
Lent 6                            “How Selfish Are You?” 

                                          1 Cor. 10:23-32 

  

23(Some people say,) "All things are lawful (to us)," but all things are 
not beneficial (to us or others spiritually).  "All things are lawful (to us)," but 
all things do not edify (us or others spiritually).  24Let no one seek his/her 
own thing (that only benefits him/her), but (let him/her seek also) the thing 
of (of benefit to) the other (person).  25Everything (that is) being sold in a 
meat market, eat (it), without questioning (it) because of (your) conscience 
(as to whether it may have been part of an offering to an idol).  26For (as the 
Scripture says,) "From the Lord is the earth and the fullness of 
it."  (Therefore, anything from it is permissible to eat.)  27If anyone of the 
unbelievers invites you (to his house to eat with him/her), and you wish to 
go, everything (that is) set before you (on the table you may) eat, without 
questioning (it) because of (your) conscience (as to whether it has been 
part of an offering to an idol).  28But if someone says (to you), "This is 
(meat) killed in sacrifice (to an idol)," (then) do not eat (it), because of (the 
possibility of offending) that man/woman, the one (who was) pointing (this) 
out (to you), and (because of not going against your) conscience.  29Now I 
say (to you that it is) the conscience of the other (person who pointed that 
out to you), not yours.  

For (someone asks,) "Why is my freedom being judged by the 
conscience of another person?  30If I partake (in such a meal) with 
thankfulness (to God), why am I spoken evil of because of what I give 
thanks for (to God)?" 

31Therefore, whether you are eating or (whether) you are drinking, or 
whatever you are doing, do everything to the glory of God.  32Do not give 
offence either to Jews or to Greeks or to the believers of God, 33even as I 
please all people in all things, not seeking an advantage for myself, but (an 
advantage) for many people, in order that they may be saved. 

  

 

   



“How Selfish Are You?” 

1 Cor. 10:23-32 

  

          The Corinthians are, in many ways, the perfect people for us to 

consider in our spiritual life.  Their culture was quite like ours in the United 

States, in its way.  Oh, they were part of the Roman Empire and paid their 

tribute to Caesar but they were an independent people. Corinth was 

located at the narrow point in the isthmus that attaches it to the 

Peloponnesus of Greece – that’s the big hunk of Greece that’s below 

Athens.  Sailors came from the west and the east.  Ships were pulled on 

timbers to take them across land and save time. Customs from all over the 

ancient world mixed and mingled. It was a “melting pot” culture that, at the 

time of Paul, was known for incredible excess, debauchery of all kinds and 

wanton living. 

          Earlier in the same chapter Paul talks about the faults of Israel who 

could not live as God’s chosen people without constantly turning to other 

gods, making idols, seeking after the things that other nations had that they 

envied and longed for.  Tying that into the idolatrous culture of Corinth 

wasn’t a stretch.  There were shrines to gods at the corners of the city 

streets, temples to gods and goddesses if you looked up to the highest 

levels of the city mount.  There at the top was the temple for Diana – 

huntress – goddess of fertility.  The statue from that or one of her other 

temples is in the Vatican at Rome.  When I pointed it out to my family last 

fall they said, “THEY WORSHIPED THAT?” Ah, but worship of Diana 

meant drunken feasts nearly every month and unbridled sexual 

activity.  When those who became Christians stopped going to those feasts 

they were looked down upon, lost their place in society, were considered 

strange. 

          While they didn’t have Sam’s Club in Corinth they did have a meat 

market by the temple where you could get reduced price fresh meat that 



was left over from the sacrifices.  Now the Jews had never been able to 

buy or even touch that kind of meat as it had been sacrificed to idols and 

other gods.  Paul says, “Meat is MEAT.  It all comes from God and that 

remains true even if it was sacrificed to a false god.  You know that those 

gods are false. Eat it.  Take advantage of the low prices!” 

          But it wasn’t that simple. Then, as now, there were people who were 

trying to figure out what it meant to be a disciple/follower of Jesus.  If they 

hadn’t been raised in a Jewish home – or if they had and felt that meat 

sacrificed to an idol was unclean…well, then it became a matter of 

judgement.  Should you eat with those who eat everything – kosher – 

unkosher or sacrificial meat?  Yes, if that’s something that you and they are 

comfortable with.  But what about someone who isn’t sure that’s ok? 

          Do you spend time telling people they are wrong?  Is that how you 

treat others who are new to the faith or trying to grasp what it means to live 

in the grace and freedom from all the laws that condemn?  No – Paul says 

to be sensitive to them and to honor their customs.  

