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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 15: Essentials and Nonessentials 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 
B. Food Sacrificed to Idols, 8:1–11:1 

1. The basis of Christian conduct—Love, not knowledge, 8:1–13 
2.  Paul’s own example, 9:1–27 
3. Conclusion—No going to the temples, 10:1–22 

a. The example of Israel, 10:1–5 
b. Application of the example—warning against idolatry, 10:6–13 
c. The prohibition and its basis, 10:14–22 

This section brings to an end Paul’s extended argument with the Corinthians that 
began in 8:1 and that concerned their going to the temple feasts. Paul now finally 
asserts an absolute prohibition against idolatry in v. 14. 
 
(10:14) Therefore, my dear friends, flee from idolatry. 

 
The logical conclusion (“Therefore”) of all that Paul has said previously is that 
the Corinthians should “flee from idolatry.” Though Paul uses the language of a 
tender appeal (“my dear friends”), this is a prohibition, pure and simple. 
 
(10:15) I speak to sensible people; judge for yourselves what I say. 

 
There can be no doubt that the prohibition announced in v. 14 is absolute. Now 
Paul will seek to show the Corinthians how sensible it is, based on their 
knowledge of the Lord’s Table. 
 
(10:16) Is not the cup of thanksgiving for which we give thanks a participation in 
the blood of Christ? And is not the bread that we break a participation in the 
body of Christ? 

 
Along with 11:17–34, this is one of two passages where Paul refers to the Lord’s 
Supper. However, we should note that here in chapter 10 the ordinance is not the 
focus of Paul’s concern; the pagan meals addressed in vv. 19–21 are. This 
passage serves as the basis for what Paul will say in vv. 19–21. 
 
Basically, what Paul argues is that there is something inherent in the nature of 
the Lord’s Supper that makes participation in the other sacred meals absolutely 
incompatible. The Lord’s Supper is a koinōnia, which means a “fellowship” or 
“participation” in something. Paul’s point—or emphasis—is that in sacred 
meals, pagan or Christian, one has koinōnia with fellow participants and with the 
deity during the meal as they worship the deity. 
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(10:17) Because there is one loaf, we, who are many, are one body, for we all 
share the one loaf.  

 
I have said that koinōnia refers to the common sharing in the Lord’s Supper that 
binds the Corinthians together as the people of God. That experience makes all 
other such meals idolatry. 
 
The phrase “because there is one loaf” looks back to the final words of v. 16. 
When Christians take the Lord’s Supper, they all share a common loaf, which 
the Lord had identified as his “body.” Paul now asserts that the “body” in that 
identification is to be understood analogically as the church, who even though 
they “are many” are “one body” because there is one loaf at the table. Then Paul 
adds an explanation (explanatory “for”), “for we all share the one loaf.” By 
common “participation” in the single loaf, the “body of Christ,” believers affirm 
that they together makeup the “body of Christ,” which in turn implies that they 
may not likewise become partners in similar associations that honor demons. 
 
(10:18) Consider the people of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices 
participate in the altar? 

 
Paul now gives another analogy from the sacred meals in Israel. “Consider the 
people of Israel: Do not those who eat the sacrifices participate [koinōnos] in the 
altar?” The context indicates that Paul is referring to the meals prescribed in 
Deut 14:22–27. 
 
It seems likely that the reason Paul has added this example from Israel is that it is 
more closely parallel to the pagan meals, which also involved sacrifice, followed 
by a meal in which the sacrificial food was eaten. 
 
(10:19) Do I mean then that food sacrificed to an idol is anything, or that an idol 
is anything? 

 
Beginning in v. 19 Paul will now apply the analogies of vv. 16–18, but he has to 
correct a possible misunderstanding from the preceding argument. When he asks, 
“Do I mean then that food sacrificed to an idol is anything”? the intended 
response is, “of course not.” There is a sense in which Christians “participate in 
the body and blood of Christ” (v.16) because we benefit from the broken body 
and shed blood, but this does not mean that Paul allows there is any genuine 
significance to the food eaten at pagan meals, as if it were actually sacrificed to a 
“god.” Nor does Paul mean to imply that “an idol is anything.” 

 
 (10:20) No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God, and I 
do not want you to be participants with demons. 

 
On the contrary, Paul reminds the Corinthians, the preceding argument does not 
imply reality to idols. Since idols do not exist, the Corinthians do not become 
partners with idols. But demons do exist, and pagan sacrifice is demonic. Paul’s 
language is from Deuteronomy 32:17, “They sacrificed to demons that were no 
gods.” That truth from the Scripture leads Paul to the heart of the matter. “And I 
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do not want you to be participants with demons.” 
 
(10:21) You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too; you 
cannot have a part in both the Lord’s table and the table of demons. 

