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1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

Epiphany 4B 

January 28, 2018 

“Build Up in Love” 

Grace, mercy and peace to you my brothers and sisters in Christ from God our Father and 

Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen. 

Paul writes, (1 Corinthians 8:1b-3) “We know that ‘all of us possess knowledge.’ This 

‘knowledge’ puffs up, but love builds up.  If anyone imagines that he knows something, he does 

not yet know as he ought to know.  But if anyone loves God, he is known by God.” 

Knowledge can be good.  After all, why did we go to school or why do we send our kids to 

school?  To learn things, acquire skills, gain knowledge.  Most desire to use our knowledge in 

some way to better ourselves and the world around us.  Getting knowledge is important as we 

live out the lives God has given each of us.  Once we acquire it, we do have to use it properly.   

Last week we heard from an earlier section of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians where Paul 

urged us to live our lives right where God has called us based upon our first priority …  (1 Cor 

7:35) “undivided devotion to the Lord.”  Through prayer, study of the Lord’s Word, and 

worshipping Him regularly, we gain knowledge of His will for our lives.  But … knowledge, if 

not used or not used properly, is nothing.  In fact, it can even be dangerous.  Paul warns about 

how our knowledge of the Lord and His word can be misused, leading to catastrophic results.   

I learned long ago about a wonderful condiment … wasabi.  I love it!  I also love another 

very different condiment, guacamole.  Both are a similar color of green.  Both can have a similar 

texture.  But … they are very different.   

In college a guy from England named Ian visited my roommate.  We introduced Ian to the 

joy of Mexican food.  He became infatuated with guacamole.  To the point he pretty much ate it 

even by itself.  One day we went for dinner at the local Japanese buffet.  Ian wasn’t familiar with 
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Japanese food, but was game to try anything.  His eyes lit up though when he spied a large, light 

green pile next to the buffet table.  He must’ve been thinking, “Look at that Gaucamole … all I 

can eat!”  He piled it on the plate with some rice crackers and got ready to dig in.   

I had knowledge of both guacamole and wasabi.  I knew they were very different things.  

One a very delightful, creamy delicacy to be enjoyed in large doses.  The other a brutally spicy 

delight to be enjoyed in extreme moderation.  Yet, I didn’t pass this knowledge on to Ian.  He 

scooped up a big mouthful of wasabi on the cracker and bit down.  Then … the pasty Brit turned 

red, then dark red, then … you know those cartoons were the guy’s skin transforms through the 

entire color spectrum as steam comes out his ears?  That’s kind of what happened …  

I could’ve warned Ian, teaching with my words … or I could’ve shown him through example 

that wasabi is best enjoyed in very small dabs.  But, I didn’t use my knowledge in love … as a 

result Ian, a nice guy, suffered through a somewhat painful culinary experience. 

Paul gives us another example … eating food sacrificed to idols … to teach a deeper truth on 

the knowledge God gives to us to be used in love.  Eating “idol food” was a problem in Corinth.   

It was part of the very fabric of life in Corinth.  The new converts to Christianity were concerned 

this practice would adversely impact their new faith in Christ.   

By Paul’s time, over 500,000 people lived in Corinth.  There were dozens of temples devoted 

to pagan gods like Apollo, Aphrodite, Hermes, and Poseidon where significant amounts of food 

were sacrificed on a regular basis.  Bottomline, the Christian church Paul founded was a very 

small minority in this morass of idolatry.  And many in Paul’s new First Christian Church of 

Corinth were former idol worshippers; shunned by families and society as they sacrificed their 

standing in the world when God adopted them as His children in their baptisms.   
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To get a very small idea of their situation, imagine growing up a lifelong Redskins fan in a 

family of Redskins fans who celebrated Thanksgiving with turkey and all the fixings.   Then … 

you fall in love … with a Dallas Cowboy fan … who is a vegetarian … or something like that. 

It would be hard for these new converts to give up associations with families and old friends; 

especially since so many gatherings centered around food sacrificed to “so-called gods.”  But 

this is the sacrifice these new converts felt they needed to make to follow Christ.  They needed to 

avoid the power of their former idols by avoiding everything associated with them. 

But, experienced Christians knew better.  Steeped in the doctrine of the church, they knew 

Deuteronomy 6:4-5, “The LORD our God, the LORD is one.  You shall love the LORD your God 

with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.”  They knew the First 

Commandment, (Exodus 20:3) “You shall have no other gods before me.”  They knew there 

were no other gods … only the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had any power.  The so-called 

gods who littered temples in Corinth were simply man-made idols with no power whatsoever.  

Therefore, “idol meat” is simply meat … another gift from the one true God to us.  Eating “idol 

food” is okay.  But … that’s really not the point of Paul’s letter … it’s an example. 

Paul makes the point that the church needs to build up unity through Christian love between 

all the brothers and sisters in Christ … long-timers steeped in the details of God’s word and the 

new converts still learning the basics as they break old habits from a lifetime of worshipping 

Aphrodite, Apollo, Hermes, Poseidon and other man-made idols.  But, there was conflict and 

disunity between these two groups … So, Paul appealed to the old-timers, filled with knowledge 

about God, to build up the new converts in love … not flaunt their knowledge before them. 

