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Love Over Liberty 
Living Like Christians 

1 Corinthians 8:1-13 
Pastor Bryan Clark 

 
The title of our series in Corinthians is “Living Like Christians.” Maybe we’re learning that’s easier 
said than done. Several years ago I was rebuked for eating at a Pizza Hut because the Pizza Hut 
served alcohol. What do I do with that? What’s the Christian thing to do with that? Do I just dismiss 
that as coming from a legalist? Or, for the sake of unity, do I allow someone else’s convictions to 
control my life?  
 
I was also rebuked once for playing golf at a country club because there were wine goblets on the 
country club sign. Same question: what do I do with that? My grandpa had big issues with pool 
tables. (pause) Am I the only one hearing that? (laughter) Does your laughter mean “yes” or “no”?  
(laughter) Anyway, yeah, there it went; thank you. Sometimes I do hear voices (laughter) but I 
won’t scare you with that. My grandpa had issues with pool tables because, where he grew up, pool 
tables were in the pool house. And that’s where bad things happened. He thought it was 
inappropriate for Christians to have a pool table in their homes. What about tattoos, piercings? What 
do we do with these things? What’s the Christian thing to do? How do we respond? Well if you 
have a Bible, turn with me to 1 Corinthians 8 and we’ll see what we can do. We’re in a part of 
Corinthians where the Corinthians have posed certain questions to Paul and Paul is answering them. 
Chapter 8, verse 1, opens with the word “Now”. That’s kind of our code language; that tells us 
here’s another question. We had quite a bit to discuss in chapter 7 but that issue is basically closed; 
a whole new issue begins in chapter 8.  
 

Now concerning things sacrificed to idols... (*NASB, 1 Corinthians 8:1a)  
 
What’s he talking about? The word “things” there is the Greek word that means food, probably best 
translated meat. He’s referring to the fact that in the city of Corinth it was a very religious city with 
many temples, many pagan gods. When someone would take an animal to be sacrificed, about a 
third of it would be consumed in the sacrifice, about a third would be eaten in the temple courtyard 
as part of the worship ceremony, and about a third would be sold down in the market.  
 
Some Christians had concerns about eating meat that had been offered to idols. Is that meat 
contaminated? But it was more than that. In these ancient cities, the temple or the temple courtyard 
was where a lot of the social life happened. For example it’s where they held wedding parties, 
wedding ceremonies, birthday parties, social gatherings. And in many ways those temple courtyards 
were the restaurants of their day. So a lot of Christians found themselves in those environments on a 
regular basis. And again the question arose, “Is that right or is that wrong?”  
 

Now concerning things sacrificed to idols, we know that we all have knowledge. 
Knowledge makes arrogant, but love edifies.  (vs. 1) 

 
It’s probably referring again to a motto that’s come in the letter. The motto would be...“that we all 
have knowledge.” If you have an NIV, in the footnote it says, “We all have knowledge, as you say.” 
That’s a very good translation. So Paul’s repeating back, “That’s true; knowledge is information; 
knowledge is reasoning.” Knowledge was considered to be enlightenment. When Corinthians was 
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written, it was probably the very early stages of what would be called Gnosticism. The word 
Gnosticism actually comes from this Greek word meaning knowledge.  
 
The whole idea was if you have more knowledge, if you have more enlightenment, if you have 
more insight, then you are more spiritual. And so they were saying, because we know better, then 
it’s okay; we have knowledge. But their knowledge made them arrogant.  
 
It’s interesting to think about that. Knowledge is information; knowledge is content; knowledge is 
enlightenment. It’s easy for us to look at the legalists and refer to them as being arrogant, because 
we understand “grace”. We understand grace so much more clearly that we think our way is better 
than their way. Knowledge makes arrogant.  
 
He says...“love edifies.”  Knowledge makes me arrogant and arrogant keeps me looking in the 
mirror. Love keeps me looking through the window at who God would have me serve. 
 
