July 13 

Lesson 7

 Exercise Freedom with Caution

Devotional Reading: Romans 14:7-12
Background Scripture: 1 Corinthians 8, 9
1 Corinthians 8
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1 Now as touching things offered unto idols, we know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.

2 And if any man think that he knoweth any thing, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know.

3 But if any man love God, the same is known of him.

4 As concerning therefore the eating of those things that are offered in sacrifice unto idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is none other God but one.

5 For though there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or in earth, (as there be gods many, and lords many,)

6 But to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by him.

7 Howbeit there is not in every man that knowledge: for some with conscience of the idol unto this hour eat it as a thing offered unto an idol; and their conscience being weak is defiled.

8 But meat commendeth us not to God: for neither, if we eat, are we the better; neither, if we eat not, are we the worse.

9 But take heed lest by any means this liberty of yours become a stumblingblock to them that are weak.

10 For if any man see thee which hast knowledge sit at meat in the idol's temple, shall not the conscience of him which is weak be emboldened to eat those things which are offered to idols;

11 And through thy knowledge shall the weak brother perish, for whom Christ died?

12 But when ye sin so against the brethren, and wound their weak conscience, ye sin against Christ.

13 Wherefore, if meat make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend.

Key Verse

But take heed lest by any means this liberty of yours become a stumblingblock to them that are weak. —1 Corinthians 8:9
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Explain why the issue of eating meat sacrificed to idols was a problem for the Corinthian Christians.

2. Explain how the issue of meat sacrificed to idols translates into issues in the church today.

3. Identify a behavior in his or her life that may cause others to stumble and make a plan to eliminate it.
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Introduction

A. Idols as Chic Decorations

People decorate their homes to project a certain image, and this is often carefully planned and executed. With this in mind, I have been surprised over the years to find many Christian homes using pagan idols as decorative elements. A recent trend is to decorate with an Asian theme and include a figurine of a chubby, smiling Buddha.

Some Buddhists reject the idea that they are idol worshippers, claiming to use the statues only as an aid for their prayers and acts of devotion to the Buddha. But this understanding is similar to the idol worship in the Greek cities of Paul's world. When a citizen of Corinth went to the temple of Apollo to worship, he did not believe that the statue in the temple was the actual god Apollo; rather, he believed that it represented a spiritual reality behind the statue. The idol served as a point of contact and focus with the god.

Christians don't include statuettes of the Buddha in their decorating scheme with the intent of doing Buddhist worship. They believe these idols are harmless, inert objects. Yet more than once I have been in a home where a statuette of the Buddha had a little pan in front of it, and incense had been burned in the pan. This bothered me. It is too much like the Buddhist shrines I have seen in Myanmar, where incense is burned as a real act of worship by real Buddhists who believe the idol represents a real god.

Buddha statuettes, native American worship art, zodiac symbols, tiki carvings—should we view decorating with idol artifacts as being no more than innocent acts of chic ornamentation? Can we play with idols without causing problems for ourselves or others?

B. Lesson Background

The Corinth of Paul's day featured many temples devoted to the worship of fictitious deities. These temples hosted religious festivals at various times when wealthy patrons would bring animals to be sacrificed. In the process, the carcasses of these animals would be divided three ways. A small portion would be burned as an offering in the temple. Another portion would be reserved for the priests or priestesses of the temple. The biggest portion, though, would be made available to the public at large, who could dine on the meat free of charge at the festival meal. Leftover meat might be available for purchase in a butcher shop associated with a temple.

For the poor of the city, the chance to eat meat was an opportunity to be seized. Meat was expensive and not normally available to the lower classes. The pleasure of such a rare treat could override any pangs of conscience about hanging out at a pagan temple in order to get a meal that included meat that had been sacrificed to a pagan god or goddess. This seems to be the main issue in 1 Corinthians 8, the focus of this week's lesson. (The issue of private, at-home eating of meat that had been purchased at the pagan temple's butcher shop seems to be more the context of Paul's instructions in 1 Corinthians 10, next week's lesson.)

No one in the Corinthian church claimed it was permissible to participate in the rituals of the pagan temples by taking an animal there for sacrifice. The question concerned the surplus of meat generated through these rituals: was its consumption an accommodation with paganism?

