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INTRODUCTION TO CHAPTERS 8–10 

Chapter 8 begins a new section in which Paul addresses the issue of Christian freedom. Does freedom 

allow believers to participate with unbelievers in meals offered to their gods in pagan temples?  

The cultural/historical context: 

At issue in the discussion is the matter of Christian identity in the midst of a syncretistic culture. In Greek 

and Roman culture, many civic occasions or celebrations such as the public games, weddings, funerals, 

and even festive private dinners involved offering sacrifices to other gods and eating the meat of those 

sacrifices. “Food offered to idols could be consumed in various locales: in the temple precincts, in the 

dining areas attached to temples or located in nearby edifices, in private homes. Food that had been 

offered to idols was available in the public market; it could be served during a dinner at which a person 

was only an invited guest” (Collins, 304). “For the most part the Gentiles who had become believers in 

Corinth had probably attended such meals all their lives; this was the basic ‘restaurant’ in antiquity, and 

every kind of occasion was celebrated in this fashion” (Fee, 362). A willingness to eat of this food was a 

part of social interaction. 

What does one do with regard to weddings, funerals, and other celebrations where food offered to idols 

is to be served? What does one do when one is an invited guest at a dinner during which such food will 

be served?  (Collins, 304, 305) 

1 Corinthians 8–10 deals with these issues by giving three different cultural situations in which the 

Corinthians might find themselves (Garland, 347).  

1. Eating food sacrificed to an idol at the temple (8:7–13; 10:1–22). 

2. Eating food of unknown origin that was brought to the market to be sold (10:23–26). 

3. Eating food in the private homes of unbelievers (10:27–31). 

Paul’s argument is lengthy and may be structured as follows (Garland, 362). 

• Introduction to idol food (8:1–6) 

• Refutation of their practice because of its danger to fellow Christians (8:7–13) 

Paul’s example to undergird his counsel (9:1–27) 

• Refutation of their practice from the negative example of the history of Israel in the wilderness 

(10:1–13) 

• Refutation of their practice from the example of the Lord’s supper (10:14–22) 

• Practical advice for dealing with the issue of idol food in pagan settings (10:23–11:1) 

Although our culture may be different, the pressures Christians face haven’t changed. We still need to 

decide what cultural events are acceptable to participate in and which compromise our faith.  What do 

we do if invited to a same sex wedding? A mixed wedding (a Christian marrying an unbeliever, or a 

divorcee?) A secular bachelor party?  Should we attend a Buddhist funeral?  Drink with the guys after 

work? Is it OK to visit pagan temples when traveling abroad?  How do we decide what is dishonoring to 

Christ and what is not?   
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CHAPTER 8 NOTES 

INTRODUCTION TO IDOL FOOD (8:1–6) 

8:1 Now concerning things sacrificed to idols, we know that we all have knowledge. 

Knowledge makes arrogant, but love edifies. 

8:2 If anyone supposes that he knows anything, he has not yet known as he ought to know; 

8:3 but if anyone loves God, he is known by Him. 

The opening words “now concerning things sacrificed to idols” introduce a completely new subject (cf. 

7:1). The new subject is concerning “things sacrificed to idols.” 

“Things sacrificed to idols” translates a single word in Greek, the adjective eivdwloqu,twn (eidolothuton) 

which literally means “something offered to images” (Garland, 364). The word eivdwloqu,twn 

(eidolothuton) does not appear in any Greek literature prior to 1 Corinthians; the normal word that 

Greeks used for idol worshippers was ìero,quton (hierothuton; Garland, 364). Eivdwloqu,twn 

(eidolothuton) is built off of the word ei;dwlon (eidolon), meaning  “idol,” “image,” or “false god.” In the 

Greek translation of the OT (LXX) ei;dwlon (eidolon) is only used negatively of foreign gods. The fact that 

Paul uses eivdwloqu,twn (eidolothuton) instead of ìero,quton (hierothuton) is important for it implies that 

he did not look at this issue as a morally neutral subject. The term ei.dwla (eidola; idol) connoted to both 

Jews and most Christians something detestable (Deut. 29:17) opposed to the living God (1 Thess. 1:8; 2 

Cor. 6:16), lifeless and dumb (1 Cor. 12:2), and demonic (Rev. 9:20). For Jews, idols and pagan divinities 

were identical.    