 
Using blunt language Paul emphasizes, “You cannot drink the cup of the Lord 
and the cup of demons too; you cannot have a part at the table of the Lord and 
the table of demons.” These words serve as both a warning and a prohibition. 
They warn in terms of the following rhetorical questions in v. 22; they prohibit 
in the sense of pointing out the absolute incompatibility of the two actions. 
 
(10:22) Are we trying to arouse the Lord’s jealousy? Are we stronger than he? 

 
The argument now comes to a conclusion with a final set of questions. Although 
questions, they really amount to a strong word of warning. In the original 
language, the questions are joined to the preceding sentence by “or,” which 
implies that they offer some kind of alternative to v. 21. So, by the first question, 
Paul is saying something like, “Or will you continue eating at both meals, and 
thus arouse the Lord’s jealousy, as Israel did in the desert?” 
 
It is not exactly clear what Paul means in his final question: “Are we stronger 
than he?” Most likely this is the final warning that God’s “jealousy” cannot be 
challenged with impunity. 
 
In conclusion, what Paul is ultimately forbidding for the Corinthians, and by 
application for us, is any kind of relationship with the demonic. 
 

4. On the eating of marketplace food, 10:23–11:1 
Paul has now basically finished his argument with the Corinthians over the 
assertions in their letter related to attendance at temple meals. Eating sacrificial food 
at the temple meals is absolutely forbidden because it involves the worship of idols 
and the demons behind them. But that still leaves the issue of meat that is sold in the 
marketplace, which apparently Paul himself had been known to eat (cf. 9:19–23). 
Almost all meat sold for human consumption in the Greco-Roman world came from 
the leftovers of pagan sacrifices; there were no general slaughterhouses and packing 
plants for cattle, sheep, or pigs. Jews were the exception; they slaughtered and 
prepared their own meat. 

 
The nature of the Corinthians’ argument for eating at the temples (8:1, 4, 8) has 
revealed a basic confusion between absolutes and nonessentials, that is, non-moral 
issues. The Corinthians had tried to make temple attendance a nonessential, but for 
Paul it was an absolute because it was idolatry. 
 
Paul now addresses these issues by using concrete examples from food purchased in 
the meat market. Two settings are envisioned: food purchased for eating in one’s 
own home (vv. 25–26), and invitations to meals in a neighbor’s home (vv. 27–29a). 
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(10:23) “I have the right to do anything,” you say—but not everything is beneficial. 
“I have the right to do anything”—but not everything is constructive. 

 
Paul again quotes from the Corinthian letter, using the same language as in 6:12, “I 
have the right to do anything,” you say—but not everything is beneficial.” One of 
the loose ends from the preceding argument is the Corinthians’ insistence on 
“rights.” This insistence on “rights” is especially related to Paul’s own freedom to 
eat idol food sold in the meat market (see on 9:19–23). 
 
As it did in 6:12, the slogan “I have the right to do anything” receives a double 
qualification, the first of which is an exact duplication of 6:12, “but not everything is 
beneficial.” It refers to what is beneficial for someone else. This is made clear by the 
second qualification, which does not make a new point but reinforces the first: “but 
not everything is constructive.” The word “constructive” means “spiritually 
constructive,” to edify someone else. 
 
(10:24) No one should seek their own good, but the good of others. 

 
The qualification about “rights” in v. 23 is now repeated in a general admonition: 
“No one should seek their own good, but the good of others.” Consequently, 
“freedom” does not mean “to seek my own good”; it means to be free in Christ in 
such a way that one can truly seek to benefit and build up another person. 
 
(10:25) Eat anything sold in the meat market without raising questions of 
conscience, 

 
The concern of vv. 25–30 is personal freedom with regard to nonessentials. On these 
matters, one is truly free. On the other hand, such freedom is not the ultimate good 
in a believer’s life. Therefore, one may also freely abstain in contexts where 
someone else is concerned. That seems to be why Paul begins with the admonition 
of v. 24, because even in matters of personal freedom this must always be in view. 
But what this admonition does not do is to lead to rules or obligations of abstinence 
as a general matter of course. 
 
Since most all the meat in Corinth came from the pagan temples, what is the 
Christian to do about obtaining meat for their own meals? Paul simply says: “Eat 
anything sold in the meat market without raising questions of conscience.” 
 
(10:26) for, “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.” 

 
The word “for” indicates that Paul is now giving the basis for his view of the 
Christian’s freedom when it comes to marketplace food. He does so by citing Psalm 
24:1: “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.” This is the passage used by the 
rabbis to support their contention that a blessing must be said over every meal. 
Because “the earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it,” we should thank God for our 
food. 
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(10:27) If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is 
put before you without raising questions of conscience. 

