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Sermon preached by Pastor Ben Kuerth on July 17, 2016 at Victory of the Lamb on 1 Corinthians 

8 and 10:23-31. 

Series: 1 Corinthians – a 21st Century Church 

Today’s Focus: My Way or the Highway 

“It’s only to God’s glory if it’s for my brother’s good.” 

You remember the term, smart aleck? I don’t know if anyone uses that term anymore. But 

when I was a boy I knew what my mom meant. When she said “Ben, don’t be a smart aleck” 

she usually meant not to act like a bossy, know-it-all to my sister. Just because I was a few years 

older than my sister didn’t give my any right to lecture her, trick her, or tell her what she could 

or couldn’t do. Some kids, it seems, perhaps all kids, are naturals at this—being smart alecks or 

know-it-alls.  

But doesn’t it seem like the grown-up world out there today is also full of know-it-alls? If you’re 

brave enough to venture out into the world of social media or internet comment boards you 

discover this very quickly. We live in the information age. We have access to more information 

that at any time in history by far. The knowledge of the world is expanding exponentially by the 

gigabyte. But instead of making us kinder, gentler, wiser and more loving people…it often 

causes us to be meaner, bolder, snarkier, smart alecks to each other, doesn’t it? We are 

tempted to become people who give little thought as to how our words and actions might 

impact someone else’s soul.  

Have you noticed how many people it seems know all the right answers, and know all the right 

ways you’re supposed to do things, and who aren’t afraid to tell you so with a smug sense of 

pride—perhaps even those who are our brothers and sisters in Christ? We live in the 

information age but sometimes it seems more like it’s the information smack-down age, 

doesn’t it? But how about you? Have you ever turned someone off to Jesus or his church 

because of how you interacted with them, or because of how they saw you interacting with 

others, or simply because you weren’t conscientious of where they’re coming from? 

This isn’t just a contemporary, modern issue either. It’s one as old as human nature. And it’s 

one that has implications for us as members of the Christian church who know and worship 

Jesus as God, our only Savior, the world’s only hope. We have some wonderful knowledge—

knowledge that we want to share, but how are we going to use it and share it? Like a bunch of 

smart alecks looking to smack down people with what we know hoping they’ll quickly catch on 

so we can get on with things? Or patiently in love hoping to win over people’s hearts being 

conscientious of where they’re coming from and what they’re thinking and where they hurt?  
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Today we turn our attention to 1 Corinthians chapter 8 and a little bit of chapter 10. As you 

listen, do your best to try and figure out what you think is the problem in Corinth in these 

chapter and then I’ll try and help you understand it as best and as briefly as I can. Paul is writing 

a response to a question that the Corinthians had apparently asked him to weigh in on: 

Now about food sacrificed to idols: We know that “We all possess knowledge.” But 

knowledge puffs up while love builds up. 2 Those who think they know something do not yet 

know as they ought to know. 3 But whoever loves God is known by God. 

So before we talk about this whole concept of “food sacrificed to idols” let’s get to the heart of 

it. Knowledge that does not result in love is faulty. That’s why our church’s mission statement 

says, “We want to share Christ’s victory with today’s people, loving them enough to meet them 

where they are.” Which is to say, “We have this great knowledge—the good news of Christ’s 

victory over sin and the grave, full forgiveness, the freedom of a brand new life through holy 

baptism”—and of course we want to share this with others so they can know this too! But 

that’s why we want to share it in the context of a relationship built on mutual trust and respect 

if possible. We care where you’re coming from. We care where you’re at. We care where you 

hurt so we can help you find healing through the gospel of Jesus.  

Because Paul’s point here is even if you know all this great stuff about God but it doesn’t lead 

you to love God more and it doesn’t cause you to apply what you know to people in a loving 

way, then it’s faulty knowledge. This is an important thing for many of us in the Church today to 

think about it and that’s starts right here with me. I for example have been a Christian my 

whole life. And in becoming a pastor I went to school for 8 years in college and the Seminary. 

During my studies I learned Greek and Hebrew, the original languages of the Bible. I spent 

hours and hours poring over the teachings of the Bible in a systematic way. I have a lot of 

knowledge of the Bible, knowledge of Christian doctrine, knowledge of church history, etc.  

Some of you likewise went to Lutheran Elementary schools or maybe also a Lutheran High 

School or College. Perhaps you took religion classes and learned Bible passages and memorized 

parts of the catechism. You have this great knowledge that the great majority of people in the 

world do not have. And I’m not saying this is a bad thing at all. What a tremendous blessing to 

humbly thank and praise God for! But we should all consider and ask ourselves this question, “Is 

my knowledge leading me to love God with all my heart and to love my neighbor as myself or 

has it been turning me into a smart alecky, know-it-all Christian? Because that’s the trap that 

the devil has laid for us that knowledge would puff us up so that we’re full of ourselves instead 

of leading us to love those who we want to know Christ. 
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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.” 5 For even if there are so-called gods, whether in 

heaven or on earth (as indeed there are many “gods” and many “lords”), 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. 

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. 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. 

9 Be careful, however, that the exercise of your rights does not become a stumbling block to 

the weak. 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? 11 So 

this weak brother or sister, for whom Christ died, is destroyed by your knowledge. 12 When 

you sin against them in this way and wound their weak conscience, you sin against Christ. 
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. 

