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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 11: Concern for Our Fellow Believers 

 
I. INTRODUCTION, 1:1–9 
II. A CHURCH DIVIDED: INTERNALLY AND AGAINST PAUL, 1:10–4:21 
III. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY COMMON RUMOR, 5:1–6:20 
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 

The issue that begins with 8:1 continues through 11:1. The new topic is “food sacrificed 
to idols,” which is introduced by Paul’s use of “now about,” the same expression we saw 
at the start of chapter 7. So, Paul is again responding to an issue from the Corinthians’ 
letter to him. “Food sacrificed to idols” is in this case primarily, if not exclusively, meat. 
 
In the ancient world, meat was not commonly available and was expensive. Most of the 
people in Corinth would eat meat mainly when they were at one of the pagan temples in 
the city. These occasions would be state festivals honoring pagan gods, feasts put on by 
trade guilds honoring their gods, private celebrations of various kinds, such as 
celebrating the birth of a child, etc. The Corinthians had attended these celebrations in 
the temples all of their lives. Even at a private celebration, sacrifices and worship of 
pagan gods was part of the events. 
   
Those who were able to afford it could buy meat at the local meat market. Apparently, 
most meat that was sold in the marketplace in cities like Corinth was first offered as a 
sacrifice in a pagan temple or shrine. 
   
What Paul condemns in chapter 8 and following is “food sacrificed to idols.” This 
phrase (actually one word in Greek) has a very specific meaning, which is, meat 
sacrificed to an idol and eaten in the temple precincts. It does not refer to a sacrifice that 
has come from the temple and is eaten elsewhere. Paul allows Christians to eat meat that 
had been sacrificed in the temple if was simply purchased in the meat market: “Eat 
anything sold in the meat market without asking questions of conscience” (1 Cor 10:25). 
But he strictly forbids the eating of meat sacrificed in a pagan temple as part of a pagan 
ritual. Eating “food sacrificed to idols” is wrong because it is essentially idolatry.  
 
This issue of “food sacrificed to idols” had been an issue a few years earlier at the 
Jerusalem Council in Acts 15, when church leaders met to discuss the issue of 
circumcision for Gentiles. There the decision was made that Gentile believers were not 
under the Law of Moses but should “abstain from food sacrificed to idols [same word as 
1 Cor 8:1], from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality” 
(Acts 15:29) because of the idolatry involved. There is evidence that the choking of the 
sacrifice, strangling it, and drinking or tasting of its blood also took place in pagan 
temples. We can assume that Paul addressed this issue when he first evangelized Corinth 
in Acts 18:1–18 and in his first letter to them mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:9. 
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From what we can gather from chapters 8–10, some of the Corinthians were rejecting 
Paul’s earlier prohibition of going to pagan temples and the associated festivities. They 
were apparently defending their right to go to a temple for a meal, arguing that idols do 
not really exist and food is irrelevant so far as our standing with God is concerned. This 
argument is based on their “knowledge” that there is only one true God (idols are not 
real) and food is morally neutral. Therefore, eating in temples dedicated to so-called 
gods is harmless. 
 
A common view of this section conceives of a quarrel between the “weak” and “strong” 
in the church. The weak refused to eat food sold in the marketplace that had been first 
dedicated to pagan idols, while the strong saw nothing wrong with it. Paul is said to 
basically agree that the strong are correct, but they need to make allowances for the 
consciences of the weak. But this view is not quite correct. Paul never identifies any 
particular group as the “strong,” nor does he ever address the weak directly. This 
misinterpretation comes from reading the problem and categories of Romans 14 and 15 
back into 1 Corinthians 8–10. In Romans Paul is concerned with restrictions in the Law 
of Moses about “food” and “days.” There Paul agrees with the “strong” that the food and 
ceremonial laws of the Old Testament are not binding for Christians. But some Jewish 
believers are “weak in faith,” that is. they do not yet have the faith to believe that the 
Mosaic restrictions have been set aside. Thus, they believe to violate these restrictions 
would be sinning against God. There, Paul says, the “strong,” who are actually correct 
about what the Bible teaches, must still curtail their liberties in these areas if their 
actions would cause their fellow believers to fall into sin. 
 
But in 1 Corinthians 8–10 the situation is somewhat different. The problem is not food 
per se, but eating in a pagan temple. This is what the Greek word translated “food 
sacrificed to idols” means,” eating meat in a pagan temple. For Paul this is idolatry, pure 
and simple, and he absolutely rejects the Corinthian view that attendance at the temples 
of Corinth is acceptable. In chapter 10 he will forbid it. The word “strong” does not 
occur in 1 Corinthians 8–10. There is no “strong” position that Paul agrees with that is 
biblically correct, as there is in Romans 14. In other words, the so-called “strong” in 
1 Corinthians 8 are biblically wrong, whereas the “strong” in Romans 14 are biblically 
correct, though they are wrong in not caring for the spiritual well-being of their brothers 
and sisters. The situation in 1 Corinthians is similar in the sense that the well-being of 
the “weak” is being disregarded by those Corinthians who are influencing them back 
into idolatry. 
 