Before Paul addresses eating meals at temples, his first concern is in dealing with the foundation of the 

Corinthians’ thinking; namely, their understanding of knowledge. 

The word “knowledge” (gnw/sij gnosis) is a key word in this chapter; the words “know” (ginw,skw 
ginosko) or “knowledge” (gnw/sij gnosis) appear 8 times here, and 16 times in 1 and 2 Corinthians, but 

only 5 times in all of Paul’s other NT letters combined. In addition, the verb oida (oida) appears twice in 

chapter 8 and also means “to know” (8:1, 4). The Corinthians prided themselves in having knowledge.  

Their knowledge drove their behavior. They reasoned that their knowledge that idols had no real 

substance made it possible for them to eat meat sacrificed to idols with a clear conscience. But their 

logic was only partially true. In 8:1–13 Paul argues that knowledge is not the sole basis of Christian 

conduct and in verses 2 and 3 he questions how much knowledge they really possessed. They may 

suppose that they have knowledge (8:2), but true knowledge is bound up with loving God (8:3) and is 

expressed in seeking the edification of others (8:1). 

In verse 3 we would have expected Paul to say, “if anyone knows God, he is known by Him,” but he 

doesn’t. Instead he says, “If anyone loves God, he is known by Him.” True knowledge is tied to loving 

God and loving God is manifested in love for the brethren. 1 John 4:7–8 conveys a similar idea: “Beloved, 

let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.  

The one who does not love does not know God, for God is love.” 
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The one who loves God is also the one who is known by God (8:3b). To be known by God is to be saved. 

God is the one who elects us and delivers us from the power of sin and death. Therefore, what really 

counts is not so much of our knowledge of God but His knowledge of us. 

In sum, if they truly had knowledge, then they would love God and manifest that love by behaving in a 

way that edifies others in the church. To state it differently, knowledge that is disconnected from love is 

not true knowledge. It only makes people conceited. If anyone supposes that he knows anything (i.e. if 

anyone thinks that he has knowledge) but does not love, he has not yet known as he ought to know; 

that is, he does not apprehend the nature of the object he professes to know. 

8:4 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. 

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 are all things and we exist for Him; 

and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we exist through Him. 

Paul resumes the discussion about “things sacrificed to idols” that he had begun in verse 1. The specific 

issue related to idols is eating idol food (8:4) at an idol’s temple (8:10). 

“We know that there is no such thing as an idol in the world and that there is no God but one.” It 

seems clear that the Corinthians had developed a theological justification for eating in the idol temple 

by reasoning that even though their culture attributed deity to idols, this was erroneous. Idolatry is 

nothing more than a figment of the imagination, a make-believe religion that has no reality backing it, 

for no real god exists behind a wood or stone image (8:4). The Corinthians concluded that based on this 

knowledge they didn’t need to be concerned about eating foods sacrificed at a pagan temple or in 

withdrawing from the many social activities tied to idolatry. Eating food sacrificed to a non-existent god 

is not participating in the worship of other gods for no other god exists.    

In verses 1–3 Paul had established that knowledge devoid of love is insufficient to guide Christian 

behavior. In verse 4 Paul is evidently establishing common ground with the Corinthians by agreeing with 

this theological principle. There is no true god in idolatry. “There is no God but one.” This is clearly a 

reference to Deuteronomy 6:4: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one.” But in verse 5 he 

expresses his disagreement with their logic. Unlike the Corinthians, Paul does not dismiss the pagan 

pantheon as being morally irrelevant nonentities. Even though there is only one true God, there are 

many lords and gods in the pagan world (8:5). Whether they are real or not, they are real rivals to God. 

