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Turn in your Bibles to 1 Corinthians chapter 8.  We’re continuing our study of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, and this is our third week in chapter 8.  Now, I don’t know about you, but if someone were to ask me what I had for dinner two nights ago, I’m going to have to stop and think about it for a minute.  I have to refresh my memory, and then I’m like, “Oh yeah, I had ______.”  Well, everything we’re talking about this morning is directly connected to what we’ve talked about for the past two weeks.  And since I need a refresher on my dinner from two nights ago, I figure it’s a good idea for us to have a refresher on our text from two weeks ago.  So let’s read 1 Corinthians 8 again and remind ourselves of what’s going on in this chapter.  1 Corinthians 8:1-13.  Paul writes, “Now concerning food offered to idols: we know that ‘all of us possess knowledge.’  This ‘knowledge’ puffs up, but love builds up.  If anyone imagines that he knows something, he does not yet know as he ought to know.  But if anyone loves God, he is known by God.

“Therefore, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that an idol has no real existence, and that there is no God but one.  For although there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth – as indeed there are many ‘gods’ and many ‘lords’ – yet for us there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and through whom we exist.


“However, not all posses this knowledge.  But some, through former association with idols, eat food as really offered to an idol, and their conscience, being weak, is defiled.  Food will not commends us to God.  We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do.  But take care that this right of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak.  For if anyone sees you who have knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, will he not be encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols?  And so by your knowledge this weak person is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died.  Thus, sinning against your brothers and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ.  Therefore, if food makes my brother stumble, I will never eat meat, lets I make my brother stumble.”

If you’ve been with us the past two weeks, hopefully some of that sounds familiar.  You’ll remember that the city of Corinth was filled with temples to false gods.  And the Corinthians would offer animal sacrifices as worship to these false gods.  And the meat from the sacrifices was divided into three parts.  One part was burnt as an offering to the gods.  The second part was given to the priest as his payment.  He could eat it if wanted, or if he had a lot of customers and got a lot of extra meat, he could sell it in the market.  And then the third part of the meat was given back to the family.  They would take it home with them and cook it on a special occasion like a wedding or a birthday.  So if you lived in Corinth and anybody ever invited you over to their house for dinner, there was a chance they might serve you meat that had been sacrificed to an idol.  And if you ever went to the market to buy your own meat, there was a chance that the meat you bought had been sacrificed to an idol.  And the Corinthian Christians were struggling with whether or not it was okay to eat that meat.  You’ve got two main groups involved in the struggle.  On one side, you’ve got Team Meat saying, “It’s fine to eat the meat.  False gods are false gods.  Those idols are just statues of wood and stone.  They don’t affect the meat at all.  Meat is still meat no matter what happens in the temple of some imaginary, make-believe god.”  On the other side, you’ve got Team No Meat saying, “It’s a horrible sin to eat the meat.  We used to go to those temples, and we used to worship those idols.  And we know how horrible it is.  God saved us out of that, and there’s absolutely no way that we should ever have anything to do with that again.  And neither should you.  It’s wrong for me to eat the meat.  And it’s wrong for you to eat the meat.”  

So the Corinthians wrote Paul and asked him what he thought about the issue.  Is it okay for them to eat meat that’s been sacrificed to idols or not?  All of chapters 8, 9, and 10 is Paul’s answer to that question.  And what we’ve seen over the past two weeks in chapter 8 is that Paul’s answer is not “Yes” or “No.”  Paul’s answer is “Yes and no.”  Last week, we focused on what Paul teaches Team No Meat.  He tells them, “You’re wrong if you think that eating this meat will separate you from God, and you’re wrong if you think not eating this meat will make you closer to God.  The idols aren’t real, so the meat’s still just meat, and meat doesn’t affect your relationship with God one way or the other.  Only the gospel of Jesus can make you right with God.  And you need to learn to trust Jesus and His gospel more than your rules.  You need to grow strong on the truth of the gospel and be set free from your weak faith and legalism.  And as the truth sets you free, you’ll realize that yes, you can eat the meat.”