Before we dive into this issue, we should revisit the deliberations of the famous Jerusalem Council of Acts 15. There, Paul had met with other Christian leaders some five years before he wrote 1 Corinthians. The chief issue discussed was circumcision for Gentiles, which the council decided was unnecessary. Often overlooked, however, is that the council also instructed Gentile Christians to "abstain from meats offered to idols" (Acts 15:29). Therefore this was not a new issue.

How to Say It

Buddha Bew-duh.

Buddhists Bew-dists.

Deuteronomy Due-ter-ahn-uh-me.

Isaiah Eye-zay-uh.

Leviticus Leh-vit-ih-kus.

monotheism maw-nuh-the-ih-zum (th as in thin).

Myanmar Myawn-mawhr.

I. Primacy of Love

(1 Corinthians 8:1-3)

A. Two Paths (vv. 1, 2)

1. Now as touching things offered unto idols, we know that we all have knowledge. Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth.

As discussed in the previous lesson, Paul sometimes quotes brief slogans that seem to be circulating among the Corinthians. One such slogan is in the verse before us: we all have knowledge. This is an obvious truth, for everyone has a certain amount of knowledge. At the most basic level, knowledge is "information." A higher level of knowledge can be called "comprehension," a deeper understanding of a subject. Paul does not dispute the slogan we all have knowledge. But he wants the reader to consider the nature of knowledge and how it can be misused.

What Do You Think?
What well-intentioned slogans have you seen churches use that caused confusion or harm? How do we avoid this problem?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Slogans that summarize doctrinal beliefs

Slogans that summarize church practices

Other

The warning knowledge puffeth up means that its possession can lead to self-importance and pride. It is possible for a person to acquire and hoard information to gain advantage over others, even in a church situation. An outward focus on charity, meaning love for others, is the needed corrective to an undue inward focus on knowledge.

How is this working in Corinth? Paul's issue with knowledge has to do with the matter of food offered unto idols. Most if not all of the Corinthian Christians have been instructed about the true nature of idols: they are lifeless objects of stone, metal, or wood (see v. 4, below). That's good knowledge! The problem is that at least some of the Corinthians are using this knowledge to rationalize questionable behavior: participation in the food events at the pagan temples (see the Lesson Background). Since pagan worship of idols is a sham, what harm is there in getting some free food, especially meat?

2. And if any man think that he knoweth any thing, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know.

In effect, Paul now says, "You aren't as smart as you think you are." The Corinthians' correct understanding regarding the bogus nature of idols is leading to problems. The problem isn't the presence of the knowledge as such, but lack of wisdom in its application. Wisdom is the judicious use of knowledge. If true knowledge regarding the phony nature of idols is somehow leading to spiritual problems among members of the congregation, then such knowledge is being used unwisely.

What Do You Think?
What safeguards can we adopt to ensure that we exercise our knowledge of God's truth in ways that demonstrate love and humility?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
In situations of doctrinal disagreement

In guiding a Christian who is new to the faith

In sharing with an unbeliever

Other

Cotton-Candy Christianity
Do you remember going to the fair when you were a child? Part of this experience was to beg our parents for some cotton candy. The inflated price of the treat didn't reflect the cost of the ingredients, which was next to nothing. It was not only the price that was inflated: cotton candy is merely a small amount of sugar that is heated and spun into an airy bundle of fluffy fibers. (The machine that produces this cavity-inducing convection was coinvented by a dentist!) There is very little food value in cotton candy, but it has caught the fancy of fairgoers for decades.

For Paul, knowledge can be like cotton candy. It's easy to get caught up in the sweet feeling that our knowledge brings us. Knowledge can cause us to be puffed up. We get self-inflated, sure of ourselves because of what we "know." We may see this especially in recent college graduates who believe they know more than other, less-educated people. The more degrees we have, the more puffed-up we may become. On the other hand, folks without such degrees can be puffed up with their common-sense knowledge, disdaining "that highfalutin' stuff" that eggheads learn in college.

Surely none of this would happen in our church, would it? What knowledge of a spiritual nature might lead us into cotton-candy Christianity?—C. R. B.

B. Desired Result (v. 3)

3. But if any man love God, the same is known of him.

Turning from human knowledge to divine knowledge, Paul points out that God knows those who love Him. The implication of Paul's statement is that God is not fooled by empty claims of devotion. He is not impressed by our knowledge, but by what is in our hearts. The smartest person in the church is not necessarily the most blessed by or devoted to God.