Paul writes, (1 Corinthians 8:2-3) “If anyone imagines that he knows something, he does not 

yet know as he ought to know. But if anyone loves God, he is known by God.” 
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God is our creator … He knows each of us before we know ourselves.  And who is God who 

created and knows us?  He is love and He tells us, (1 John 4:8) “Anyone who does not love does 

not know God, because God is love.”  Love calls us to do more than simply know about Him.  

He calls us to love Him.  We love Him by hearing Him and obeying His words to us.  Jesus says 

we love Him when we love the least of our brothers among us, (Matthew 25:40) “Truly, I say to 

you, as you did it to one of the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.”  We’re called to love 

the least of our brothers and sisters in Christ however we can.  We’re called to build them up in 

faith … until they become strong … then the church becomes unified in its love. 

We start with our knowledge gained through our “undivided devotion to the Lord.”  But 

knowledge is passive.  It resides in our head, filling it, puffing it up … making us big headed, 

full of pride in what we know, self-assured in our actions.  We know what’s okay for us … and if 

it’s okay for us, it should also be okay for you!  Some shoot’em up or sexually themed 

entertainment … it’s okay.  But is it?  How about for a brother or sister in Christ who suffers 

from PTSD or has experienced sexual assault?  Drinking  … it’s okay.  But is it?  How about for 

a brother or sister in Christ who is in AA?  Watching sports and running a small office pool for 

fun … it’s okay.  But is it?  How about for the brother or sister in Christ who is recovering from 

a gambling addiction?  You can fill in the blank with any number of things that are “okay” … for 

us maybe … but might lead a brother or sister in Christ back into a certain kind of darkness and 

even away from their faith.  Paul isn’t asking us to go cold turkey and give up things not 

prohibited by God’s … unless … we know about a brother or sister in Christ who would be 

caused to stumble by them … to fall into a pit of despair … to be led by Satan away from the 

salvation they’ve received as a gift from God through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
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Later in 1st Corinthians Paul writes the famous “Way of Love,” (1 Corinthians 13:2) “… if I 

have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing.”  In contrast to 

knowledge is love.  Love is active … it flows from the heart into the world around us … it builds 

up.  Unfortunately, in the Corinthian church, knowledge was winning the day … not love. 

Paul explains the source of division in Corinth, (1 Corinthians 8:7) “However, not all possess 

this knowledge. But some, through former association with idols, eat food as really offered to an 

idol, and their conscience, being weak, is defiled.”  Experienced Christians, knowing that eating 

“idol meat” wasn’t a problem, looked upon their new brothers as a bunch “overly law conscious” 

Pharisees beholden to a new law instead of God’s good gifts of grace, mercy, and delicious food.   

New Christians, weak in faith, still saw power in idols.  They were still trying to understand 

their new God, the one true God.  So, when they saw other Christians eating “idol meat,” it 

seemed they were sinning by condoning idolatry by eating.  For others, it looked like it was okay 

for a Christian to keep the old practices alive.  Weak in the faith, still learning the depth of God’s 

grace and mercy proclaimed in His word … they feared Satan could lead them slowly back into 

their old pagan ways … rejecting God’s gift … thinking, “What difference does it make whether 

we worship at the feet of Jesus or Aphrodite?  Maybe we can do both … that would be nice 

because then we could still hang out with our old friends.”  The divisions sprang up as the long-

time Corinthian Christians, lacking love, said to the new converts, “Get over yourselves … learn 

to be freed by the Gospel!  Learn to enjoy all the delicious gifts God has given to us!” 

We know meat, or any other created thing, has no bearing on our gaining salvation.  But, 

Paul urges experienced Christians to use the knowledge God gives them through their 

“undivided devotion to the Lord” in love.  He urges them to “build up in love” not “become a 

stumbling block to the weak,” causing sin in others by sinning themselves against Christ.  It 
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might even be better for them to give up a practice, even if it isn’t prohibited by God’s Word, in 

order to show love for the weaker brothers and sisters.   

 This is the least we can do … sacrifice a small thing in our life for the sake of a weaker 

brother or sister’s faith … since Jesus Christ, our Lord sacrificed so much … His life for each of 

us.  He gave up the bliss of His heavenly kingdom to live in the midst of our mess … to suffer 

and die on the cross for our sins … and to rise from the dead to defeat and free all  mankind from 

the effects of sin and death.  Christ sacrifice everything … for each of us here today. 

Sacrificing some of our desires for a time shows our weaker brothers and sisters true 

freedom.  Because of Christ, we are free from laws about what food and drink we can and cannot 

have … we’re even free to eat bacon, sausage, and many other blessings of food and drink from 

God.  We’re also free to worship with choirs and organs and guitars and drums.  We’re free to 

worship and give thanks to Him as we spend time enjoying, in ways He intended, home 

electronics, hobbies, human achievements, and other gifts He gives.  Most important, because of 

Him, we’re free to live in His love free from sin and death in the knowledge that His promise of 

forgiveness and eternal life is given to us … received as His gift to us in baptism.  We’re free to 

believe His promise to feed our faith and nourish it through the gifts of His Word and His Holy 

Supper, the body and blood of our Lord Jesus Christ given under the bread and wine today.  By 

His love He builds us up in knowledge of Him so that in love we can build others up. 

May the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, guard your hearts and minds in 

Christ Jesus.  Amen. 

James Kent 


