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I know that nothing would seem to be further from our experience than food sacrificed to 

idols. This is not an issue that we wrestle with today, at least not here in Grand Rapids, 

Michigan. So there is a built in disconnect with the passage. But in Corinth, eating idol meat was 

a very big issue. You could go to the market and buy meat that came from the pagan temples. 

For many Christians that was a moral gray area. Was it okay to eat this meat that had been 

sacrificed for pagan purposes? Some said yes, others said no.    

More controversial still was the meat at the pagan temple feasts. In Corinth, one of the 

most popular activities was going to the pagan temples on a festival day. On special days on the 

temple calendar there would be great feasts, and the whole community would come and gather in 

the temple for a party. Under the stony gaze of the pagan god, friends and neighbors would eat 

and drink and laugh and talk. Their kids would play together. It was a good time. Of course, the 

priest of the pagan god would always have a short invocation before the ceremony and he’d 

throw a little incense on the altar, but that was over quickly and after that it was basically a big 

block party with really good food. If you didn’t come to these parties, you’d miss out on some of 

the best cooking of the year, you’d miss out on some fabulous entertainment, you’d miss out on 

all the fun! All the Corinthians would have gone to these celebrations before they were 

Christians. Now that they belonged to Jesus, some Christians still wanted to join the fun. Others 

refused to go ever again and were worried that these idol feasts would corrupt them. It was a big 

controversy. 

Paul addresses this controversy, and even though we don’t have pagan temples in Grand 

Rapids, there are things we can learn about our life by listening to Paul’s advice to the 

Corinthians. Paul gets into the controversy by responding to something he’s read. Someone has 

written something-a letter, an essay, a memo maybe, which addresses the issue of idol feasts. We 

know this because three times in our passage-once in verse 1 and twice in verse 4-Paul quotes 

something the Corinthians have said. Our translation puts bits of these verses in quotation marks 

so we can distinguish them. 

When you look at the quotes in our passage, it is clear that whatever Paul has read comes 

from the group of people in the church who think that going to idol feasts is no problem. It seems 

as though there is a group of Corinthian Christians who think of themselves as the informed and 

knowledgeable. They think of themselves as sophisticated, mature Christians. I imagine a group 

of educated members of the congregation. They went to Corinth State University for their 

undergrad, majored in things like Philosophy and Literature and Engineering. Some of them 

went on to get their masters in Rome. These are literate people, well-spoken, gifted in argument, 

skilled in reason. They have all the latest books in their libraries. They can quote Virgil and 

Homer as well as the OT prophets. Let’s call these people the ‘knowledge’ party. These 

sophisticated Christians believe that going to the temple for an idol feast should be no problem 

whatsoever, and they have a sophisticated argument as to why that’s so.   

You can see their argument when you string together the quotes: “We all possess 

knowledge” they say. Look, we know what’s true, we know how things are. The facts of the case 

are plain. What is this knowledge that all possess? Well, we all know that “an idol is nothing at 



 

all in the world,” and “there is no God but one!” There is only one God and those idols standing 

there in the temple, they are nothing. They are made of stone and wood! They are helpless. There 

is no real power behind them. They can’t contaminate meat! Haven’t you read the Psalmist? 

“They have eyes but do not see; they have ears but do not hear.” There’s nothing to fear in those 

temples. We know this!” say the learned Christians. And even though it’s not in our passage you 

can imagine them saying, “Didn’t Jesus himself say that it’s not what goes into a person that 

makes them unclean, it’s what’s in their heart!” ‘God doesn’t care about what we eat and drink,’ 

says the knowledge party, ‘he cares about what is on our hearts. Do you think a little steak is 

going to corrupt you! Don’t be so simple minded! Have a little faith! Going to these parties is 

fine. QED.” 

This party feels so strongly about their views on this subject that they are making 

attendance at idol feats a sign of strong faith. They’re holding it up like a Spiritual maturity 

badge. If you really had deep faith, if you really believed that God is the only God, and if you 

really believed that idols are nothing, then you would go to idol feasts like us. Many 

commentators think that they were telling reluctant party goers that they needed to come with 

them to prove their faith. “Why won’t you come to the parties with us? Don’t you understand? 

Don’t you have your theology straight?” 

In our passage Paul, sets himself against these sophisticated Christians and their carefully 

reasoned arguments. He tells the knowledge party that despite all their learning, despite the 

cleverness of their arguments, they know exactly nothing. They know many things, but they have 

missed the most important thing. “You think you know something but you do not know as you 

ought to know!” These know-it-all Corinthians have forgotten knowledge’s foundation and 

purpose. 

On its own, knowledge is neither good nor bad. Knowledge is a tool. It is a powerful tool, 

a useful tool, a tool that can be used for good, but also a tool that can be used for evil. 

