
As Christians, we should always strive to do what is right and avoid what is 

wrong.  There is usually no argument over that statement, but sometimes the question of 

right and wrong is not as cut and dried as we would like.  Do we live by rules?  If so, 

what do we do in a situation not covered by the rules?  Do we live in freedom?  If so, is 

there a limit to our freedom?  This situation is more complex when realize that many 

people, including godly Christians, may disagree with us as to which activities are good 

and bad.  Some activities that most Christians regularly engage in without any qualms 

were completely forbidden to Christians of our parent's generation and unacceptable to 

everyone of our grandparent's generation.   

Throughout history there seems to be a pendulum swing in Christian churches 

with regard to morals.  Some churches emphasize strict moral absolutes, sometimes to the 

point of legalistic rule keeping.  Some churches emphasize freedom in Christ, but with 

the danger of jettisoning God's standards of living.  Sometimes the church influences the 

surrounding society, sometimes the church is influenced by the society.   How then, can 

we make these decisions?  How can we walk the strait path without falling off to the left 

into anarchy or to the right into legalism? 

It seems to me that our present culture is definitely in danger of erring on the side 

of license.  Our society is focused on feeding our individual desires, following our bliss 

and doing whatever feels good.  One theologian describes our society in these terms, 

"Modern people want to live their own lives, which means making their own rules, 

steering a course through life of one's own choice."  Unfortunately, the church is in 

danger of following this trend.  We sometimes use terms like 'our freedom in Christ' or 

our 'rights' as if our rights were the bottom line concerning morality.  While there 

certainly is a need for Christian freedom, freedom is not absolute.  We need to explore 

how and why freedom should be limited.   

Fortunately, the Bible provides a model for us in this endeavor.  In the eighth 

through tenth chapters of his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul is dealing with just this 

type of situation.  This morning we will look carefully at the situation he is addressing, 

determine how and why he does and does not prescribe limits to their freedom, and all 

the while ask how these principles apply to us.   



The issue in chapters eight through ten is one of a series of issues dealt with in 

this letter.  First Corinthians comes during a process of correspondence between Paul and 

the Corinthian church (much of which is lost to us).  Apparently, sometime previous to 

our letter, Paul had prohibited the Corinthians from attending meals at pagan temples.  

The Corinthians had taken exception to this command and had written Paul defending 

their decision to attend these feasts in terms of their freedom and rights to do so.  They 

argue in terms that Paul echoes back in First Corinthians, that since the idol has no real 

existence, since food is not an issue with God, and since they have this knowledge and 

freedom in Christ, they are able to attend these meals with no problem.  They even take 

issue with Paul himself, calling into question his authority to tell them what to do, as is 

evidenced elsewhere in this same letter.   

How does Paul answer them, and what does it mean for us?  First of all, Paul does 

not directly contradict their argument except regarding his authority.  He does not take 

issue with them having freedom or rights.  However, he does qualify their freedom 

considerably.  He does not question their 'knowledge' about the idols, but he does say that 

knowledge is not everything.  Knowledge is not even the most important thing. 

Paul first acknowledges their formula in verse one of chapter eight, "We know 

that all possess knowledge…" but he then qualifies it in two ways.  First, he says that 

knowledge is not primary, but love is.  "Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up" The 

implications of love are worked out in his second qualification, "Not everyone knows 

this" from verse seven.  One may be tempted to ask, "Well so what if not everyone knows 

this?  We'll just teach them and then they will know."  I'm afraid the problem is more 

than just academic knowledge, and the solution requires more than just teaching. 

In the Corinthian church some were trying the 'knowledge' approach with 

disastrous results. And Paul had to put a stop to it.  To understand what was happening, 

put yourself in the place of a First Century Corinthian.  For most of your life, you have 

worshipped at one of the local pagan temples.  You have fully believed in the reality and 

power of the god and have participated in various rites and ceremonies, convinced that 

you were participating in some way with the deity.  You may even have heard the local 

Jews preaching against the god as a rival to their god.  One day you encounter a preacher 

of a Jewish sect.  He preaches about Jesus.  And you are convinced by the preaching and 



the display of power and are converted to this new religion.  Part of your indoctrination 

into this faith involves a strong break with your pagan past.  You live by a firm 

conviction not to defile yourself with involvement in any of your former pagan practices.  

Often this decision has painful consequences as you draw away from former close friends 

and co-workers, even family, because your scruples will not allow you to participate in 

the many social events that are held in the temple, involving the pagan ceremonies, which 

you now remember with loathing and shame.   

Now imagine that you see two church leaders that you respect going to the temple 

and participating in the very ceremonies that you loathe.  When you boldly confront 

them, they laugh at you in a patronizing way and say, "Don't you know that the idol is not 

real?  There is nothing wrong with joining my friends for a meal; after all, it is just food.  