1. The basis of Christian conduct—Love, not knowledge, 8:1–13 

As we noted, Paul had probably already forbidden the Corinthians from going to 
pagan temples in his previous letter (1 Cor 5:9), and he will finally forbid it in the 
strongest possible terms in chapter 10, where he explains that demons are the source 
of idolatry. But his first concern here in chapter 8 is with the incorrect ethical basis 
of the Corinthians’ argument in favor of such behavior. In other words, going to 
these pagan temples is absolutely wrong, but the Corinthians’ theological arguments 
used to justify going are also wrong. This is what Paul will deal with first. He wants 
the Corinthians to ultimately flee from idols (10:14), but Paul also wants them to see 
the theological implications of their behavior and the need for the principle of love to 
guide all their behavior. Paul will forbid the Corinthians from attending pagan 
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temples in chapter 10 because idolatry harms the individual. Here in chapter 8, Paul 
is concerned with the harm attending pagan temples does to one’s brother or sister 
who observes it and could thus be tempted to return to their previous idolatry (8:10).  
 
The heart of the problem is primarily their attitude. The Corinthians think Christian 
conduct is based exclusively on knowledge and that knowledge gives them the right 
to act as they will in this matter. For them knowledge gives power and power gives 
freedom and rights. 
 
a. The way of love and the way of knowledge, 8:1–3 
 

(8:1) Now about food sacrificed to idols: We know that “We all possess 
knowledge.” But knowledge puffs up while love builds up.  

 
As Paul has done previously in this letter (6:12–13 and 7:1), he begins by citing 
the Corinthians’ letter to him, “We all possess knowledge.” This is a quotation 
from their letter; otherwise, Paul would be contradicting himself, since in 8:7 he 
says that “not everyone possesses this knowledge.” This “knowledge” is the 
knowledge that idols have no real existence (v. 4). 
 
To the Corinthian position, “We all possess knowledge," Paul in effect says no. 
“Knowledge,” Paul says, “puffs up” the individual (v. 1b). 
 
(8:2) Those who think they know something do not yet know as they ought to 
know. (8:3) But whoever loves God is known by God. 
 
Verse 2 & 3 further quality “we all possess knowledge,” in verse 1. Paul’s point 
is that the one who thinks they are “in the know” by that very fact has given 
evidence that they are self–deceived and true knowledge has eluded them. In our 
common parlance, we use the expression: “That guy thinks he is something.” 
 
In v. 3 we expect Paul to say, “whoever loves God has real knowledge.” Instead 
we read, “is known by God.” This is, however, in accord with Paul’s language 
elsewhere. Cf. 13:12, “then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known”; Gal 
4:9, “But now that you know God—or rather are known by God.” 

 
Paul basically agrees with the Corinthians’ knowledge about idols, which he will 
take up in the next three verses. But Paul’s problem is that what the Corinthians 
are doing with their knowledge is wrong. 
 

b. The content of the way of knowledge, 8:4–6 
With this paragraph Paul, resumes what he began in v. 1, after the short 
qualifying discussion about the way of love superseding the way of knowledge in 
vv. 2–3. Again, he quotes from their letter, in this case with two statements 
affirming monotheism in v. 4. 
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(8:4) So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols: We know that “An idol is 
nothing at all in the world” and that “There is no God but one.” 

 
Paul begins as in v. 1, “we know that,” which means that he is affirming as true 
what the Corinthians have said. The two statements together form a strong 
affirmation of monotheism. 

 
(8:5) For even if there are so-called gods, whether in heaven or on earth (as 
indeed there are many “gods” and many “lords”), (8:6) yet for us there is but 
one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom we live; and 
there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and through 
whom we live.  
 
Paul now explains (“for) that “even if there are so-called gods,” they do not 
really exist. They do not actually exist in the form the pagans worship them, that 
is, there is no real Zeus. Nevertheless, they do in a sense exist in the subjective 
sense they people believed them to exist and worshiped them. These “so-called 
gods” were commonly designated “gods,” when referring to the traditional gods 
of Greco-Roman religion, and “lords,” for the deities of the mystery religions 
(e.g., Isis), which had been imported from the East into the Roman world. 

 
“Yet,” Paul says (v. 6) “even if there are so-called gods,” “for us” Christians 
“there is but one God,” that is, one true God in the universe. But this one God 
includes both the Father, who is the source (“from”) of all things and “for whom” 
we must live our lives, and the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the agent “through” 
whom are things came into being (John 1:1–3) and “through” whose work on the 
cross “we live.” 

 
c. The criterion—care for a brother, 8:7–13 

(8:7) But not everyone possesses this knowledge. Some people are still so 
accustomed to idols that when they eat sacrificial food they think of it as having 
been sacrificed to a god, and since their conscience is weak, it is defiled.  
 
Contrary to the Corinthian claim that “we all possess knowledge” (v. 1), Paul 
says, that is not true of all believers at Corinth—“not everyone possesses this 
knowledge.” Even though all believers may believe at the theoretical level that 
an idol is no god, not all share this “knowledge” at the experiential, emotional 
level. Some “are still so accustomed to idols,” that it is not easy to disregard their 
old religious experiences with the pagan gods.  
 
