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WHAT MEAT MEANS


We can be right about fighting for the rights of the disadvantaged and fighting for our own rights when we have been disenfranchised by our government or work place, but I believe that at times—and especially in a faith community—we can be wrong about our rights. We live in a culture which repeats the maxim, “This is not about you! It’s my life and I can do what I want!” It’s an old maxim. In 1 Corinthians 6:12 Paul quotes a similar maxim: “I am free to do what I want.”

What is going on in Corinth 2,000 years ago and why does it matter to us today? Corinth is on an isthmus on the south end of the peninsula of Greece. About the year 50 (20 years after the death and resurrection of Jesus), Paul began some house churches in that city and then traveled to Ephesus. After about 3 to 5 years the new Christians in Corinth had some questions for Paul and some ethical issues they wanted him to address. This letter we call 1 Corinthians is Paul’s response to those questions. 

He begins with their concern—Now concerning food sacrificed to idols—and responds in chapters 8, 9, and 10. Corinth had temples to several gods and goddesses, and part of the worship was to barbeque meat on the altar. Some of the meat burned up, some was eaten as a sacred meal in the temple, and some was sent to local meat shops for resale. Joseph Campbell teaches us about the power of myth and explains that throughout history those who killed an animal for food would pray to the gods and even to the animal in thanksgiving that a living being has sacrificed its life so we could live through the nourishment of its flesh. I can understand how taking the life of an animal is a sacred act and forms a bond between the animal and me and between God and me.

Meat is expensive today as it was then. Do you notice how high your grocery bill is when you buy meat for the week? In Jewish, Greek and Roman life, eating meat was a special occasion and usually a religious event because of this understanding Joseph Campbell gives us. I imagine that meat was cheaper since it came from a temple, but it was still expensive.


From Paul’s letter we can surmise that some in Corinth are saying: 
“No idol in the world really exists” (8:4);

“There is no God but one” (8:4);
”Food will not bring us close to God” (8:8).


On the one hand, they are saying that since we are Christians, we no longer believe in idols or other gods, so what we eat will not affect our relationship with the God we now know through Jesus Christ. In the temple the meat is called “holy meat” but for Christians it is “idol meat.” They are also saying “All of us possess knowledge!” (8:1) so our superior knowledge that idols and other gods do not exist frees us to eat this idol meat and not worry about any religious repercussions. 

On the other hand, some in the small groups there in Corinth did think that eating such meat had religious repercussions! Paul writes in v. 7 that not all of them possess this knowledge: It is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, is defiled. Some have not realized what other church members (and even Paul himself) proclaim: that no other idols or gods exist. Some in the faith community are struggling with whether or not to eat this idol meat and may in fact fall from their newfound faith in Christ because of it. 


Those with more knowledge probably said, as they did in 6:12: “I am free to do what I want.” Paul agrees. Because of their new knowledge about what God has done in Christ, they are free from the legalism and idol worship of their earlier days. As he agrees with them, however, Paul also clarifies that they can be right about their newfound freedom in Christ, but they can also be wrong about their rights.
WHAT LOVE MEANS

Paul explains in verses 1-3: Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. Anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary knowledge; but anyone who loves God is known by him. In a faith community knowledge is very important. It would be disingenuous of me to say that knowledge is not important. After all I spend 22 years in school and worked for the highest grade point average I could attain. And we have many very bright and intellectual members of this congregation. In small groups and committee meetings I enjoy watching how some of your minds work and trying to keep up with the RAM speed in your brain. 


Paul sounds like Socrates when he affirms that the smartest person knows that he or she does not know it all. Paul adds that it’s not what we know but who knows us. When he says this he moves knowledge from the intellectual arena to the relational realm. It’s not what we know but who knows us. In other words, we don’t know God until we are first known by God. 

And then Paul explains why love is more important than knowledge. Paul names the “weak person” a “brother or sister” 4 times in verses 11-13. The NRSV tries to avoid using only the male term “brother” and substitutes words, but this translation obscures the relationship between us and those in our community of faith. I have translated the Greek text with Paul’s use of “brothers and sisters” and his pronouns: 11 So by your knowledge those weak brothers and sisters for whom Christ died are destroyed. 12 But when you thus sin against your brothers and sisters and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food scandalizes my brother or sister, I will never eat meat, so that I may not scandalize my brother or sister. Paul will not allow those in the know to talk about “those weak persons,” for they are really “my brother” and “my sister.” 