Do you understand what’s going on here? This isn’t easy to understand at first because Paul is 

speaking into a situation that was culturally specific to that time and place in Corinth. Here’s 

what I mean. If you recall from week one of this series, I described Corinth as “Sin City of the 1st 

Century.” And one of the reasons I said this is because there were at least dozen pagan temples 

in the city dedicated to the worship of false gods or idols. And in connection with the worship 

of these idols there were animal sacrifices offered at these temples all over town. So you can 

imagine pork and beef or goat meat being barbecued at the pagan temple on the altar (the 

“grill”) dedicated to the worship of a Greek god like Zeus or a goddess like Aphrodite. And so 

these sacrifices created some challenges for the Christian community where many of the 

Christians used to be idol worshipers at those very temples. And for example, meat sold in the 

market (think the grocery store) often came from the leftovers of those sacrifices.  

Likewise, grilled meat leftover from the idol’s altar was often served in the dining room or 

cafeteria connected to the pagan temple. So people could go worship at the sacrifices at the 

pagan temple and then stay for lunch at the cafeteria. That’s basically how it went. So if you 

were a Christian, and you were invited to the pagan temple cafeteria for lunch to have a juicy 

idol meat burger, would you go? Would you eat it? Could you go and eat with a clear 

conscience?  
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What’s the right answer? Well it depends, doesn’t it? Even if you could go and eat with a clear 

conscience because you don’t buy into idol worship, you’re just looking for a juicy burger at a 

good price…what impression would you be giving others? You see that matters to God. Love 

insists that you think about that. And then sometimes there’s not always a clear cut, black or 

white answer as to what is most loving. Sometimes it’s a gray area and we need to humbly and 

prayerfully try and balance what we know, the biblical principles involved, with what is loving 

depending on the people and the circumstances. Remember, “Knowledge puffs up, but love 

builds up.” Truth and love go hand in hand. Something is only to God’s glory if it’s for my 

brother’s good. 

Some in Corinth rightly believed that idols were not real gods, just imaginary made up things 

sort of like the little Pokemon characters everybody’s been going around to find this week while 

playing Pokomen Go. They’re not real. Just like the idols at the pagan temples might sort of 

seem real and some people are really into the worship there, but those gods and goddesses are 

not really there, they don’t actually exist, and so there’s really no such thing as worshiping an 

idol because idols don’t really exist! And Paul agreed that the idols were not real.  

There is only one God, the true God, the one who made the universe, whose Son Jesus willingly 

agreed to enter this world as our human substitute. There is only one God, whose Son Jesus 

willingly and lovingly laid down his life on the cross as the once for all sacrifice that frees us 

from sin and guilt and God’s wrath over against our sins so that we don’t have to sacrifice like 

pagans who think that they have to somehow appease the gods or to sort of get their attention. 

No, friends, we worship out of gratitude because our God, the one true God, has given us the 

sure hope of everlasting life in heaven as a free gift of his grace. 

And so then technically those Christians were right who had this knowledge that you could eat 

that meat which had been offered to an idol with a clear conscience. No big deal. Yet Paul helps 

us think it through that the decision of whether to eat the food or not could be a big deal 

depending on how other people interpreted that action. And his point is that if we love people 

and care about their souls then the impressions that our words and actions give should matter 

to us even if they’re wrong and we’re right.  

That’s why Paul says, 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. 

Of course as know-it-alls we don’t always like to hear this. As Americans we have it especially 

ingrained in us that we don’t want to give up our rights. And the Corinthians felt this way too. In 

chapter ten we learn what some of them were saying: 
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23 “I have the right to do anything,” you say—but not everything is beneficial. “I have the right 

to do anything”—but not everything is constructive. 24 No one should seek their own good, 

but the good of others.  

And his conclusion on this matter is this, 31 So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do 

it all for the glory of God. 32 Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the 

church of God— 33 even as I try to please everyone in every way.  

What an amazing perspective, isn’t it? 31 So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it 

all for the glory of God. This is such a great passage because we tend to think of worship as a 

once a week event sometimes, don’t we? Like we come to church once a week. We worship. 

For a morning. Then we go home. Now don’t get me wrong. It’s a very important morning when 

we’re together. Here we gather around God’s Word and Sacraments where the true God 

himself is present and where he serves us and feeds our faith and nourishes our souls. This is 

vital for our faith. But worship is also a much broader concept than a once a week event when 

we come to church. It’s how we live out our faith as we go home and go out into the world and 

go to work in our vocations and gather with each other in small groups during the week. It’s the 

choices that we make—will I obey God or follow my sinful nature? It’s the interactions that we 

have with whomever God puts along our path—will I show patient love or be a smart aleck? It’s 

the opportunities we have to speak truth in a loving way. It’s whatever we do now…it’s all an 

opportunity to give glory to God. 

Dear Jesus, deliver us from selfishly seeking our own rights at the expense of others. Deliver us 

from unwittingly leading anyone into sin of any kind, even if it’s just against their own 

conscience. Stir up in us the true worship of you and you alone, and through your Spirit use us 

to patiently, gently, and lovingly win others over to you by the truth of your word which truly 

sets a conscience free. Amen.   