So that’s the “yes” part of Paul’s answer.  He says, “Yes, you have a lot of freedom in Christ.”  I mean, think about how much freedom Paul is saying we have.  He’s saying you can take meat that has been offered as a sacrifice to a false god, and if you know the truth that God is the only true God and God’s the one who made this meat, and you eat it out of thanksgiving to Him, you’re free to eat the meat.  And my guess is that a lot of us, if we were in that situation, we’d be really uncomfortable with eating that meat.  We’d struggle with our weak faith and our legalistic tendencies, and we’d recoil from our freedom, and we’d probably make up rules and by-laws to restrict everyone else’s freedom too.  So I pray that we’re seeing in this text just how powerful the gospel is, and I pray we’re serious about glorifying God by trusting His gospel and living out the freedom He gives us in Jesus.  And I do not want to underemphasize that half of Paul’s answer, because my experience is that in our religious circles, we really need to be set free from our rules and traditions that can’t be found anywhere in the Bible.  So I pray that we hear the “yes” in Paul’s answer… the “yes” to our freedom in Christ.  
At the same time, that is only half of Paul’s answer.  Last week, we focused on that half of the answer given to the weaker brothers on Team No Meat.  And in order to be faithful to our text, we need to focus on the other half of Paul’s answer this week.  Even though Paul tells Team No Meat that yes, they’re free to eat the meat, he then turns to Team Meat and tells them that no, they shouldn’t eat the meat.  Yes, they really do have this freedom, but no, that doesn’t mean they should always exercise this freedom.  And the important thing for us to see today is why.  Why is it that Paul is telling Team Meat to give up their freedom?  And this is another foreign concept to us, isn’t it?  We live in a culture that loves our rights and freedoms.  We cherish them and even tend to boast in them and take a lot of pride in them… why would we ever willingly give up our rights and freedoms?

So I want us to walk through our text and see why it is that Paul says, “No, you shouldn’t always exercise your freedom.  Even when it’s your right, you should give it up.”  So start with me in verse 4, “Therefore, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that an idol has no real existence, and that there is no God but one.”  By now, I’m sure it’s clear to you that the point Paul is making in that verse is that it’s fine to eat meat sacrificed to idols because idols aren’t real.  God’s the only real God, and that knowledge gives you the freedom to eat the meat.  But look on down at verse 7, “However, not all posses this knowledge.  But some, through former association with idols, eat food as really offered to an idol, and their conscience, being weak, is defiled.”  Even though you know the truth about God and even though that truth gives you the freedom to eat idol meat, there are other believers who don’t have that knowledge yet.  And because they don’t have that knowledge, they don’t have the freedom you do.  Now, look at verses 9-11, “But take care that this right of yours does not somehow becomes a stumbling block to the weak.  For if anyone sees you who have knowledge eating in an idol’s temple, will he not be encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols?  And so by your knowledge this weak person is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died.”  Paul says there’s a danger that the exercise of your freedom could destroy the faith of one of your weaker brothers.  Even though you know idols aren’t real, they’re not that strong and mature yet in their knowledge, and they may be tempted to leave Christ and return to idolatry.  And surely your freedom isn’t so important to you that you value it more than you do their faith in Christ.  
And now we’re ready to see why Paul tells us we should willingly give up our freedoms.  He says, “Your brothers’ faith should be more valuable to you than your freedom.  You should care more about them than you do about your freedom.  And if you’re in a situation where you have to choose between their faith and your freedom, you gladly choose their faith and give up your freedom.”  But let’s put it more simply.  Let’s boil it down to a one-word answer.  Why should you willingly give up your rights and freedoms?  Love.  You love people so much that you give up your freedoms for their sake.  You love people more than you love your freedom.  Look back at verse 1, and you’ll see that this is what Paul has been telling us from the very beginning of the chapter, “Now concerning food offered to idols: we know that ‘all of us possess knowledge.’  This ‘knowledge’ puffs up, but love builds up.”  

Knowledge can be a good thing.  But knowledge by itself can turn you into a puffed-up, arrogant person who’s just proud about what you know.  And that’s not a good thing.  You have to have love, or your knowledge is worthless.  You have to love people so much that you want to build them up and use your knowledge for their good.  And when you love people that way, you’ll love them more than you love your rights… you’ll love them more than you love your freedom.  And you’re willing to give those things up for the people you love.