And food does not bring us any nearer to God."  Then they press you further, advising 

you to overcome your 'lack of true knowledge' by joining them so that you will see no 

harm coming from the meal.   

What an uncomfortable situation to be placed in!  You would have two choices.  

You could reject their advice and risk alienation from your Christian brothers and forever 

wonder if you are not spiritually strong enough to put your knowledge into practice.  

After all, you know that there is only one God, and the idol is not real.  Or you could go 

along with their advice and join them at the temple.  Of course, your gut is tied in knots at 

the prospect of returning to your former practices.  And your conscience is screaming out 

warnings, but you will just have to tell your conscience to be quiet.   

What a tragedy if you silenced your conscience and returned, not only to a few 

rites, but all of your former pagan practices and religion.  And yet this is exactly what 

was in danger of happening in Corinth.  After describing this type of scenario, Paul says, 

"So this weak brother, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge."  The 

'exercise of their freedom' could become a 'stumbling block to the weak.'  So Paul advises 

them to exercise love by limiting their freedom to protect others.   

So also for us.  We should not sacrifice someone else's conscience for the sake of 

our freedom.  Rather, we should sacrifice our freedom for the good of others.  How can 

we decide to have a beer with the boys without first considering our friend who is 

struggling to overcome alcoholism?  How can we make casual pronouncements about 



this year's summer fashions without taking into account the man who struggles with lust 

or the woman who has been exploited by the fashion industry?  We may be completely 

free from these temptations, but our knowledge does not help them if they do not share 

this knowledge.   

Therefore, knowledge is not absolute, but love is.  And our freedom is not 

absolute, but should be limited in order to protect others.  Like Paul, we should resolve 

that if what we do causes someone to sin, we will never do it again. 

Not only is our freedom restrained in order to protect others, our freedom should 

be restrained in order to serve others.  Specifically, we should limit our freedom in order 

that others may be saved.  This is the example of Paul as shown in chapter nine. 

To be accurate, most of chapter nine was probably not written to be an example, 

but rather as a defense of Paul's apostleship against those who questioned him.  

Apparently, some had questioned Paul because he didn't act like they thought an apostle 

should act: he didn't take their money; he didn't exercise his rights; and he acquiesced to 

other peoples scruples when it came to eating.  Paul will answer these objections, and 

state that yes, in fact, he is an apostle.  The fact that they exist as a Christian church 

planted by him is proof enough of his apostleship.  But he goes further to explain his 

actions, and these insights give us our example of setting aside rights and freedoms for 

the sake of the gospel and the salvation of others.   

Paul argues strongly that he has every right to expect monetary support from 

them.  Then he turns around and argues just as strongly that he will not exercise this 

right.  In verse twelve he writes, "But we did not use this right.  On the contrary, we put 

up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ."  If Paul had rolled into town 

making demands and taking from the Corinthians, what kind of example would that have 

been of God's sacrificial self-giving love?  If Paul had lorded his authority over them, 

would it have given a true representation of Christ who came to serve, not to be served?  

On the contrary, Paul did not take, but gave.  He did not demand, but served.  He 

preached the gospel with his life as well as his words.   

While maintaining that he was free, Paul describes how he set aside his own 

comfort and personal preferences to fit into whichever society he was in for the purpose 

of gaining a hearing for the gospel.  When he was with Jews, he abided by Jewish 



scruples, even though he was free from the law.  When with pagans, he did not insist on 

the customs of his Jewish heritage, but rather accommodated himself to the pagans.  

Though Paul is clear to point out that he only accommodated himself in morally neutral 

matters.  He never acted in a lawless manner because Christ still had a claim on his life in 

every situation.   

Paul's purpose in all this is simple: to win them to Christ.  He lives like a Jew to 

win the Jews; He lives like those under the law to win them; He lives like those without 

the law to win them; He lives like the weak to win the weak.  In his own words, "I have 

become all things to all men so that by all possible means I might save some."  Time and 

time again, Paul sets aside his personal rights and freedoms to preach the gospel and gain 

converts to Christ. 

Paul serves an excellent example for us of limiting our freedom for the sake of 

serving and saving others.  In fact, to be brutally honest, Paul puts us to shame.  He 

reorients his entire life and lifestyle and we chafe under the smallest inconveniences.  

Yes, we are free to do whatever we want with our own money.  But if there are children 

starving to death or people going through life without ever hearing the gospel in their 

language, shouldn't their need restrict our freedom and claim at least a small portion of 

our money?  Yes, we are free to do whatever we want with our time.  But shouldn't we 

put some restriction on our time in order to serve our family, our neighbor or the ministry 

of the church?  Yes, we are free in our choices and preferences.  But shouldn't we set 

aside our own comfort to empathize with those different from us.  Shouldn't we care 

about the hurting, the ill, and especially those in danger of spending eternity without 

God?  In light of the people around us, our freedom cannot be absolute.  We must follow 

Paul's (not to mention Christ's) example and sacrifice some of our freedom for the sake of 

those around us. 