It is an oversimplification to say that idols are nothing. What a man worships is his god. “In one sense an 

idol is nothing but for Paul neither idols nor things sacrificed to them were insignificant, for to sacrifice 

to them was to sacrifice to demonic powers and not to God” (10:20–21; Winter, 224).  

The word “yet” in verse 6 is the Greek word avlla, (alla) which is typically seen as a strong adversative— 

“BUT.” In other words, 8:6 is intended to make a strong contrast between Christians and idolaters. The 

basic sentence is: “even if there are so-called gods. . . BUT for us there is but one God.” Paul is not 
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interested in an ontological debate—whether an idol is a real god or not; even if so-called gods exist in 

Greco-Roman world (and they do, there are many lords and gods) “for us there is but one God.” We 

have separated ourselves from the unbelieving world and worship the one true God, the Father, the 

Creator, the Origin of all things. We exist for Him alone. God demands that we have no other gods 

before Him (Deut. 5:7).  

The gist of Paul’s argument is that Christians exist for God alone. We believe in one true God. The issue 

is not that idol worship is really the worship of a non-existent entity (since no other god actually exists); 

the issue is why would a Christian go to a temple and participate in what was perceived by others to be 

worship of another god? 

Note: The Father and Son are distinguished not by their spheres of operation (they are both involved in 

creation), but by the prepositions “from” and “through.” The Father is the source of all that exists; the 

Son is the agent through whom the Father works and through whom all things come into being. 

Although “Lord” was the term used of Yahweh in the OT, the present context favors the idea of the 

divine kingship of Jesus. 

REFUTATION OF THEIR PRACTICE BECAUSE OF ITS DANGER TO FELLOW CHRISTIANS (8:7–13) 

8:7 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.  

In the context it is clear that “all men” is referring to all believers for they are described as people who 

were accustomed to idols but are not any more. They have their consciences defiled by eating food 

sacrificed to idols; this is not true of idolaters. 

When Paul says, “not all men have this knowledge” is he suggesting that some Christians still believe 

there are other gods and lords?  That is hard to believe. This letter cannot be the first time that Paul 

discussed the issue of idolatry with the Corinthians.  

Paul’s mission took him into a world filled with a potpourri of gods and goddesses, and temples and 

shrines devoted to their honor and worship (see Acts 17:16, 23). Idolatry would have been one of the 

earliest and most pressing issues confronting new converts in any place where many gods and lords 

existed, since turning from idols was central to Christian conversion. The denunciation of idol worship 

was central to Paul’s missionary preaching (1 Thess. 1:9–10; Gal. 4:8–9; 1 Cor. 12:2). Acts presents the 

picture of Paul’s agitation with idols in Athens (Acts 17:16; see also 14:15). His uncompromising attitude 

toward idolatry is revealed in his insistence that idolaters among others will not inherit the kingdom of 

God (1 Cor. 6:9) (Garland, 353, 354).  

Thus, when Paul says, “not all men have this knowledge” he must mean that not every Christian thinks 

that idol food is just food. Most gentiles in Corinth had grown up believing their whole lives that the 

idols they worshipped were gods and that eating food sacrificed to them was having fellowship with 

them. They could not eat food sacrificed to idols and look at it as “just food”; they would eat it as if it 

were sacrificed to an idol and dedicated to a false god. Their eating would be an act of idolatry. 
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8:8 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. 

8:9 But take care that this liberty of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the 

weak. 

The real point that Paul is driving at is in verses 10–12, but to get there he offers a few more things to 

consider.  

The logic of the Corinthians appears to be that they were arguing for their freedom to participate in 

pagan cultic activities because there are no true gods represented by idols. Secondly, they reasoned that 

since what they ate did not add or detract from their relationship with God, they were also free to 

participate in their old practices.  

Paul agrees that food is a matter of indifference with God. Whether we eat something or not doesn’t 

enhance our relationship with God (the one who abstains is not disadvantaged, the one who eats is not 

advantaged; 8:8), so for that very reason food shouldn’t be important to Christians either. The 

Corinthians wanted to exercise their freedom in eating at pagan gatherings, but since their eating did 

nothing to commend them to God they could just as well not participate at all.  