So the first reason you’re willing to give up your freedoms is because you love your brothers and sisters in Christ more.  And we’re going to talk about some examples of this in just a minute.  But before we do, I want us to take our answer one step further.  Start in verse 11 with me, “And so by your knowledge this weak person is destroyed…”  That’s the part we’ve already talked about.  You love this person so much that you would never destroy them with your knowledge.  But then look at how Paul builds on this thought in the rest of verse 11.  Paul calls this weaker brother “the brother for whom Christ died.”  In other words, if you destroy him, you are opposing the very work of Jesus in the gospel.  Jesus died to save him, and you are destroying him with your freedom.  So in verse 12, Paul goes on to say, “Thus, sinning against your brothers and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ.”  
So even though it’s true that you should be willing to give up your freedoms because you love your brothers and sisters in Christ more, that’s not the only reason.  That’s a great reason to give up your freedoms, but it’s not the only reason.  We can go one step further and say you should be willing to give up your freedoms because you love Jesus and His gospel more.  The work of Jesus in the gospel is to save people.  Jesus loves people so much that He gave up all of His rights and all of His freedoms… He gave up His place in heaven… He gave up His very life… to save us.  Surely, surely, we love Jesus and what He has done for us in the gospel more than we love any rights or freedoms or anything else in this world.  Surely, we’re willing to lay it all down and give it all up because we love Jesus and His gospel more.

Church, I know that I usually don’t ask you to pray with me until the end, and we’re not done yet, but will you pray that with me right now?  Do you want God to make it true in our hearts that we love Jesus and His gospel more than everything else?  Let’s ask Him to do it.  God, please make this true of us.  Please grip our hearts with the power of your grace and the truth of your gospel and the greatness and the value and the worth of Jesus… change our hearts so that we love Jesus and His gospel more than anything.

In the rest of our time, I want us to talk about some examples of what this may look like.  If we love each other so much, and we love Jesus and His gospel so much, that we’re willing to give up our rights and our freedoms, what will that look like?

My intention with these examples is to remind us of the main focus of the text.  Remember, Paul isn’t primarily talking about any little issue where we disagree.  He’s talking about an issue where my freedom could destroy someone’s faith and cause them to turn away from Jesus and the gospel and turn back to idolatry.  So, see what you think about this example:  
I like Garth Brooks.  The very first cassette I ever owned was Garth Brooks’ No Fences.  The Dance is still my favorite country song ever.  And I honestly believe that I can enjoy Garth’s music and it not be sin.

But imagine that you used to be a huge Garth fan.  I mean, huge.  You became a roadie who devoted your life to following Garth on tour.  And you got involved in the culture that often surrounds concerts… drugs, alcohol, sex, parties.   

But one day you heard the gospel.  And you had to make a choice: Is my life going to be about Garth and all that he has come to mean for me, or is my life going to be about Jesus?  That is the choice the gospel demands that you make: Will you value Jesus most, or will you value something else most?  And if there’s anything you value more than Jesus, you have to give it up when you come to Jesus.  The gospel makes you choose.  And because of what Garth meant for you, you had to choose between Garth and Jesus.  You chose Jesus.  Good choice.  No more parties, no more drugs and alcohol, no more sexual immorality, no more Friends in Low Places.  You threw away all your Garth. 

In that situation, Garth Brooks would mean something to you that he doesn’t mean to me.  To you, Garth symbolizes everything that almost kept you from coming to Jesus.  To me, Garth is just a country singer with some songs I like.  I’m not tempted to sin when I listen to Garth.  But you can’t listen to Garth without instantly going back to who you were before Christ.  Maybe you’re even tempted to listen to a little Garth every now and then.  Maybe you’re so tempted to listen to Garth that you’re almost willing to give up following Jesus in order to have Garth back.  In that case, it would be a sin for me to say, “Come on, Garth is great.  That’s not sin.  That’s just some good country music.  Let’s listen to some Garth.”  I would be right that we’re free to listen to Garth.  I would be wrong to use that freedom in front of you, because I would be encouraging you to choose something over Jesus and His gospel.

Now, don’t forget, we’ve also seen in our text that just because you struggle with Garth, that doesn’t mean it’s wrong for everyone to listen to Garth.  The truth is, people are free to listen to Garth, and hopefully, you’ll eventually grow strong enough on the gospel that Garth could no longer pull you away from Jesus.  But until that day comes, out of love for you and out of love for the gospel, I should give up my freedom to listen to Garth any time I’m around you.  Does that make sense?

Now, I know Garth probably isn’t an idol for any of us.  I also know that, unlike in our text, idolatry probably doesn’t come in the form of wooden statues that we worship or golden figurines that we offer sacrifices to.  But that doesn’t mean we don’t have idols.  So I tried to come up with another example to expose some of our more common idols.