 Verse 2:  
 

If anyone supposes that he knows anything, he has not yet known as he ought to 
know; but if anyone loves God, he is known by Him. (vs. 2-3)  

 
Verse two is kind of confusing but, in essence, it’s saying if you know that you know, but your 
knowledge makes you think you are spiritually better, then you don’t know anything at all. We 
maybe would say it this way: If you think your knowledge of grace makes you spiritually a cut 
above, you don’t know grace at all. See that’s a challenge isn’t it? Don’t we think that because we 
get it, they don’t get it; that makes our way better. I’ve been guilty of that more times than I could 
even count. Knowledge makes arrogant; love edifies.  
 
See, at the end of the day, God’s truth should make us love God more and be more faithful to serve 
Him. Maybe we could contrast knowledge with truth for the sake of our discussion this morning. 
Knowledge is content; knowledge is information; knowledge is reasoning. It’s very important to 
remind ourselves that one day, when we stand before God, there won’t be a quiz. We’re not 
stockpiling knowledge so we do better on the quiz. Truth is what we believe; truth is what we 
embrace; truth is what moves through our head into our heart and makes us love God more and 
serve Him more faithfully. If my truth does not cause me to love God more, then it’s truth that I 
haven’t rightly understood.  
 
There are several movements, church movements today, by different names, but they all have one 
thing in common. And that is they are reacting to movements from the past, mostly the 
fundamentalist movement. They would say our movement had a lot of Bible knowledge and that 
knowledge made us arrogant; that knowledge made us legalistic; that knowledge made us very 
unloving. And I would say, by and large, that is a fair accusation. I would say there were many very 
godly people in that movement but, by and large, as a movement, that’s fair.  
 
The reaction to that is to then devalue doctrine, devalue truth and devalue the authority of Scripture. 
All God really wants us to do is to “love one another.” And by “love one another,” they mean feel 
good about one another. But that’s a problem, because the Bible says you cannot really love one 
another unless that is motivated or driven by truth. Unless it’s motivated and driven by doctrine, I 
can’t really...“love the Lord my God with all my heart, soul and mind, and love my neighbor as 
myself”... if it isn’t driven and motivated by God’s truth. That’s the only way it’s going to happen.  
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What I find interesting about those movements is they’re just as arrogant, they’re just as rigid, and 
they’re just as intolerant of others who disagree with them. They’re just as arrogant because 
knowledge makes arrogant. Whenever our knowledge causes us to think, “We get it; you don’t get 
it; we get it and that makes our way a cut above,” then our knowledge has made us arrogant. God’s 
truth should cause us to love God more deeply and to serve Him more faithfully. Having opened 
with that paragraph, now we get to the specific issue in verse 4:  
 

Therefore concerning the eating of things sacrificed to idols, we know that there is no 
such thing as an idol in the world, and that there is no God but one.  (vs. 4) 

 
What is he saying there? He’s not saying there is no idolatry. What he is saying is no idol is actually 
real; no idol actually has power. There is no other God; there’s only one God. There’s one God, so 
the other gods are really no gods. And all their idolatry, all their stones and wood and the things that 
they worship, at the end of the day, they have no real power; they really are nothing. So the idea is 
they have no real power to contaminate this meat. Think of it this way: if you took a package of 
hamburger and you took it home and you placed it in front of a tree and you did all kind of weird 
things to worship the tree and then somebody took that hamburger and threw it on the grill and ate 
it, there’s no evil in that meat. That tree has no power to infuse evil into that meat; it’s just a tree. 
And so that’s what he’s saying; that’s the reality of it. There’s no god but our God and there is no 
real power or life in a piece of stone or a piece of wood. 
 
 Verse 5:  

 
For even if there are so-called gods whether in heaven or on earth, as indeed there are 
many gods and many lords, yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom 
are all things and we exist for Him; and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all 
things, and we exist through Him. (vs.5-6) 

 
He is saying there are so-called gods, there are these religions, there are these temples, there are 
these idols, but we know better. We know, at the end of the day, there is only one true God and 
that’s the God who has made everything.  There’s only one true Lord and that’s the Lord Jesus 
Christ through whom we get our life and also who has made everything. Therefore, when we go to 
the temple and there may be an idol made out of whatever, that whatever was made by the hand of 
God. People can worship a tree but that tree, in and of itself, is not good or evil. It’s an inanimate 
object and it actually was made by God. Some people may use that tree as an object of worship but 
that doesn’t make the tree inherently good or evil.  
 