Not only should our freedom be limited for the salvation of others and for the 

protection of others, so also, sometimes our freedom needs to be limited for our own 

protection.  We are not free to do anything because some things are dangerous by nature.  

For example, I am perfectly free and able to take the cover off an electrical socket and put 

my tongue on the exposed wires, with unsavory results.  My truck could travel over one 

hundred miles an hour, but I would risk an unhappy meeting with an officer of the law, 



not to mention a fatal accident.  You may laugh at these examples, but do we ever do 

things without seriously considering the possible consequences? 

This was certainly the case in Corinth.  According to Paul in chapter ten, by 

attending the temple rituals, the Corinthians were engaging in idolatry and risking 

judgment.  He uses the history of Israel as an illustration.  They too had tremendous 

spiritual privileges, but these did not protect them from judgment when then practiced 

idolatry.  In verse six, Paul says that "these things occurred as examples to keep us from 

setting our hearts on evil things as they did" or again in verse eleven, "these things 

happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us."  He is brutally 

frank in warning that they are flirting with idolatry and risking judgment.  His 

prescription is to 'flee idolatry.' 

Before we begin to look down on the Corinthians, remember that this danger was 

not immediately apparent to them.  They did not participate in these meals with the 

conscious purpose of engaging in idolatrous practices.  They probably saw them as social 

events and truly did believe that they were completely safe because there is no God but 

one.  Paul had to point out that the demonic was involved with pagan practices.  Notice 

that Paul doesn't say that the danger is from the demons themselves, even though that 

may be true- evil spiritual forces are never something to be trifled with.  But the warning 

that Paul gives is the threat of judgment from God himself.  As bad as it would be to fall 

victim to demonic action, it would be far worse to be drawn away from God and forfeit 

his mercy and protection.   

This should certainly give us pause if we insist that we are free to do anything.  

We are free, but our freedom should have boundaries for our own protection.  After all, 

freedom is not the highest good, but loving and serving God.  Our goal is not to see how 

close we can get to the line without falling over.  We should not be focusing on how 

much we can get away with, but we should be striving to grow closer to the Lord.  In the 

movie Jurassic Park, Jeff Goldblum's character says, "We were too busy worrying about 

whether we could, and never considered whether we should."  May we never make the 

same mistake.  We usually don't go out and look for sin or danger, but sin is always 

looking for us.  We need to be aware that some things are more hazardous than they 

appear.  We should examine our choices in light of Paul's warning:  "Are we trying to 



arouse the Lord's jealousy?  Are we stronger than He?"  We should consider the 

possibility that certain uses of our freedom would be displeasing to a righteous God.  We 

should curtail our freedom for our own protection in some cases, as well as for the sake 

of others. 

Therefore, when thinking about our actions, we should keep in mind that, at 

times, we may need to set aside our rights and freedoms.  Paul qualifies the saying that 

"everything is permissible" by pointing out that "not everything is beneficial" and "not 

everything is constructive.  Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others."  

Our freedom should sometimes be limited for the protection of others, for the salvation of 

others as well as for our own protection.   

At this point you may be asking, "Do I have any freedom left?!"  I hope that I 

have not given the impression that any lack of freedom means no freedom at all.  In fact, 

in two other related scenarios, Paul insists on the freedom of believers.  In the case of 

food sold in the meat market or an invitation to a meal in a private home, the Christian is 

free to partake or abstain in thankfulness with no questions of conscience.  Paul does 

qualify the later case in the event someone points out that the meat was offered in 

sacrifice.  But even in this qualification, Paul insists that our freedom is not under the 

judgment of someone else's conscience.   

Even in preaching about limits to our freedom, I do not want to force these limits 

or compel compliance in any way.  Rather, I want to point out and celebrate the fact that 

when we do set aside our rights and freedoms in Christ, that very act of self- denial is the 

ultimate act of freedom and the ultimately freeing act.  We, like Paul are free and belong 

to no one.  Therefore we are completely free to serve all without guarding our rights, 

because our rights are secure.   

In Paul's words, we should do everything for the glory of God and not cause 

anyone to stumble.  To make the same summary with Jesus' own words, we should love 

and serve God with our whole hearts, and love and serve our neighbor as ourselves.  In 

doing so, we will find ourselves following in the steps of Paul who is following in the 

example of our Lord.  In doing so, we will find true life, true fulfillment and true 

freedom.  



I pray that God would grant us wisdom in all the decisions of our life.  I pray that 

He would protect us from the dangers of idolatry and the designs of the enemy.  But I 

pray especially that He would change our hearts- that He would set us free from slavery 

to our own rights and freedom; that He would grant us a taste of true freedom through 

serving His Son and His people.  Amen. 

 

 


