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FOODS AND SELFLESSNESS 
1 Corinthians 8:1-13 
 
 
Christians in the ancient city of Corinth lived in a pluralistic society whose day-to-day activities 
revolved around the many gods people believed influenced their world. Temples dedicated to 
those gods offered important centers that both anchored and shaped peoples’ civic and social 
identities. Public feasts held in those temples, whether communal meals or worship activities, 
offered temples a way to shape their communities and consequently became an important part 
of their communities. Participation in those important social events created a dilemma for 
Christians because the foods served at those meals were offered to the idols before being 
offered to those attending the feast. That dilemma, however, extended beyond public meals 
because the foods served in the city’s marketplace were also often involved in idol worship. 
 
1 Corinthians evidences the importance of the issue to the Christians in Corinth – they sent a 
message to Paul asking him about the issue (1 Corinthians 8:1). Paul offered a surprising 
response to the Corinthians’ concern – he instructed them to think less about their rights and 
more about their selfless service to one another. We will therefore consider Paul’s comments 
to the Corinthians as part of our exploration of the selflessness that ought to define our lives as 
followers of Jesus. 
 

Food, idols, and love-tempered freedom 
• Paul began his response to the Corinthians by pointing out that love for one another rather 

than pursuit of the ‘right answer’ ought to be their focus (1 Corinthians 8:1-3). 

• Even though the concern should be love for one another, Paul reminded the Corinthians 
that important truths framed the issue of foods offered to idols – God is uniquely sovereign 
and idols, while they might represent spiritual beings, do not represent “gods” that in any 
way challenge Him (1 Corinthians 8:4-6; 10:14-22). 

• Paul’s comments indicate that some of the Corinthians understood that truth and felt free 
to eat foods offered to idols whether from the marketplace or in temples while others, who 
struggled with that truth, “defiled”1 their conscience either by eating, or knowing that other 
Christians ate, such foods (1 Corinthians 8:1-7). 

• While he agreed with the Corinthians who argued “that an idol has no real existence” (1 
Corinthians 8:4), Paul disagreed with the place they gave to that knowledge (1 Corinthians 
8:7-13). 

o The Corinthians reasoned that they could eat things sacrificed to idols because they 
understood idols have “no real existence” (1 Corinthians 8:4-6). 

 
1 All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text Edition, 
Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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o Paul, however, wrote that their behavior should not rely on that knowledge but 
instead build on love (1 Corinthians 8:1-3). 

o That change in motivation led Paul to offer a two-part approach to handling the 
issue that offers an important – and challenging – expression of the selflessness that 
ought to shape our lives as followers of Jesus: 
 

God has given us freedom in areas that do not violate 
Christian principles or practices  

1 Corinthians 8:7-8; Galatians 5:1 
 

We should voluntarily limit our freedoms for the benefit 
of the people around us  

1 Corinthians 8:9-13; 10:23-24; Galatians 5:13-14; Matthew 5:38-48 
 

• Paul’s response to the Corinthians’ question about foods sacrificed to idols thus restates 
Jesus’ emphasis upon selfless (cf. Matthew 20:20-28), reminding us that the selflessness 
Jesus expects from those who follow him expresses itself in one’s relationships with the 
people around them. 

 
 

 

 For the coming week: 
To help extend the lesson and to encourage you to make it personal, take time during the coming 
week to consider the following material: 
 

Read through Paul’s longer argument about the issue of foods sacrificed 
to idols and the place of rights in a Christians life in 1 Corinthians 8-10 
and consider the following items: 

• In what ways do you think our focus on rights and freedoms in our 
society might influence the way we understand 1 Corinthians 8-10?  

• We do not deal with the issue of foods offered to idols today, but 
what issues do you think might offer a similar problem for us? 

• Spend time meditating on whether your life reveals an emphasis 
upon rights or upon love-motivated service. 

• Identify one way you believe you could become more of a servant 
and pray for God’s help in committing to that change. 

 


