As the argument goes, the seasoned Christian, armed with the appropriate “knowledge,” can go without guilt to the pagan temple and eat whatever is offered there; indeed, doing so may be a way to demonstrate one’s spiritual maturity and freedom. The Christians who advocate this position might argue that their more scrupulous brothers and sisters, the “weak” (8:7), should try to build up the strength of their own consciences by attending such ceremonies and eating the idol meat. If they do, they will see no harm comes from it, and their consciences will be fortified. 

There is a socioeconomic aspect here, too. Temple feasts happened throughout the city. Wealthy Corinthians would regularly receive invitations to these feasts. For the few wealthy Christian Corinthians, such invitations would be almost obligatory, to see and be seen, to hobnob and network with other elites; and to eat the idol meat served would be considered good manners. To refuse would offend the host. The specifically religious associations of the feast would be of secondary importance to a wealthy Christian guest.

Within the social circle of the poorer Corinthians such meat eating would not be so common. Meat was expensive and only accessible at certain public religious festivals where there was a general distribution of meat. Thus, the wealthy, influential, and educated would take the eating of meat in stride and readily accept the view that it was a matter of spiritual indifference; while the poor, the powerless, and the inexperienced might regard the meat as laden with special meaning or power. 

Paul seizes the occasion to challenge those with “knowledge” to reconsider their actions based on new standards. Paul provisionally accepts that all have knowledge (8:1, 7), but suggests that some knowledge is defective if it fails to build up the community in love. Knowledge “puffs up…love builds up.” Paul uses this phrase several times, urging his readers not to be “puffed up in favor of one against another (4:6), warning them not to be puffed up against his own apostolic authority (4:18-19), and castigating them for being puffed up about (or despite) the case of infidelity in their midst (5:2). Here, the cause of prideful puffing up is knowledge which leads to arrogance (8:1a).

Paul insists that what really matters is love, which builds up the whole community (8:1b). Paradoxically, those who boast in their knowledge demonstrate precisely by boasting that they do not yet “know as [they] ought to know” (8:2). Implied here is that the one who knows rightly will love the brothers and sisters in the community and seek their welfare.

Paul goes on to point out: “anyone who loves God is known by God” (8:3). We might expect Paul to say, “anyone who loves God knows God truly,” but the reversal of subject and object expresses a truth at the heart of Paul’s theology: the initiative in salvation comes from God, not from us. It is God who loves first, God who elects us and delivers us from the power of sin and death. Therefore, what counts is not so much our knowledge of God as God’s knowledge of us. Here is Paul’s basic critique of the Corinthian knowledge boasters who think their knowledge permits them to eat idol meat: they misconstrue faith by interpreting it as a special sort of knowledge that elevates them above others. Paul insists on the priority of love over knowledge.

With this point made, Paul again addresses the idol meat problem. He quotes slogans from the Corinthians’ letter to him: “no idol in the world really exists,” and “there is no God but one” (8:4). Paul agrees with these slogans but quarrels with the application of these truths. Because an idol has no real existence, idol worship is a meaningless gesture. If Christians find it socially advantageous to eat idol meat, what difference does it make?

In answer, Paul turns to how the actions of the knowledge-advocates affect other members of the community. He challenges the premise that “we all possess knowledge.” Paul insists not everyone in the community shares the same knowledge, or the right knowledge, or has enough knowledge to be truly discerning. Some members of the fledgling church are so accustomed to thinking of idols as real that they cannot eat idol meat without conjuring up images of idol worship. Those who claim “we all possess knowledge” are ignoring or excluding those in the community who are new to the faith or who have doubts or who are still finding their footing as Christians.

Paul imagines the Corinthian response to be: “Food will not bring us close to God” (8:8a). Neither eating nor abstaining has any effect, either positive or negative (8:8b). This is simply a summary of their “knowledge.” Again, Paul does not disagree, but shows how their response misses the point. He cautions them to be careful with how they exercise the knowledge they have; for if others see them eating idol meat but do not understand why it is okay to do so, they will be led astray. Once again, Paul’s primary concern is not the consumption of idol meat; rather he is worried about having new Christians with unformed faith drawn back into pagan practices. 

The consequence of such backsliding is that they will be “destroyed.” Paul’s use of this word is intentional: the weak-in-faith or the new-in-faith will not be offended by the actions of those with “knowledge,” but they will become alienated from Jesus and fall away from God’s saving power in him. Paul presents this horrifying possibility with biting irony: “So, the weak one is destroyed by your knowledge, the brother or sister for whom Christ died” (8:11). Paul asks the Corinthians to remember that Jesus gave his life to save them; by comparison, abstaining from eating meat is a small price to pay to set a good example. Not to be a good example, says Paul, is to sin against Christian brothers and sisters, and to sin against Jesus himself by undoing his saving work (8:12). 