 
Paul now takes up another place where a believer at Corinth might encounter idol 
meat from the meat market—being invited to someone else’s home.\ 
 
Paul says it is perfectly acceptable to accept the invitation, and in language almost 
identical to his advice about eating idol meant at home (v. 25), he says, “Eat 
whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience.” 
 
 (10:28) But if someone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do 
not eat it, both for the sake of the one who told you and for the sake of conscience. 
(10:29a) I am referring to the other person’s conscience, not yours. 

 
For Paul personal freedom is not absolute; it is always conditioned by the “rule” of 
v. 24—seeking the good of another. So, he uses this second instance to offer a 
hypothetical example of a situation where the principle of v. 24 would limit one’s 
freedom.  
 
The first issue that needs to be resolved in interpreting these verses is the identity of 
the person Paul is thinking of with the word “someone.” Are we talking about (1) 
the host who invited the believer; (2) a pagan fellow guest; (3) a Christian fellow 
guest. Least likely is the possibility of a fellow believer. 
 
So most likely the “someone” whom Paul is thinking of is another guest who was 
himself a pagan. But why would this pagan guest raise an issue as to the source of 
the meat?  
 
But if this a pagan guest, we must determine how the pagan’s “conscience” would be 
affected by what a Christian did or did not do? Paul argues that in this case the 
believer should not eat “both for the sake of the one who told you and for 
conscience’ sake,” which is immediately clarified in v. 29a: “I am referring to the 
other person’s conscience, not yours.” The pagan’s conscience refers to his sense of 
right and wrong. 
 
(10:29b) For why is my freedom being judged by another’s conscience? (10:30) If I 
take part in the meal with thankfulness, why am I denounced because of something I 
thank God for? 

 
These rhetorical questions are a little difficult. The best solution is probably to take 
the two questions in 10:29b–30 as responses to 10:27 after the somewhat parenthetic 
interruption in 10:28–29a. In 10:27 we learned that Paul gives the Corinthians the 
latitude to attend a dinner given by an unbeliever without raising any questions on 
the grounds of conscience (“If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to 
go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience”). He then 
interrupts this thought with a parenthetical observation that if pagan guest announces 
that the food has been offered in sacrifice to and idol, they are to abstain from 
eating. The conscience does come into play in this situation—that is the conscience 
of the pagan. Paul then in 10:29b–30 returns to the thought of 10:27 to explain why 
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it is permissible to eat whatever is served at an unbeliever’s house. If one can 
partake with thankfulness to the one true God, how can one be denounced (“why is 
my freedom being judged by another’s conscience”) for eating that over which one 
has said a prayer of thanksgiving? A Christian who can genuinely give thanks for 
this food and has no thought or intention to engage in idolatry need not worry about 
his own conscience in eating the food. 
 
(10:31) So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of 
God. (10:32) Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church 
of God— 

 
With the inferential word “so,” Paul now in 10:31–11:1 brings to a conclusion his 
discussion of idol food in chapters 8–10. He begins with the imperatives of these 
two verses. Paul is dealing with the question of a Christian’s conduct in nonessential 
matters, which began with the principle that the Christian does not seek his own 
good but that of one’s neighbor (vv. 23–24). However, that should not be taken as 
eliminating personal freedom. 
 
“So,” Paul now concludes in light of both vv. 23–24 and 25–30, two imperatives 
must control Christian behavior on such questions. First, everything must be to the 
glory of God (v. 31), and second, one must not cause anyone to stumble—Jew, 
pagan, or fellow believer (v. 32). 
 
It might seem that the imperative of v. 32 would render ineffective the preceding 
instruction on the Christian’s personal freedom. How can one live so as not to 
offend someone from one of these categories? Two things need to be noted. First, 
Paul’s point is concerned with behavior that is intentional. That is, with regard to 
“eating, drinking, etc.” one is not purposely to pursue a path that is to the detriment 
of another. Second, we must understand that the Greek verb translated “cause 
anyone to stumble” (or “offend” in some translation) does not simply mean to hurt 
someone’s feelings. Rather, it is a strong expression meaning to behave in such a 
way as to prevent someone else from hearing the gospel, or to alienate someone who 
is already a brother or sister. 
 
(10:33) even as I try to please everyone in every way. For I am not seeking my own 
good but the good of many, so that they may be saved. 

 
Paul now offers himself as an example of the kind of conduct he is urging on others. 
His statement, “even as I try to please everyone in every way,” along with the final 
purpose clause, “so that they may be saved,” indicates that he means something very 
similar to what he said in 9:20–22. 

 
(11:1) Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ. 

 
It is unfortunate that the chapter division (done in the 13th century) is misplaced here 
since clearly the imperative of this verse is meant to conclude Paul’s previous 
discussion. It is not enough for Paul that he appeals to his own example. The 
Corinthians are to follow (“imitate”) that example, in the same way that he has 
“imitated” Christ. 