Imagine that I dabble in the stock market.  I take 5% of my income and try to invest it wisely.  Even imagine that any profit I make, I give directly to the church.  My investments are not a sin for me. 
But imagine that you’re a successful businessperson, and you make a decent living on your investments.  For years, you devote your life to money and possessions and stuff and comfort.  You always want a bigger house, a faster car, a nicer boat, a newer cell phone.  You especially love fashion and style and expensive clothes.  But one day you hear the gospel.  And the truth of the gospel grips your heart, and you see how vain and empty all the things in your life are compared to the eternal value of Jesus.  And you have to make a choice, “Is my life going to be about my comfort and my wealth and my fashion, or is my life going to be about Jesus?”  That is the choice the gospel demands that you make: Will you value Jesus most, or will you value something else most?  And if there’s anything you value more than Jesus, you have to give it up when you come to Jesus.  The gospel makes you choose.  And because of what your wealth means for you, you have to choose between it and Jesus.  You choose Jesus.  Good choice.  You give 90% of your money to missions.  You donate all your fancy clothes to charities.  And you just keep a couple pairs of jeans and a few t-shirts, because you don’t want to be tempted back into that extravagant lifestyle.  In that situation, dress clothes mean something to you that they don’t mean to me.  To you, fancy clothes symbolize everything that almost kept you from coming to Jesus.  To me, they’re just clothes.  I’m not tempted to sin when I wear them.  But you can’t wear them without instantly going back to who you were before Christ.  Maybe you’re even tempted to buy them sometimes.  Maybe you’re so tempted to buy them that you’re almost willing to give up following Jesus in order to have that life back.  In that case, it would be a sin for me to say, “Come on, clothes are just clothes.  That’s not sin.  And besides, a lot of people think you have to dress up when you come to church.  Let’s go shopping.”  I would be right that we’re free to dress up.  I would be wrong to use that freedom in front of you, because I would be encouraging you to choose something over Jesus and the gospel. 
Now again, don’t forget, we’ve also seen in our text that just because you struggle with materialism, that doesn’t mean it’s wrong for everyone to buy clothes.  The truth is, people are free to go shopping, and hopefully, you’ll eventually grow strong enough on the gospel that fashion could no longer pull you away from Jesus.  But until that day comes, out of love for you and out of love for the gospel, I should give up my freedom to dress up any time I’m around you.
So here’s what I hope you’re seeing.  I hope you’re seeing that the main question that this text is calling us to ask ourselves is this: Am I willing to give up my rights and freedoms in order to see Jesus and His gospel at work in the lives of other people?  Do I love people enough, and do I love Jesus and His gospel enough, that I would give up everything in my life – even the things I have a right to – for the sake of their salvation in the gospel? 
So Church, let me bring this home directly into our church life.  When you think about our church… when you think about what this church should be like… do you mainly think about what you expect and what you want and what you like and what you think you should get?  Or do you think about what you can give up… what you can lay down… what you can let go of for the sake of others?… Do you think about what rights and freedoms, and by extension what desires and preferences, that you can surrender for the sake of Jesus and His gospel?  Does that cross your mind?  Do you ever think, “I like this, but it’s not about what I like.  I’ll gladly give that up for the sake of the gospel”?
What do you value most?  Do you see that that’s the heart of this entire chapter?  Do you value Jesus and His gospel more than everything else?  That’s what was at stake for the weaker brothers, and that’s what was at stake for the stronger brothers.  The weaker brothers were tempted to trust their rules and their behavior more than they trusted Jesus and His gospel.  And Paul says, “No!  Cling to Jesus and His gospel and let go of everything else!”  And the stronger brothers were tempted to love their rights and their freedoms more than they loved Jesus and His gospel.  And Paul says, “No!  Cling to Jesus and His gospel and let go of everything else!”

That’s why Paul can say, “Yes, you can eat the meat, and no, you shouldn’t.”  It’s not double talk.  It’s because this isn’t really about eating meat at all.  Not at its core.  It’s about the gospel.  It’s about the power of the gospel and the importance of the gospel.  The gospel is powerful enough to set you free to eat that meat.  And the gospel is important enough to inspire you not to eat that meat.  The question is not just what you do.  The question is: Do you do what you do because of the gospel?  Do you do what you do because of the gospel?
Church, I pray that you do.  I pray that you trust Jesus and His gospel more than your rules and traditions.  I pray that you love Jesus and His gospel more than your rights and freedoms.  And I pray that you hold on to Jesus and His gospel and let go of everything else.

