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Biblical Context 

Paul again opens a section with “now concerning...” (περί δὲ,  peri de ) indicating that he is likely addressing 
something that the Corinthians wrote to him in their letter (cf. 1 Cor 7:1, 25; 12:1; 16:1, 12). This time, the 
Corinthians have asked about food offered to idols (εἰδωλόθυτος,  eidōlothutos ; 8:1).  As a port city, Corinth was 2

bombarded by various cultural and religious influences that weighed heavily on the church. Corinth had a myriad 
of temples to the pantheon of gods that were worshipped in that culture and represented by images and statues— 
idols. As a means of worship, pagans  would offer portions of an animal or other food to an idol and remove the 3

rest for consumption in the god’s temple, the home of a worshipper, or for sale in the market (cf. 10:23-31). Most 
meat in the market would have been previously offered to idols.  In Acts 15 when there was question of what 4

rules should be initially adopted by new Gentile Christian converts, among others, was abstaining from “what has 
been sacrificed to idols” ( eidōlothutos ).  The church of Corinth wrote to Paul concerning the issue in their context.  5

Paul answers the question about food offered to idols by first talking about the deeper issues of  knowledge 
(γνῶσις,  gnōsis ) and  love  (ἀγάπη,  agape ). He opens by quoting another maxim, “we know that ‘all of us possess 
knowledge’” (8:1). His response is that knowledge “puffs up” (φυσιόω,  physioō;  cf. 4:6, 18, 19; 5:2; 13:4) but that 
love “builds up” (οἰκοδομέω,  oikodomeo ; cf. 8:10; 10:23; 14:4, 17). Greco-Roman culture had a major focus on 
wisdom and knowledge, and for the Corinthians, this was viewed as a sign of spirituality. The Corinthians were 
arrogant ( physioō ), thinking they had “knowledge” but revealing that their knowledge lacked the element of love. 
For those who love God (8:3a), the knowledge that matters is being known (ἔγνωσται,  egnōstai ) by God (8:3b) 
and learning to live in love toward all.  “Therefore, (οὖν,  oun ; i.e. “in light of what I just said”) we know that ‘an 6

idol has no real existence,’ and that ‘there is no God but one’” (8:4).  The Corinthian maxims Paul is quoting from 7

are true, in one sense, but the Corinthians have got it all wrong, in another—the missing element is love. Thus, 
love is the true basis of knowledge and the basis for godly conduct that builds others up. He says, “For if then 
(εἴπερ,  eiper ) there are ‘so-called gods’ (λεγόμενοι θεοὶ,  legomenoi theoi ) in heaven or on earth...for us there is 
one God, the Father...and one Lord, Jesus Christ...” (8:5-6).  Paul states the theological basis for true knowledge. 8

While many Corinthian believers possessed knowledge of the existence of the one true God and the futility of 
idols, others had been long-steeped in paganism—worshipping false gods and idols. Pagans of Paul’s day were 
afraid of what the gods might do to those who neglected worshipping them by offering food to the idol. Some of 
the new believers in Corinth likely struggled to place trust solely in Jesus rather than “trying to placate the gods 
they used to worship.”  When Paul says “not all possess this knowledge” (1 Cor 8:7), he does not merely have 9

unbelieving pagans in mind, but also former pagans wrestling with this new theology. Some young believers were 
so accustomed to idol worship that whenever they ate of the food that had been potentially offered to idols, they 

1 Romans 14 is an excellent chapter to read in conjunction with this passage, particularly 14:13-23. 
2  Eidōlothutos  means “something offered to an idol.” Context indicates that he is talking about food because he uses βρῶσις ( brōsis , “eating”) in v. 4, 

ἐσθίω ( esthiō , “eat”) in v. 7 and 10, and κατάκειμαι ( katakeimai , “recline while eating”) in v. 10. The word  eidōlothutos  is found in the Apocryphal book of 4 
Maccabees when referring to Antiochus Epiphanes forcing Jews to apostatize by eating food offered to idols (4 Mac 5:2; cf. Lev 11).  

3 The term “pagan” in this context is a non-Christian idol worshipper who is not monotheistic, but polytheistic (believes in and worships many “gods”). 
4 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, 

U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 373. 
5 In Rev 2:18, John records Jesus as chastising the church of Thyatira for tolerating false teaching to practice sexual immorality ( porneia ) and to eat 

food sacrificed to idols ( eidōlothutos ). While Paul here speaks to the deeper issue of love in light of liberty, he later forbids the practice altogether (1 Cor 10). 
6 True gnōsis consists not in the accumulation of so much data, nor even in the correctness of one’s theology, but in the fact that one has learned to live 

in love toward all; such “knowledge” is the real thing. Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., 
The New International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 407. 

7 Knowledge is saying “idols are not real” but love dictates how one exercises their knowledge and liberties in a relational context. In Paul’s 
introduction, he expresses thanks that the Corinthians were “enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge” (1 Cor 1:5). While Corinthian believers are 
growing in their knowledge, it is precisely this knowledge that is being challenged by Paul in this section.  

8 This is closely related to the Hebrew “ shema ” (Hear/Listen!) in Deuteronomy 6:4-6, “Hear (ע  sh e ma), Israel, the L ORD  our God, the L ORD  [is] ,ְׁשַמ֖
one…” or “...the L ORD  [is] our God, the L ORD  alone.” This is one of the premier confessions of Jews, and Paul builds on it with the truth of who Jesus is. 
Paul “contrasts the polytheistic understanding of pagan society with the Christian christological form of strict Jewish monotheism.” Ciampa, 381. 