          When I was a pastor in Chicago we had a daughter congregation 

that met in our church on Sunday afternoons.  They were LCMS Lutherans 

who were Telegu speaking former citizens of south India.  The president of 

the congregation had a child baptized and people came from all over the 

US to celebrate with them.  There were 200 guests for the lunch including 

the president of their church in south India who was living in Boston in the 

guest lecturer’s residence at Harvard.  He and his wife were the honored 

guests and  invited us to go through the line with them for food.  They took 

knife, fork and spoon, as did we.  No one else did.  They ate the sauces 

and foods with naan – Indian flatbread.  They explained that they did not 

want us to feel odd for using utensils.  I was humbled by their 

thoughtfulness. 

          When I went around to talk to the families, I kept offering my hand to 

shake but the right hand is the one that culture uses to eat with.  By the 



time we moved to St. Paul and had a daughter church from Ethiopia I had 

learned to eat with Injera (a huge doughy yeasty bubbly Ethiopian bread). 

It's fine to nod your head in greeting.  Hands don't need to be shaken. 

          Of course I heard – well, why can’t they learn to eat like Americans. 

Trust me, they all knew how to use knives, forks and spoons.  India was a 

colony of England. They had wonderful tea.  Ethiopia – well, they had 

British influences and the Eritrean portion was ruled by Italy.  They had a 

fascination with popcorn.  For both cultures eating with the bread as the 

scoop and sauce holder from common bowls was more personal – made 

the meal more intimate. 

          To tell the truth that is how Jesus and the disciples ate.  The Romans 

had a sharp knife they used as an eating tool but when the Last Supper 

was first held all the dishes were on the table for Jesus and the disciples to 

dip their bread into and eat communally. 

          Which brings us to the important questions raised by this text. Does 

living under grace mean you can say and do whatever you want even if it’s 

wrong?  No – that doesn’t benefit you and it gives a bad example to others. 

Should you put down, disregard the beliefs of others even if they are 

misguided or misplaced? Hmmmm… I’ll let you in on my little struggle with 

that. For years I heard this folk lore that when you see a Cardinal it is a 

person you loved who is in heaven saying “hello.”  Well, about a mile from 

the corner of Barcelona and Balboa there’s a nesting pair of Cardinals that I 

see for months especially when they are flying in and out of their nest to 

feed their young.   It bugged me and then I thought, “Does that really hurt 

people and their faith?”  We are told the saints above are cheering us on. 

Now I just say, "Hi!" I’ll let the other pastors in the congregation weigh in on 

that. (SMILE) 

          Perhaps the deeper question is, are you willing to adapt, to bend to 

another culture’s habits if it means you’ll be able to share the Gospel with 

them?  One of my students from 20 years ago went to the Philippines to a 



Muslim village.  He moved in with a Muslim family, renting a room from 

them. He ate what they ate – even adapting to Ramadan where they could 

only eat an hour after sunset until an hour before sunrise.  It was a number 

of months before he was able to openly share about his faith.  The people 

he met and talked to as he was learning their language saw his faith and 

integrity lived out amongst them with respect for who they were.  He’s been 

in that area now for nearly 20 years, married a Christian woman from 

another area and they and their children still live and work and witness to 

Muslims.  That sounds frightening, I know.  Another friend of mine went to 

the same situation and left after 2 years because of loneliness and 

rejection. 

          All of us are not called to such a challenging ministry but all of us are 

called to live out lives of faith, to reach out to all people, even those that are 

not “like us” in order that some might be saved.  That’s what Paul wrote: “I 

have become all things to all people in order that some might be saved.” 

          What makes those words most powerful for me is that they come 

from Paul – a leader among the Pharisees with great honor and respect in 

their community who, once Jesus met him on the road to Damascus and 

called him to faith and ministry – well, he lost all of that rank and respect. In 

fact, he was not trusted by the Christian community.  He lived in a remote 

place in Turkey for 13 years learning what it meant to be a Christian before 

his ministry began.  All that he had known, all the laws he’d depended on, 

all the hierarchy he’d esteemed and become a part of – all of that was laid 

aside as God called him to take the Gospel to the Gentiles with all of their 

odd beliefs and habits, wanton ways. 

          How is God calling you to bend, to adapt in this Lenten 

season?  Shaking hands will likely be a thing of the past for years, decades 

to come and Europeans won’t kiss each other on both cheeks.  Wearing 

masks is a new suggestion.  Those are all adaptations.  How is God calling 

you to open your heart so others might come to know Him?  That is the 

question I’ll leave you with.  AMEN 