For these believers to return to the place of their former worship would mean 
once more to eat meat “as though it were truly being sacrificed to the god.” And 
the result would be that “since there conscience is weak, it is defiled.” 
“Conscience” refers to our moral consciousness of what is right or wrong. But 
the conscience needs a source for its moral judgments. Thus, the correctness of 
its judgments depends on the source it draws from. Ideally, we should calibrate 
our conscience by the Word of God. In this case the weakness involved is that 
for some believers at Corinth, the belief that there was only one God had not 
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been fully incorporated into their moral consciousness. If they return to the cultic 
meals in the pagan temples and “eat sacrificial food they think of it as having 
been sacrificed to a god,” that is, a real pagan god. This would produce moral 
confusion that could ultimately lead them back into idolatry. 

 
The point is that even if it were true that feasting in pagan temples was allowable 
because the pagan gods do not really exist, it would still be wrong because of 
what it does to one’s fellow believer. This believer’s eating “is not from faith; 
and everything that does not come from faith is sin” (Rom 14:23).  

 
(8:8) But food does not bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, 
and no better if we do. 
 
Verse 8 probably reflects what the Corinthians were arguing in their letter, yet 
also is in full agreement with Paul’s own point of view. Paul believed that 
Christians our not under the Mosaic Law and do not have to observe the food 
laws. This is similar to what Paul says about circumcision (7:19; Gal 5:6; 6:15). 
Neither “bring us near to God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if 
we do.” 
 
(8:9) Be careful, however, that the exercise of your rights does not become a 
stumbling block to the weak.  

 
But, Paul warns, the Corinthians need to “be careful” because insistence on their 
rights can lead to devastating effects on their fellow believers who do not share 
their “knowledge.” The ideas of “rights” or freedom was probably a favorite 
term of the Corinthians as we saw in 6:12, where Paul quotes them as saying, “I 
have the right to do anything,” that is, the right/freedom to act as we please 
without regard to others. Paul agrees with them on the food laws, but warns them 
that this cannot be carried over to eating sacrificial meals in the temples of the 
city since this could become a “stumbling block” to the weak. The term 
“stumbling block” refers not to something that simply offends someone else, but 
that causes a person to be led into sin, which in this case is idolatry. 

 
(8:10) For if someone with a weak conscience sees you, with all your knowledge, 
eating in an idol’s temple, won’t that person be emboldened to eat what is 
sacrificed to idols?  

 
In the previous verse, Paul has warned the Corinthians not to use their “rights” so 
as to harm “the weak.” “For,” he now explains, “if someone with a weak 
conscience sees you, with all your knowledge, eating in an idol’s temple, won’t 
that person be emboldened to eat what is sacrificed to idols?” Thus, it is clear 
that those who claimed to have the “knowledge” expressed in vv. 1, 4, and 7 are 
going to the cultic meals in the temple dining halls and were using that 
“knowledge” as a justification to probably countermand Paul’s previous 
instructions about not going to the pagan temples. Paul’s point here is that even 
if they will not accept Paul’s previous instructions, they should at least refrain 
based on what their “knowledge” could do to “someone with a weak 
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conscience.” 
 

(8:11) So this weak brother or sister, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your 
knowledge. 
 
“So,” Paul explains, the ones with “knowledge” are not acting in love toward 
their “weak brother or sister,” but, instead, they are being harmed by “your 
knowledge.” Paul is thinking of the harm done to the conscience of the weak, 
possibly resulting in a former idolater falling back into the grips of idolatry. 

 
(8:12) When you sin against them in this way and wound their weak conscience, 
you sin against Christ. 

 
This verse brings to a close the present argument by giving a theological 
expansion of the point of v. 11. The actions of those with “knowledge” in vv. 
10–11 are now declared by Paul to be “sin.” To sin against a “brother or sister, 
for whom Christ died,” is in effect to “sin against Christ” himself. 

 
(8:13) Therefore, if what I eat causes my brother or sister to fall into sin, I will 
never eat meat again, so that I will not cause them to fall. 
 
The “therefore” is a strong inferential conjunction suggesting that Paul is 
bringing this opening argument about “food sacrificed to idols” and attendance at 
the pagan temples to its conclusion. He closes with a general principle that he 
himself follows that goes beyond the particular issue of going to meals in the 
temple. Now he says, “if what I eat causes my brother or sister to fall into sin, I 
will never eat meat again, so that I will not cause them to fall.” This is hyperbole, 
but it serves to make the point that if Paul is willing to go this far for meat in 
general, how much more should the Corinthians be willing to give up eating 
meals in idol temples. In reality, the issue of attendance at the pagan temples is 
really just a symptom of a more basic problem, that is, insisting on their 
“rights/freedom” to do as they please in the name of “knowledge.” But Paul has 
emphasized from the beginning that “knowledge puffs up while love builds up” 
(v. 1). It is primarily love, that is, proper concern for the spiritual well-being of 
our fellow brother or sister in Christ that should determine our ethical behavior, 
not our own rights or freedom. 