So his argument is basically, “We know that.” The pagans may not know that and they go to their 
temples and they do their thing and they do their worship but, at the end of the day, we know that. 
Everything ultimately comes from the hand of God. We say, “Okay, we know that; I mean we 
wouldn’t fall for that like the Corinthians do.” Really?  Do you know that there are Christians that 
have a big problem with the Christmas tree? They believe it’s inappropriate to have it in your home 
and it’s inappropriate to have it here. Because somewhere along the way they read that trees were 
part of some pagan ceremony; therefore for you to have it in your home is offensive. It’s just a tree! 
The tree is morally neutral. (laughter) It’s not good; it’s not evil; it’s actually made by the hand of 
God. There may have been those who used the tree in some pagan ritual but that doesn’t make the 
tree good or evil. It’s just a tree. Instead, it has to do with your intent; it has to do with your 
purpose, has to do with your heart.  
 



 4

We have the same problem with Halloween. People will read information about Halloween and 
Satan worship and witchcraft and all of that. But a piece of cloth at Wal-Mart is morally neutral; it’s 
not good; it’s not evil. A piece of plastic that a child wears on his or her face, it’s not good; it’s not 
evil; it’s morally neutral; it’s a thing! An orange bucket carried around to homes and candy that’s 
put in it is morally neutral. It’s not good; it’s not evil. It goes to intent; it goes to the heart. Now if 
your intent as a parent is to dress your child up to engage your child in Satanic worship, that’s a 
problem! (laughter) But the piece of cloth, the piece of plastic, the little bucket, these things aren’t 
in and of themselves inherently evil.  
 
In the 70’s when I was growing up, we heard that there were certain beat patterns in music that were 
inherently evil, referred to them as syncopated rhythm. Syncopated rhythm is kind of the heart and 
soul of rock and roll. We were told over and over again that the first three letters of syncopated, 
spell sin. I mean what more do you need? (laughter) I heard countless stories of missionaries that 
would come back from some tribe and they would hear drums in the church and they would 
associate them with drums in the tribes used to call up the demons and they would wonder why are 
we calling up demons into the church? Rhythm patterns are neither good nor evil; they’re morally 
neutral. A drum is not good or evil; it just is. A guitar is not good or evil. Nothing changes when 
that guitar gets plugged in.  
 
I was having a discussion with someone, a very positive discussion, several weeks ago, related to 
music styles and instruments. And his conclusion is the only instrument we need for worship is an 
organ. I asked him, “Are you aware of the controversy surrounding the organ?” Of all the 
instruments that we had on the stage this morning, by far the most controversial would be the organ, 
because it was a dance hall instrument. The Puritans were absolutely determined it would never 
show up in a church for worship. It was a huge fight. But somehow today, it’s sacred! Actually it’s 
not good and it’s not evil. It’s made by things that God has created; it’s morally neutral.  
 
If you watch the old westerns, they often refer to the Devil in the Bottle, talking about whiskey. But 
actually the devil isn’t in the bottle. That bottle, or whatever is in it, is morally neutral, just made 
from stuff that God has made. The problem is the person with the bottle. We say, “Okay, I get that; 
that makes sense; got it, end of problem, have a lovely day!” 
 
 Verse 7:  
 

However not all men have this knowledge; but some, being accustomed to the idol 
until now, eat food as if it were sacrificed to an idol; and their conscience being weak 
is defiled.  
 

What’s he talking about? He’s talking about not everybody gets it that clearly; not everybody 
processes what we just talked about that clearly. There were some who were up to their eyebrows in 
pagan worship. That was who they were; that was their way of life. And they’d just recently come 
out of that to Christianity and they’re still struggling to separate out that meat and that activity in the 
temple courtyard from what they had experienced most of their lives. So they feel like that’s 
morally wrong. Their conscience says, “Don’t do that.” It’s going to drag them right back into their 
pagan lifestyle. Therefore their conscience is defiled. 
 