II. Primacy of God

(1 Corinthians 8:4-8)

A. Looking Up (vv. 4-6)

4. As concerning therefore the eating of those things that are offered in sacrifice unto idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is none other God but one.

Paul seems to quote two Corinthian slogans in this verse. Both have the ring of truth but are dangerous if used in the wrong context. The first slogan, an idol is nothing in the world, recognizes that idols are physical objects having no power. The second slogan, there is none other God but one, recognizes just that. This second slogan can even be considered a loose quotation of Scripture (see Deuteronomy 6:4; Isaiah 44:6; 45:14).

Putting these two together in the context of eating those things that are offered in sacrifice unto idols would seem to lead to the conclusion that there is nothing wrong with eating food at pagan temple festivals (therefore being a passive participant). On a logical level, this makes sense. But our actions can have unintended consequences, and this is Paul's next point.

What Do You Think?
When was a time you were surprised by unexpected or unintended consequences of something you did? What did you learn from this experience?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding an entertainment choice

Regarding a personal habit

Regarding a conversation

Other

5, 6. For though there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or in earth, (as there be gods many, and lords many,) but to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by him.

Paul takes the opportunity to do a little teaching on the central doctrine of monotheism, which is the idea that there is only one God. Paul does not deny the reality of powerful spiritual beings in heaven or in earth (compare Ephesians 3:10; 6:12). He concedes there are gods many, and lords many that are recognized and even worshipped by the pagan world. Paul is not interested in discussing all of these, though. He wants our attention on the main point: the oneness of God.

Christians believe in one God. We may not fully understand the relationship within the Trinity of Father, Son, and the Holy Spirit as being three and at the same time one. But at the end of the day we still affirm that there is only one God.

We can see this unity of God in the descriptive phrases (which are nearly identical) that Paul applies to the Father and the Son. Paul says of the Father that all things are of Him; concerning the Son, all things are by Him. Of the Father, Paul says we are in Him; of the Son, that we are by Him.

If we look at these phrasings closely, we see that the difference is our perspective rather than the nature of Father and Son within the Trinity. Rather than divide God into two, Paul acknowledges the singularity of God. Because there is only one God, the idols worshipped in the many pagan temples cannot be true gods.

B. Looking Around (vv. 7, 8)

7. Howbeit there is not in every man that knowledge: for some with conscience of the idol unto this hour eat it as a thing offered unto an idol; and their conscience being weak is defiled.

Paul now uses the fact of the uniqueness and oneness of God to address the problem in Corinth. Some of the Christians there have not yet reached this level of understanding about God. While they believe in Jesus as Savior and worship the Father, their former beliefs about other gods, beliefs held for many years, may still be fresh.

Such folks need to stay away from the pagan temples because those are places of spiritual danger for them. Hanging around those temples may result in being drawn back into former lifestyles. For "enlightened" Christians—those who know that "an idol is nothing" (v. 4)—to participate in a meal at the pagan temple therefore carries potential negative consequences when witnessed by those whose conscience is weak in this regard. Paul needs to instruct those who are more mature doctrinally on how to handle the issue.

What Do You Think?
How do you exercise discretion with regard to places and situations that pose a spiritual danger to others but not, you believe, to you?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Concerning alcoholic beverages

Concerning legalized gambling

Other

8. But meat commendeth us not to God: for neither, if we eat, are we the better; neither, if we eat not, are we the worse.

Meat (food) in and of itself is not the issue, for it cannot bring us closer to God. Whether our pizza is vegetarian or loaded with pepperoni does not affect how God views us and forms no barrier in our relationship with Him. We may make food choices based on health or other factors, but the food itself is physical, not spiritual. However, that does not mean there are no spiritual implications to our food choices, and that is what Paul discusses next.

III. Primacy of Witness

(1 Corinthians 8:9-13)

A. What Can Happen (vv. 9-12)

9. But take heed lest by any means this liberty of yours become a stumblingblock to them that are weak.

Can freedom be abused? Paul's answer: of course! We may be firm advocates for human rights, but there are times when an exercise of our own rights can cause problems for others. This can be a touchy matter within the church. Things that I do without the slightest twinge of conscience may become a stumblingblock to others.