9 Crossway Bibles, The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 2202. 



thought of it as actually having been offered to a god, defiling their conscience.  Paul states, “food will not 10

commend (παρίστημι,  paristemi ) us to God.  We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do” 11

(8:8).  The Corinthian church recognized that they had certain freedoms and had previously made the statement, 12

“All things are lawful (ἔξεστιν,  exestin ) for me” (6:12).  Paul revisits this in 8:9, “But take care (βλέπω,  blepō )  13 14

that this right (ἐξουσία,  exousia ) of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block (πρόσκομμα,  proskomma ) 
to the weak.”  “This right of yours” is Paul speaking from the Corinthian perspective. They viewed their 15

misapplied knowledge as a “right” and Paul views it as a potential stumbling block. Exploiting their freedom in 
the name of “knowledge” was causing believers with a weaker conscience to stumble.  If a weaker Christian saw 16

a more mature Christian partaking of food in an idol’s temple, he might perceive this Christian as participating in 
idol worship and thus be encouraged to partake of the food offered to idols (8:10). This weaker brother or sister, 
however, might not eat it as mere food, but as an act of participation in the worship of the idol. Indiscriminate 
exploitation of this freedom could destroy (ἀπόλλυμι,  apollumi ) another brother or sister (8:11).  What is in view 17

is not just the eating of food offered to idols, but a “former idolater falling back into the grips of idolatry.”  In this 18

instance, they are not just “someone who is weak in conscience” (8:7), but “the brother for whom Christ died.” 
This is a reminder that the basis of their life in Christ is not “knowledge” or “freedom” but Christ’s love unto 
death. Christ died as an act of self-giving love for the sake of another. For a believer to exploit their freedom in 
the name of “knowledge” without concern for the conscience of their brother is to sin against Jesus (8:12; cf. Matt 
25:40). Paul has resolved that he would rather abstain from anything that would cause a fellow Christian to 
stumble (8:13), showing to what extent he was willing to go in order to demonstrate his love for others.  

 
Connection and Application 

Some Corinthians with “knowledge” were frequenting temples and partaking of food offered to idols, because 
they were exploiting their liberties. Lacking the element of love and concern for others, they were thus passively 
encouraging the weaker Christians to participate in the practice and subsequently be involved in idol worship. 
Rather, Paul encourages the Corinthians to not exploit their “freedom” and jeopardize the spiritual well-being of a 
weaker brother, but rather abstain from anything that might cause their brother to stumble. While the practice of 
offering food to idols in temples is quite foreign to our context, the underlying principle applies to any context. 
The issue here is not whether we should eat meat offered to idols, but rather, how love for our fellow Christians, 
for whom Christ died, should dictate how we walk in light of our Christian liberty. Where Christ gave of himself 
for others to the point of death, we are called to sacrifice our liberties for the sake of the conscience and spiritual 
well-being of weaker brothers or sisters. Though Christians have liberty in Jesus, we should be careful that in our 
liberty we do not become a stumbling block for others. Knowledge can puff us up, but love will build others up. 

10 Paul later outright forbids the practice of going into idol’s temples. In 1 Cor 10:14-22 he chastises the Corinthians. Regarding food sacrificed to idols 
and participating in the altar of the object worshipped, “what pagans sacrifice (to idols) they offer to demons and not to God” (10:20a). The response should 
be to “flee idolatry” (10:14). He distinguishes between eating at a temple dinner (religious idolatry) and eating meat bought in the marketplace. 

11  Paristemi  has to do with being “present.”   Some suggest this should be understood as “Food cannot bring us in touch with/close to God” in the 
physical and relational sense, or “...present us to God for approval/judgment” in the legal sense. Pagans believed offering food to idols brought them near in 
the same sense to the false gods. One (v. 8a) or both of these statements may be Corinthian maxims that Paul is quoting (cf. 6:12, 13; 7:1; 8:1, 4). Fee, 422.  

12 “...‘we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do’ [is] often taken to mean that eating or abstaining is a matter of indifference, something 
that is morally neutral. It is probably Paul’s point, however, being made in response the Corinthians’ view to the effect that ‘Eating this food will bring us 
into contact with (or commend us to) our neighbors. We’ll be worse off if we do not eat and better off if we do since we will offend our friends and 
neighbors.’” Ciampa, 389. 

13 They may be taking this stance into the realm of eating food sacrificed to idols, considering it “lawful” or “allowed” to eat the food. Ἔξεστιν, 
( exestin,  “allowed,” “permitted”) is a form of ἐκ + εἰμι   and is related to the term  ἐξουσία (exousia, “authority” ). Cf. 1 Cor 8:9. See 6:12 note from week 10. 

14 The word βλέπω (blepō, “be careful!” “behold!”) is used for grave warnings in the New Testament. 
15  Proskomma  (“stumbling block”) is different than in 1 Cor 1:23 (“stumbling block” = σκάνδαλον,  scandalon ). However, these two terms are 

collocated and used as synonymous parallels by Paul in Rom 9:33; 14:13 and by Peter in 1 Pet 2:8. When Paul uses  proskomma,  he is describing an obstacle 
that keeps someone from finding their way to ultimate salvation. Ciampa, 391. “Jewish teachers considered causing someone to ‘stumble’ from the way of 
God worse than killing that person, because it deprived the person of the life of the world to come.” Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background 
Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 1 Cor 8:9. 

16 Paul says, “For if anyone sees you (sg.)...eating in an idol’s temple…” (1 Cor 8:10). Thus far in 1 Corinthians 8, Paul has been addressing the issue 
corporately, speaking in the 2nd person plural (“y’all”). Though he gives corporate instruction, in 8:10, Paul calls for individual, personal application. 

17 Often, Paul’s usage of  apollumi  (destroy) speaks of an eternal loss and not merely an internal “falling apart.” Fee, 428. 
18 Fee, 428. 