We are brothers and sisters because we have one God, the Father and creator of all things and one Lord, Jesus Christ (8:6). Here in verse 6 Paul is probably quoting a confession of faith which they say together in worship there in Corinth: 

One God, the Father,


From whom are all things and we for him,


And one Lord, Jesus Christ,


Through whom are all things and we through him. 
The argument is not about “them” but is a discussion in a family of brothers and sisters because of our one God and one Lord. We are not talking about knowing “objects” or “persons” or “adversaries.” Because we are known by the one Father, we know brothers and sisters in Christ and are called to act lovingly toward them.

We can be wrong about our rights when we do not act lovingly toward our brothers and sisters in Christ. Later in 13:2 Paul proclaims, And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. In other words, Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. What we do does matter in regard to others because they are not “others” but are people we know as “brothers and sisters in Christ.” Paul doesn’t tell them what to do but says what he will do. If food scandalizes his brother or sister, Paul promises to be a vegetarian for the sake of the mission of the church. Later he says, Love does not insist on its own way (13:5). 

Paul does not mean that our church should avoid taking any stands for fear that we will “offend” another church member. If our goal is not to offend someone’s sensibilities, we would not ordain women to be deacons and pastors, we would not allow persons of other ethnicities or races to worship with us, we would not be able to sing any hymns or songs in worship, we would not be able to bring different worship styles into one room for one service, we would not refer to God as “Father” or as “Mother,” we would not make any stands on social or justice issues, and we would not be hosting a Valentine’s Dance on February 11. 

A church who strives to avoid offending a weaker brother or sister’s conscience is allowing the entire faith community to be held hostage by the standards of our most narrow-minded and legalistic members. Not only would this be a vanilla, milquetoast, pallid and boring fellowship, but we would not be here today; for the church has survived for these 2,000 years because she has taken stands on important issues of our faith.

Clearly, just to avoid offending the sensibilities of other church members is not what Paul intends. He is concerned here about weaker believers being “destroyed” by being drawn away from the church and back into worship of something that is not a god. We are to apply Paul’s teaching today only to those situations in which the actions of those in the know might actually jeopardize the faith and salvation of others.


I’ll give one example. When we teach the Bible here at VBC, we use the best scholarship available to us today. For those who believe that the Bible simply dropped down from heaven and is absolutely correct in regard to all geographical, historical or scientific facts, their faith in the truth of the Bible might be shaken by our literary approach to the Bible. I saw this struggle with students at Samford University when I taught Old Testament and New Testament courses and moved them beyond their simple Sunday School understanding of the Bible. When we teach knowledge about our Bible, our task is to present lovingly and carefully our affirmations and questions about the text lest some fall from their faith and say, “Well, the Bible must not be true at all!” 

When we study the Bible together, when we gather in worship, when we meet about the business of our church, and when we talk over the phone or out in the parking lot, let’s remember that at times we may be right in regard to the facts, but we can sometimes be wrong about our rights. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.
1 CORINTHIANS 8:1-13: FOOD OFFERED TO IDOLS (Bob’s translation)
P:
1 Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that [as you say]

C:
“all of us possess knowledge.” 

P:
Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. 2 Anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary knowledge; 3 but anyone who loves God is known by him.

4 Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that [as you say] 

C:
“no idol in the world really exists,” and that “there is no God but one.” 

P:
5 Indeed, even though there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth--as in fact there are many gods and many lords-- 6 yet [as we confess together]:


One God, the Father,


From whom are all things and we for him,


And one Lord, Jesus Christ,


Through whom are all things and we through him. 

7 It is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; and their conscience, being weak, is defiled. [As you say]

C:
8”Food will not bring us close to God.”

P:
We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. 9 But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 10 For if others see you, who possess knowledge, eating in the temple of an idol, might they not, since their conscience is weak, be encouraged to the point of eating food sacrificed to idols? 11 So by your knowledge those weak brothers and sisters for whom Christ died are destroyed. 12 But when you thus sin against your brothers and sisters and wound their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ. 13 Therefore, if food scandalizes my brother or sister, I will never eat meat, so that I may not scandalize my brother or sister. 