We remind ourselves that we do not live in isolation. The church is a community, a fellowship of believers. We must be aware that activities that one person sees as harmless may be damaging to others. This is particularly true of a person who has been delivered from the deep abyss of a certain type of sin. One person might be indifferent to violent content in movies, but this same content might tempt another to return to a life of violence. Paul's reminder is that the spiritual safety of our Christian brothers and sisters is always more important that the exercise of our rights in Christian liberty. Romans 14:1-21 expands on this.

10, 11. For if any man see thee which hast knowledge sit at meat in the idol's temple, shall not the conscience of him which is weak be emboldened to eat those things which are offered to idols; and through thy knowledge shall the weak brother perish, for whom Christ died?

Paul now gets very specific about the issue at hand. Suppose a church member who has a mature knowledge about the spurious nature of idols socializes at the pagan temple and takes a meal there. What if this is seen by another Christian who was recently delivered from the full-blown worship of idols? The action on the part of the first Christian may result in the second Christian's falling back into the sin of idol worship!

Paul is leading up to this stern warning for those who are more mature: are you not endangering the faith of one for whom Christ died? Christ loves this less enlightened one—the conscience of him which is weak—so much that He gave His life so that this person can have eternal salvation. Are you willing to risk this individual's faith so that you might exercise your liberty? This should not be. This cannot be (compare Romans 14:15).

12. But when ye sin so against the brethren, and wound their weak conscience, ye sin against Christ.

Paul's passionate tone rises. Not only will the thoughtless participation in the pagan temple's food event be a sin against the one with a weak conscience, it will also be a sin against Christ himself. If you damage another believer's relationship with the Lord, the Lord notices!

Sometimes Paul's arguments here are misused in situations of disagreement within a church. Dale tells Lindsay that she must not engage in a certain activity for the sake of his own weak conscience. In such a case, the self-identified "weak brother" is using Paul's warning as leverage to control another person's behavior, to limit her liberty. This is the road to legalism and is an inappropriate use of what Paul is saying. (We also note that Paul may use the word weak in different senses in other contexts; compare 1 Corinthians 1:27; 2 Corinthians 13:9.)

What Do You Think?
What are some ways to show consideration for the conscience of a fellow Christian?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Regarding recreational choices

Regarding sensitivity to former temptations

Regarding misunderstanding of biblical teachings on Christian living

Other

B. What Should Happen (v. 13)

13. Wherefore, if meat make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh while the world standeth, lest I make my brother to offend.

Paul takes his stand: he pledges that he will give up eating meat altogether rather than have his food choices lead to sin in another believer (compare Romans 14:21). We note that the word offend in this context means "to cause someone to sin."

Although he does not quote it, this is Paul's application of Jesus' second great commandment, "Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself" (Matthew 22:39). We would not appreciate another church member leading us into sin, so why would we do it to anyone else?

Within the Call of Duty
U.S. Marine Corporal Dakota L. Meyer was maintaining security on a patrol point in an Afghan village on September 8, 2009, when members of his team were ambushed. Dozens of the enemy opened fire from concealed positions in buildings and the hills above them. With members of his team trapped, Corporal Meyer took the initiative to disrupt the attack.

With a fellow Marine driving a gun-truck, Meyer manned an exposed machine gun as they headed into the village under heavy fire. Meyer risked his life time and time again on five trips during a six-hour battle, rescuing numerous U.S. and Afghan military personnel in the process. For his actions that day, Meyer was awarded the Congressional Medal of Honor "for conspicuous gallantry... above and beyond the call of duty."

While we may admire the courage of Corporal Meyer and others like him, we remind ourselves that Jesus said that everything we do for Him is within our call of duty (Luke 17:10). He performed the duty set before Him by the Father in going to the cross. Surely we can do our own duty in setting aside personal preferences for the sake of another Christian's conscience!—C. R. B.

Conclusion

A. Three Examples

A rite of passage for many children is learning there is no Santa Claus. This revelation sometimes comes rudely from older children who enjoy belittling the beliefs of younger siblings. In this case, superior knowledge does not translate into superior maturity, for this "enlightenment" can be done in a very hurtful manner.