Paul’s wording “this liberty of yours” sounds contemptuous and implies that Paul does not share their 

understanding of knowledge and freedom. Paul had said in verse 1 that knowledge alone does not edify. 

True knowledge is bound to love, and in this case, love is expressed in the consideration of the brother 

whose conscience is weak. Instead of insisting on exercising their “rights” and freedoms, they should be 

more concerned about how their actions will affect others and use their freedom not to eat. They 

needed to be careful that this liberty of theirs not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. 

8:10 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? 

The problem in exercising freedom based on knowledge alone is now clarified. Paul wants to dissuade 

people from eating in temples by pointing out the potential detrimental consequences of their actions 

on others. He gives a hypothetical situation: If someone sees you (the person who has knowledge) 

dining in an idol’s temple, will not his conscience if he is weak, be strengthened to eat things sacrificed 

to idols?  

Those with weak consciences who see others participate in meals offered to idols might be 

strengthened (literally, built up, in 8:1 translated as edified) to join in the feast with them. What to 

“those who have knowledge” is only “food,”  to the others it is “food sacrificed to an idol,” and their 

faith is ruined by their involvement in idolatry.  

In other words, it is not that they are offended by what the “knowledgeable brother” is doing, rather 

they are tempted to participate in what they feel is sin.  
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8:11 For through your knowledge he who is weak is ruined, the brother for whose sake Christ 

died. 

“For” (gar—gar) is the signal that verse 11 is an elaboration of verse 10. It explains what happens to the 

weak when the one who has knowledge dines in the temple of a pagan deity. In short, Paul says that 

“your knowledge” ruins them. The Corinthians’ knowledge that “there is no such thing as an idol in the 

world, and that there is no God but one” when applied to eating in temples of false gods leads to the 

spiritual ruin of others.  

Once again, it must be remembered that knowledge that is not tied to love is not real knowledge, but 

that was the knowledge that the Corinthians were espousing; Paul says to them it is “your knowledge” 

(your careless, insensitive, selfish knowledge, that is devoid of love) that foolishly brings about the 

destruction of the one for whom Christ died.  

No argument could be more stinging then to tie the result of one’s actions to the destruction of the 

saving work of Christ. 

8:12 And so, by sinning against the brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, 

you sin against Christ. 

Such exercise of freedom turns out to be sin. Any injury to the child is an injury to the parent, so it is in 

our relationship to Christ. To injure His people is to injure Him (cf. Matt. 25:40—Hodge, 150).  By causing 

them to fall and sin, you sin against them. By sinning against one for whom Christ died you also sin 

against Christ (Fee, 388). 

8:13 Therefore, if food causes my brother to stumble, I will never eat meat again, so that I will 

not cause my brother to stumble. 

Paul brings his argument to a close with the principle that he will do nothing to cause a fellow believer 

to stumble. Paul shows that the issue was symptomatic of a much bigger problem—insisting on “rights” 

and “freedom” in the name of knowledge. Paul would choose never to eat any meat again if by doing so 

he caused a brother to stumble.   

CONCLUSION: Paul begins where the Corinthians began. They insisted on exercising their freedom 

because of the knowledge about idols that they possessed. Paul says that Christian conduct is based 

upon concern for others, not exercising personal rights. However, we must not forget that chapters      

8–10 are one discussion. What is said in chapter 8 is not all that will be said. For the moment, Paul wants 

the Corinthians to see the relational implications of their behavior and the necessity of love in guiding 

their actions. He is more interested in persuasion than coercion. However, in the end, his point will 

become clear; flee idolatry! (10:14) Some have concluded that Paul would allow believers to participate 

in cultic meals if a weaker brother was not present, but chapter 10 rules this out. Paul is dealing with the 

ethics of eating foods sacrificed to idols and the implications it has in relation to others, not the theology 

of such actions. The theology behind forbidding people from eating pagan sacrifices is Paul’s topic in 

chapter 10.  



7 

Ted Kirnbauer 1 Corinthians 8  8/11/19 
 
 