  
 
 
 



 5

Verse 8: 
 

But food will not commend us to God; we are neither the worse if we do not eat, nor 
the better if we do eat. But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow 
become a stumbling block to the weak. For if someone sees you, who have knowledge, 
dining in an idol's temple, will not his conscience, if he is weak, be strengthened to eat 
things sacrificed to idols? For through your knowledge he who is weak is ruined, the 
brother for whose sake Christ died. And so, by sinning against the brethren and 
wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ.  (vs. 8-12) 
 

He says you’re neither better nor worse if you eat the meat; the meat has no spiritual value. It 
doesn’t make you more spiritual; it doesn’t make you less spiritual. The issue is how your behavior 
affects the weaker brother and there should be great concern if your liberty becomes a stumbling 
block to someone else, to a weaker brother or sister. Verse 11: For through your knowledge he 
who is weak is ruined... That Greek word ruined means basically, you’ve knocked them 
backwards. Rather than your influence helping them progress in their Christian faith, you’ve 
actually knocked them back, maybe back even into the stuff that was destroying their life.  
 
It’s pretty strong in verse 11 to say, “Oh by the way, this person whose life you’re negatively 
affecting is someone Christ died for.” About the time we say, “Hey, nobody’s going to infringe on 
my liberty!” Paul says, “Now wait a minute here! Jesus was willing to die for that person. Is it 
really too much to ask to give up a little bit of liberty for the good of that person? Love always, 
always, takes priority over liberty!” As a matter of fact he goes on to say, “And by the way, if your 
influence causes someone to defile their conscience, causes someone to go backwards instead of 
forward, not only are you sinning against them but you’re also sinning against Christ.” Pretty 
strong language there! 
 
 Verse 13 is the principle:  
 

Therefore, if food causes my brother to stumble, I will never eat meat again, so that I 
will not cause my brother to stumble. 

 
The way this is worded it almost sounds like when Paul was there, he did eat the meat, may very 
well have eaten up in the temple courtyard. And some are saying, “Hey Paul did it!” And he’s 
saying, “Hey if that causes someone else to stumble, I won’t ever do it again.” Love always takes 
priority over liberty.  
 
So let’s go back and review a little bit. First of all, what we’re talking about is what we refer to as 
“gray issues.” These are not absolutes. There’s a difference between adultery and alcohol. Adultery 
is always wrong; there’s no wiggle room; it’s black and white. But there are other issues where we 
have different convictions. Just like these Corinthians, because of their past behavior, because of 
their lifestyle, because of their involvement in pagan worship, it made them very vulnerable and 
they were weaker in certain areas. So I may have a great deal of freedom in an area where you have 
conviction. And you may have freedom in areas where I have conviction. It’s okay; that’s gray. 
Now I don’t think any believe he or she personally has areas of gray. That’s why you have the Holy 
Spirit. I think you know what you have the liberty to do and what you don’t. But collectively, we 
have gray because it’s not always the same and we have to allow for that. So that’s number one.  
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Number two, we’re talking about a weaker brother or sister. We’re not just talking about somebody 
who disagrees. There are those people (we refer to them as professional weaker brothers) who are 
constantly trying to impose their convictions on you. They’ll usually say, “I’m offended by that,” 
and what they mean is, you can’t do it because I have a conviction that I shouldn’t do it. That’s not 
a weaker brother. As a matter of fact it’s very good to ask them the question, “Are you saying, when 
you say you’re offended, that you’re acknowledging that you are a weaker brother or sister and that 
my involvement in that activity is tempting you to violate your conscience and get involved in 
something that you believe you should not be involved in?” Most of the time they are not willing to 
say they are a weaker brother. As a matter of fact what they’re thinking is they're a superior brother. 
If you were as spiritual as them, you’d see it their way. That’s a difference of opinion; that’s a 
disagreement. Do you have to live your life subject to other people’s convictions? I think the answer 
is, “No!”  
 
So let’s go back to the Pizza Hut. This particular person was someone I highly respect, a very godly 
person. We are good friends to this day but we saw this issue very differently. He unpacked his 
story: coming out of World War II he had an alcohol problem; it nearly destroyed his life and nearly 
destroyed his marriage. Fifty years ago he had given it up.  But, because of his story, he really was 
uncomfortable in a place where they served alcohol. I can appreciate that, can respect that. But I 
asked him the question I just posed to you, "Do you consider yourself a weaker brother? Is my 
eating in Pizza Hut tempting you to violate your conscience in this area?” He said, “Absolutely 
not.” I said, “Then we just disagree. My story isn’t your story; therefore, I have freedoms where you 
may not.” He was a very mature believer. He said, “You’re absolutely right.” That was the end of it.  
Some stories don’t end quite that nicely. (laughter) But that’s how we have to process these 
through.  Love always, always takes priority over liberty. That’s the third part. We’re talking about 
a weaker brother.  
 
