to live in proximity to this pagan world were very real indeed.  As part of their rituals, individuals would take offerings of food and present them to the idols in the temples.  Once the ritual was complete the food could end up being used in two different ways.  It might be sold in the market place to raise funds for the temple or it might be used in ritual feasting within the temple precincts.  Citizens would be invited to these ritual meals as part of their worship of the deities but also as a place where commercial, social and political interaction could take place.  How are Christians meant to behave?

Four Principles




8:4-8

1.
Verses 4 to 6:  As Christians we know that there is only one true God, that all other so called gods are not gods at all and thus the sacrificial process is irrelevant and meaningless – sacrificing food to a god who is not God makes no difference at all.

2.
Verse 6:  Paul makes it clear that as Christians we must live for God through Jesus – our worship must be totally devoted to the one true God.

3.
Verse 8:  Food is neutral – it can neither bring us to God or drive us away.

But

4.
Verse 7:  Christians may not agree.  Christians who probably have only recently been converted out of a pagan temple culture may still believe that the pagan gods have evil power and that the food sacrificed to them is therefore to be steered clear of.

Application to the Question



8:9-13 (and 10:25-31)

Paul gives a theological answer, (i) and (ii) below, and a moral one, (iii).

i)
Applying Principles 1 and 4 (see 10:25):  It is fine to buy and eat the food being sold in the market.

ii)
Applying Principle 2 (see 10:7, 14 & 31):  Where the meal is associated with a temple worship ritual, partaking becomes idolatry and is not allowed.

iii)
Applying Principle 3 (see 8:9-11, 10:28):  We must be supportive of our fellow Christians and understand and respect their needs and sensitivities.

For Paul, the moral answer resulting from the need to maintain unity in the body of Christ and be supportive of other Christians wins out over the theological.  Paul is not saying that theology is wrong or irrelevant, but that love for Christ and our fellow Christians must win out every time.  He is very strong on this point as we see in the last verse of chapter 8.

“Knowledge Puffs Up but Love Builds Up”
8:1-3

The ultimate test of our maturity as Christians is not the theological knowledge and insight that we have but our love for God and, through that, our love for each other.  (Paul expands on this later in the famous chapter 13 hymn to love).  Paul is not anti-knowledge, there is much in his writings about our need to understand the purposes of God and to be faithful to the truth.  He wants us to learn, but even more so he wants us grow in our love for God and for each other.

We want to know God and his ways and that is good but how much more important to be known by God.  Verse 3 makes it clear that this comes through love not knowledge.

This also mirrors Jesus’ own words in John’s Gospel. “Love one another” and, “If you love God you will obey His commands” (13:34 & 14:15).  To be obedient we do need to have knowledge of God’s requirements but the driving force, the thing that will make us seen to be different, is our love for God and for other people.

In summary

On the face of it chapter 8 is about food and idols and, indeed, there are some truths that Paul wants the Corinthians to understand – there is only one God, other so-called gods are nothing, food is food and getting involved in rituals to worship these other gods is wrong.  But far more importantly Paul wants us to understand that the church is based on love – love of God and love of each other.  In the next few chapters Paul is going to answer more of the Corinthians’ questions and he will want to teach them truths but, above all, he wants to encourage them, and us, to build our church on love, relying on each other and being servants of one another.

The final verse of Graham Kendrick’s hymn which describes Jesus as the Servant King speaks of our necessary response to what the Servant King has done for us and sums up precisely this “Corinthian principle”:

So let us learn how to serve,

And in our lives enthrone Him;

Each other’s needs to prefer,

For it is Christ we’re serving

**************************************************

1.
What might we consider as today’s pagan gods?

2.
In what ways might our shopping malls represent modern day temples to the god of materialism and how might we apply Paul’s four principles to our behaviour?

3.
As there is only One True God and other so-called “gods” are no gods at all, why does it matter how I behave to other gods?

4.
If you were with Christians living amongst a culture of ancestor worship in Japan, or animism (spirit worship) in Africa or Buddhist or Hindu temple rituals in South Asia, how would you advise them to respond?

5.
In what circumstances is theology important?  (See also Galatians 1:6-9 and 1 Timothy 1:3-7)

6.
Explain in your own words the “Corinthian principle” of being sensitive to others’ views.

7.
If you were an outside observer of a church how would you tell if this “Corinthian principle” was being practised?

8.
How should we apply the “Corinthian principle” of preferring each other’s needs to our life in Christ Church?  (Think of application to specific areas where we might have different views within the church family).

9.
For personal reflection:  What will I do this week to apply the “Corinthian principle”?