Paul concludes by declaring his own resolution to not eat food that might cause a brother or sister to stumble (8:13). Paul is willing to forgo any practice, not just eating idol meat, that might by misunderstood and thereby cause a brother or sister to fall away from Jesus and his saving power over them. Paul advises all Christians to weigh their actions against the love of God shown in Jesus. If something is Christ-like, do it; if it is not, let it go.

The matter of idol meat is a trigger issue that poses larger problems of perennial concern to the church. One such issue is the boundaries between church and culture. Where are the lines to be drawn between acceptable accommodation to the culture and unacceptable compromise? Christians must work out how to reorder their lives in obedience to Christ, discerning which old customs may be continued and which must be left behind. This text encourages us to shine a spotlight on our own social networks to see whether we are unwittingly eating in the temples of the idols that surround us. Paul calls on those who possess mature faith (“knowledge”) to assist those whose faith is still developing.

Another issue is class divisions within the church. Paul calls upon individuals who have “strong” economic resources to put those resources to their best use in nurturing those whose resources are “weak.” By extension, a congregation with good resources, like ours, is obliged to share what we have with our neighbors who have less, not out of obligation, but out of compassionate concern. 

The central message is simple: Love is more important than knowledge. Paul calls for a shift from knowledge (gnosis) to love (agape) as the ordering principle for disciples of Jesus. If we want the recipe for divinity, to be truly Christ-like in our living, then we will need ample quantities of love, and a cup of the milk of human kindness, seasoned with mercy, forgiveness, compassion, gentleness, generosity, and peacefulness. This is a recipe that warms the heart of God. This is the love that brings us closer to God. It is simply divine.

Prayer: Heavenly Father, thank You for the teaching in the epistles of Paul and the many lessons to learn from my Christian brothers and sisters in those early days of the Church. May I never become a stumbling-block in the lives of others or place an obstacle in their path because of the freedom I have found in You. Help me to carefully consider the needs and sensitivities of others before my own, for Your greater glory. This I ask in Jesus' name, Amen.
Source: Richard B. Hays. 1 Corinthians: Interpretation – A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching. John Knox Press. Louisville: KY. 136-146.
Recipe for Divinity
Sunday, January 28, 2024	1 Corinthians 8:1-13
Federated Church, Fergus Falls, MN

As a pastor’s kid and grand-kid, and now as a pastor myself, I’ve been to my fair share of church suppers. I love the variety of foods at church suppers. I once attended a church supper at a small country church in the mountains of Vermont, where the main dishes all included some form of wild game. And I mean WILD game; stuff I did not know you could eat. I sampled squirrel legs and frog legs, black bear stew, and what I’m told was skunk meat. (I do not recommend skunk meat!)

Wild game is not standard fare, but there are a few things that you can always count on at church suppers: some flavor of Jello with fruit in it; an overabundance of desserts, including one “home baked” set of cookies cleverly disguised in grocery store packaging (no judgment!); meatballs, both Swedish and BBQ; hotdishes aplenty; and, at least when I was growing up, divinity. Do you remember divinity? It is a nougat-like confection made with whipped egg whites, corn syrup, and sugar; sometimes with dried fruit or chopped nuts. One candy maker gushes, “these wonderful confections are like a taste of heaven.” No one knows how it got its name; someone meddling in the kitchen probably stuck their finger in the goo, tasted it, and called it “simply divine.”

Food offered to deities is a topic the apostle Paul addresses in our text. The Corinthians wondered if Christians could in good conscience purchase and eat food once offered to pagan gods. The meat offered to pagan gods would be divided into three portions: one portion to be burnt in honor of the god, one portion to be given to the worshipper to eat, and the third portion given to the priest. If the priest did not want his portion, he could sell it. The meat sold at the temple was of good quality and cheaper than the meat sold at the market, making it a good bargain. So, it seems the basis of the Corinthians’ uncertainty lay in wanting to honor God and get a good deal on meat. 

Why Corinthian Christians might be at a pagan temple feast may be reconstructed from Paul’s remarks. As enlightened Christians, they possess “knowledge” (gnosis) that there is only one God, and that pagan idols are nothing other than lifeless statues, having no power to help or harm anyone (8:4). Furthermore, they also “know” that food itself is spiritually insignificant (8:8). Just as Gentiles do not need to seek God’s approval by keeping Jewish dietary laws, so also, they need not worry about the source of the meat they eat. Christians who fear defilement from idol meat are simply uninformed or overly superstitious.