Let’s go back to the pool story. Let’s take one that’s really extreme. I’ve never personally 
experienced it myself but I guess it’s possible. Let’s imagine that there’s someone who was a 
hustler in a bar playing pool. And it represented a lifestyle of alcohol and drugs and immorality. 
This person comes to faith in Christ, a very new believer, just trying to come out of that lifestyle. 
And every Friday night we have a pool party in my basement. And each week when he comes he’s 
remembering, “I’m still pretty good at this. As a matter of fact I think maybe I could go back and do 
that.” That is a possible scenario and, if at some point I’m aware of that, I have to deal with that. 
Does it mean I have to get rid of my pool table? Maybe not! We maybe just need to think what 
we’re doing on Friday nights. But I can’t just say, “That’s silly; I don’t understand; grow up get 
over it!” That may be a legitimate issue that this person is struggling with and as someone who 
loves him, I need to contribute to his growth, not to his demise. So, love always takes priority over 
liberty!  
 
Now the safe thing to do at this point would be to say, “God bless you; have a nice day and close in 
prayer.” But we’ve never been about being safe here. So let me just see if I can upset everyone in 
the room! (laughter) Our issue today is not meat offered to an idol. What do you think it would be? I 
think it’d be alcohol. It’s the question I’m asked most often relevant to this text. There are a lot of 
opinions, lots of confusion. There are those who think that the Bible’s very clear that Christians 
cannot consume a drop of alcohol. I just don’t find that. There are certain things that we know to be 
very clear: drunkenness is always sin; using alcohol as a means of escape, always sin; consuming 
alcohol if you’re under age, always sin. Those are easy.  
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Well what about someone who, in a very responsible fashion, has a glass of wine with a meal? 
There are those who would make the case that the wine in both the Old and New Testament wasn’t 
really an alcoholic beverage. They weren’t really fermented; it was just grape juice. That argument 
is so silly it’s embarrassing. Of course it was fermented! As a matter of fact you can read John 4. 
You can make the case from that text (when Jesus turned the water to wine) they said, “This is the 
wine that usually intoxicates people.” Now granted the strength of their wine and our wine was 
pretty different. But obviously they could drink enough of it to get drunk because it happened in 
both the Old and New Testament regularly. So what do we do with this issue? I personally am 
alcohol free, always have been, probably always will be. Maybe it’s because of my background; I 
think it’s more related to my role. For the sake of the ministry, for the sake of my role (I have a very 
visible role), it’s probably not good for me to be consuming alcohol, something I gladly give up. I 
also work with a lot of people who are struggling with addictive issues so it’s good for me to be 
alcohol free. But if you wonder, is he pushing a personal agenda? No. I don’t drink alcohol; it’s just 
my conviction and I need to stay true to my conviction.  
 
Now the danger is anytime somebody’s conviction is different than yours we say, “Oh that’s 
legalism!” No it’s not. Personal conviction is not legalism. It’s only legalism if I think my 
conviction makes me more spiritual than you. I don’t think that. It’s only legalism if I think my 
conviction needs to be your conviction and, if you were more spiritual, you’d see it my way. I don’t 
think that.  
 
Almost all of my friends consume alcohol very responsibly. Do they love Jesus just as much as I 
do? Yes they do! Are they just as passionate about God as I am? Yes they are! Are they just as 
diligent in building the Kingdom as I am? Yes they are! That’s why I love them; they’re great 
friends. I have a great deal of respect for them. But our roles are different; our stories are different; 
we have different freedoms in this area. I don’t think I make them feel awkward; they certainly 
don’t make me feel awkward.  
 