While ministering in California, I often stopped at a coffee shop next to the church on my way to the office. When the weather was nice, I would sit in the outdoor courtyard and do some early morning reading. This ritual ended when another man began to use the courtyard to smoke a powerful cigar while enjoying his latte. He was breaking no laws, but the odor was nauseating. But before I could speak with him about this, another patron did so and was treated very poorly by cigar man. He was using a freedom in a very selfish manner.
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Visual for Lesson 7. Point to this visual as you introduce the discussion question that is associated with verse 12.
I remember a Jewish friend telling me of her daughter's actions at dinner one day. The young woman had become a Christian and believed she was liberated from her Jewish roots. Her parents were somewhat indifferent to all this. But a crisis occurred when the daughter had her parents over for dinner and served ham. From the daughter's perspective, this was an expression of her right to eat formerly forbidden food (Leviticus 11:7; Deuteronomy 14:8). Her parents found this deeply offensive.

A right application of what Paul was teaching would have made each of these three situations better. Sometimes the assertion of our rights as Christians is really just selfishness. Oh, to be part of a congregation where members love each other so much that this never becomes an issue!

B. Prayer

Father, may we never be the cause of the fall by one of the precious souls for whom Your Son gave His life. Help us to love our brothers and sisters as much as You do. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Be a building block, not a stumbling block.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Post a large sign that reads FREE MEAT! In smaller letters underneath, have Ask No Questions in parentheses. (Option: Also display three or four cans of meat.) As learners react, say, "Today we take the availability of meat for granted. But that was not true in the first century." Use the Lesson Background to explain why meat was a rare commodity in the first century—especially for the poor—reserved for special occasions.

Into the Word

Give each learner a handout of the Christian principles (truisms) listed below. Say, "First, go through the statements and identify the verse or verses of today's text that each is drawn from. Then rank these statements from 1 (highest) to 10 (lowest) based on how important you think they are to daily life in our culture." (Option: Have learners complete this in study pairs or small groups.)

A. Knowledge tends to make one feel self-important. B. The essence of love is that it builds others up rather than tearing them down. C. Even a well-informed person has gaps in his or her knowledge. D. The person who truly loves God can be assured of the reverse. E. Food does not relate to spiritual life. F. The exercise of one's rights must be controlled by concern for others. G. To sin against others is to sin against Christ. H. Certain personal rights must be set aside if exercising them creates a stumbling block for another. I. Believing that there is one God who makes life possible is the starting point for wrestling with day-to-day dilemmas. J. Beliefs can have powerful effects in one's life even when what is believed is not true.

Possible answers to verse sources, although learners may make a good case for others: A, verse 1; B, verse 1; C, verse 2; D, verse 3; E, verse 8; F, verse 9; G, verse 12; H, verse 9; I, verses 4b-6; J, verse 7. Wrestling with the learners' rank-orderings will result in a discussion of the truths Paul teaches.

Into Life

Discuss one or more of the following scenarios. (Option: Form learners into small groups for the discussion; if using this option, reproduce the scenarios on handouts.)

At the movies. You are standing in line at a theater for a movie—one that is known to be filled with crude and violent situations, yet also featuring an uplifting moral lesson. A new Christian from your congregation, headed for a different film, walks by and sees you. He says, "Why, I can't believe you're going to see that!" What do you do now? What should you have done differently, if anything, before getting in that line?

Casino. While standing in a checkout line, you are chatting with someone about your plan to accompany your dad to a casino. Then you notice behind you an acquaintance whose spouse is a member of Gamblers Anonymous. He has obviously overheard your plans but says nothing. What do you do now? What should you have done differently, if anything, before making your plans?

New neighbors. Some neighbors are planning a "welcome to the neighborhood" dinner for a new family moving in. That new family happens to be Muslim by faith. At the planning meeting, you say, "We need to be careful not to include food that would be offensive to our new neighbors." Another planner, a relatively new Christian, says, "Well, I hope they don't think they're too good to eat what we eat!" How do you proceed?

Alternative: Instead of discussing the scenarios above, distribute copies of the "Knowing and Acting" activity from the reproducible page, which you can download. Have learners complete this in small groups or study pairs. The challenges are stated in the third person ("Christians should") rather than the first person ("I should") to foster nonthreatening discussion.

Distribute copies of the "Dig In?" activity from the reproducible page as a take-home exercise.
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