Knowledge, even theological knowledge is like a knife. A knife can be used for decent 

productive purposes (buttering your toast, carving the Thanksgiving Turkey) or it can be used for 

destructive purposes, you can wave it to threaten someone or you can stab someone with it. Same 

with knowledge. I remember in college and even in seminary, experiencing knowledge in both 

ways. Sometimes you would learn something in a class, a teacher would open up an insight or a 

distinction for you, and you experience it as an act of grace. I remember being in seminary and 

starting to learn to read the Old testament as literature. I gained this knowledge and I began to 

see all the artistry and the allusions to other books of the Bible. It was so great! It made me 

realize what a wonderful, rich book the Bible is! I also remember experiencing lots of knowledge 

used in a negative sense in the classroom. I remember students in my college classes and in my 

seminary classes use their knowledge to show off. A student sticks up their hand not so much to 

help the class deepen their understanding, but to impress the teacher with his knowledge and 

intimidate his fellow students: dropping names, gratuitous use of long German words like 

‘Weltanschauung’ and “religiongeschichteschule.” The message was, “Hey everybody, look at 

how smart I am.” In this case, to use Paul’s words, they’re using knowledge as a way to puff 

themselves up.  

Paul worries that the Corinthians are using knowledge for puffery and show. What’s 

really interesting to me is that when Paul confronts the know it all party, he doesn’t argue with 

them about what they know. Paul agrees with their three claims, the ones in quotes in our 

passage. “There is no God but one,” they claim. That’s right, says Paul, the world was made by 

him and for him. “Food will not bring us close to God. We are no worse off if we don’t eat, no 



 

better off if we do.” Fair enough, says Paul. “All of us know these things” says the knowledge 

party. “Right,” says Paul, “we all have this knowledge, but remember: knowledge puffs up and 

love builds up.” “You’ve got all your facts right,” says Paul. “Your problem here is not a lack of 

knowledge; it’s a lack of love.” Paul thinks their knowledge is in service of the wrong thing. 

They’re not using their knowledge in the service of love, they seem to be using their knowledge 

in the service of themselves, specifically in the service of their pleasures and their pride. Think 

about it: Why would they fight for the right to go to the pagan feasts? Because pagan feasts are 

fun! Because their friends are there. Because the food is good and the wine is good. These 

banquets bring them pleasure and they don’t want that pleasure taken away. So what end is their 

knowledge serving? What value are their carefully crafted arguments protecting? Their own 

pleasure. Their own fun. Their own rights. Their excellent, well-reasoned, and factually true 

theology is in service of themselves. They are fighting for their right to party. 

Paul says you may be factually correct, but you are wrong. Knowledge is a servant of 

love. Love is knowledge’s foundation. So long as your knowledge is in the service of your 

pleasure and your fun, you know nothing. It’s the same point Paul makes in chapter 2 of 1 

Corinthians. If you remember Kristy’s excellent sermon last week, she made a clear and 

compelling case that for Christians, wisdom is knowing Christ. Wisdom is a relationship with 

Jesus. Wisdom begins by being in Christ, in the circle of his love. It’s a point Paul makes even 

more forcefully and eloquently later in Chapter 13. “Love is the most important thing. If I 

understand all mysteries and all knowledge, but do not have love, I am nothing! Knowledge 

passes away. Love remains.” And of course, Paul is right in line with Jesus on this point. Jesus’ 

summary of the commandments is not “know the Lord your God and figure out all his rules and 

procedures.” Jesus’ summary of the commandments is “love the Lord your God and love your 

neighbor as yourself.” The foundational issue of faith is not what do you know, but who do you 

love. Paul goes so far as to say, if you go to your idol parties and cause even one other church 

member to be lead into something that hurts them, it’s not worth it. “In fact,” says Paul, “Not 

only would I not go to these parties; if I knew someone would be hurt by my actions, I wouldn’t 

eat meat ever again for their sake.”   

We might develop a rule out of all this. Maybe not a rule, maybe a question we can ask 

ourselves as we think about knowledge and the exercise our rights as Christians. As we assert 

our rights, are we doing so in service of our comfort and convenience, or are we doing it in 

service of love? It’s a simple question. Answering it is complicated, but it’s a simple question, 

and based on our passage, and the rest of 1 Corinthians, it’s the right question. 

It’s a question we could apply to some of our contemporary issues. Are there any areas of 

our life where issues of rights are part of the discussion? Maybe just a few. As we deal with the 

pandemic and as we make policies for the church related to the pandemic, we are always talking 

about what we know and the rights that we have related to that knowledge. As we wield our 

knowledge, as we assert our rights, I think it would be good if we think about Paul’s words in 

chapter 8, and it would be good if we asked ourselves the simple question: Is my statement of 

knowledge and the assertion of my rights in the service of love? When I state what I know and 

assert rights, am I asserting those rights as a way to protect what I want, my comfort, my 

convenience, or am I making choices that are aimed at the love of others? That question, won’t 

make policy making easy. Asking that question won’t end every dispute. But it will start us in 

the right place, it will start us in the place of Christ’s wisdom, it will start us in the center of his 

love. Which is where we all belong.  

        © Rev. Peter Jonker 



 

 

 