Does a Christian have the liberty to consume alcohol in a responsible way? Yes I think you do. But 
if, at any point along the way, you become aware that your consumption of alcohol is affecting a 
weaker brother or sister, you must give that up. You must! Love has to always take priority over 
liberty. If there are people that respect you as a Christian who are just coming out of an addictive 
situation and they’re still struggling each day and they see you and, in seeing you, they say, “You 
know, I think I can do this,” and they violate their conscience and they go back to their additive 
ways, you have not only sinned against them, but you’ve sinned against Christ. Are you responsible 
for that? Yes you are, because our liberties are always subject to love.  
 
We’re coming up on the holidays--lots of families, lots of alcohol. You better think about who’s 
coming over, better think about what the issues are, better think about what the Christian thing to do 
would be. There’s nothing wrong with you having a glass of wine with your meal, perfect liberty 
with that. But, if at any point you learn your liberty is affecting a weaker brother or sister in a 
negative way, then it’s got to stop. It may be a temporary stop, until that person gets beyond the 
problem, or it may be necessary to stop for life, depending on the circumstances.  
 
What does it mean to live like a Christian? It means that love always, always takes priority over 
liberty! 
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Father, we’re thankful that You loved us enough to send Your Son Jesus to die on a cross for us, 
the ultimate sacrifice. And then you turn around and You ask us to be willing to sacrifice just a 
small part of our liberty for the sake of another. Lord, I pray that You would help us to understand 
that knowledge makes arrogant, makes us think somehow we’re a cut above, we’re superior. And 
at that point, we don’t understand grace at all! Lord, it’s also easy to get pretty defensive about 
our liberties and forget the weaker brothers and sisters around us. Lord, help us to enjoy our 
liberties but help us also to be aware of those around us and, when necessary, understand that love 
always takes priority over liberty. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  
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Dec. 6/7, 2008          

Study Questions 
Living Like Christians 

Love Over Liberty 
1 Corinthians  8:1-13 

Pastor Bryan Clark 
 
 
Opening Discussion 
 

1. Is everything in the Christian world black and white or are there shades of grey in some 
areas?  Why or why not? 

 
 
 

2. What might account for why one person has a strong conviction about something while 
someone else lacks that conviction?  Is one more spiritual than the other? 
 
 
 

3. List areas that you think fall into the “grey area”?  In what ways have you experienced 
tension in these areas as a Christian?  Do others always agree these are “grey areas” or have 
you felt pressure to conform to be considered “spiritual?” 
 
 
 
 

4. If someone has a “hang up” over an area you consider a “grey area” is it best to just dismiss 
their concern so their issues don’t limit your freedoms? 
 

 
 
 
Bible Study 

 
1. Read 1 Corinthians 8:1-3.  What does Paul mean by the statement, “knowledge makes 

arrogant?”   What’s the difference between knowledge and truth?  What is the real test as to 
whether or not someone knows truth? 

 
 
 

2. Read 1 Corinthians 8:4-6.  What is Paul’s argument concerning the meat?  Are inanimate 
objects inherently good or evil?  Why or why not?  Does the fact that this meat was put in 
front of a piece of stone make it good or evil? 
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3. What are some areas of conflict among Christians that involve “things” that are in 
themselves morally neutral? 
 

 
 

4. Read 1 Corinthians 8:7-13.  What is the significance of the transitional word “However” in 
verse 7?  Does our knowledge (regarding question #3) mean case closed… if such and such 
is morally neutral then it is always permissible?  Why or why not according to the text? 
 

 
 

5. What constitutes a weaker Christian?  What is the difference between a weaker brother and 
one who simply disagrees with your conviction or liberty?  Will a weaker brother always be 
a weaker brother in that particular issue? 
 

 
 
 

6. Why might someone view an issue differently than you?  How should you respond if the 
other person’s “issue” makes no sense to you?  Does your knowledge give you freedom to 
dismiss someone else’s concern? 
 
 
 
 

7. According to verse 13, what is the guiding principle regarding “grey areas”? 
 

 
 
Application 
 

1. Can someone present a “grey” issue he or she is processing?  What are the issues?  How do 
we apply the text to that issue?  What would be the right way to proceed? 

 
 

2. How do you deal with a “professional weaker brother” who tries to use this teaching to 
control others he or she simply disagrees with?  Are you ever guilty of doing the same to 
someone else?  Is it possible that what others may do to frustrate you in a certain “grey area” 
you do to others in a different “grey” area? 
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