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Class Notes for October 2, 2018

This week's study takes us about half way through Paul's first letter to the church at Corinth.  He has addressed them as saints, given grace by God, and enriched in all speech and knowledge.  The gospel is confirmed in them, and they are not lacking any spiritual gift.  Yet, Paul corrects them concerning divisions and disputes among them, insisting on church discipline and a commitment to moral behavior.  As these saints are conforming to their new life as Christians, there are some changes to be made and Paul addresses their questions concerning their marriages and other issues. He urges them to be content and serve the Lord in the condition in which they were called.  But there are still more issues.
1 Corinthians 8:1-6

Things sacrificed to idols
The Greek Empire had preceded the Roman Empire, and the Romans had simply adopted the Greek gods and renamed them.  These gods were petulant and demanding, temperamental and unpredictable. In addition to being polytheistic, the Romans were polydemonistic believing that evil spirits filled the air.  They believed that these evil spirits were constantly trying to invade human beings through food.  Meat offered to the gods would gain favor from the gods and cleanse the food from demon contamination.  Animal sacrifices had three uses:  some of it was burned, some was given to the priests, and some was returned to be eaten by the one who offered the sacrifice who might consume it or sell it.  

When the sacrifice was made to an idol, was it sinful for a believer to eat it?  Gentiles may have been reluctant to eat it because it was part of their former pagan worship or their former understanding about food being contaminated by evil spirits.  Jews may have refused because of prohibitions about idolatry.

Paul addresses this issue on two levels:  First, knowledge may make someone arrogant.  However, you don't know what you don't know.  v. 2    Second, love is quite different in that it builds up and supports the spiritual growth and development of character.  The first commandment is to love God, and those who love Him are known by Him.  This may seem a bit curious since God is omniscient and knows everything.  But there is a "knowing" that is more than having information.  Jesus confirms that not 
good works but His knowing His own is necessary for entering the kingdom of heaven.  Matt. 7:21-23   Those who belong to Jesus hear His voice, He knows them, they follow Him, and He gives them eternal life.  John 10:27-28    God knows those who take refuge in Him. Nahum 1:7    Our salvation is described in Gal. 4:9 as coming to know God, or rather to be known by Him. The firm foundation of God stands with this seal:  The Lord knows those who are His.  2 Tim. 2:19    That "knowing" is the fellowship and security of our salvation.
v. 4-6 give the logical conclusion and answers their question.  Here is the knowledge:   Idols are not real; there is only one God even if others worship so-called gods whether in heaven (astrology) or on earth (human likeness or animal).  Idolatry is described by Paul in Romans 1:22-23 as foolish in exchanging the glory of God for images in the form of corruptible man, birds, four-footed animals and crawling creatures.  Isaiah described the foolishness of idolatry when a man takes a single piece of wood and uses some of it for warmth, to bake bread, or to carve an image to worship.  Believers know that there is only one God who created all things and who has come to us as the Lord Jesus Christ.  All things exist through Him, by Him and for Him.   Everyone who comes to the Father comes through Jesus.  
Rom. 11:36, John 14:6
1 Corinthians 8:7-13

When freedom is wrong
In the preceding verses Paul has clarified that knowledge concerning idols and the true God may cause someone to become arrogant.  Now he points out an overriding consideration.  Not everyone knows or is confident in that knowledge.  Conscience is one's knowledge or understanding of good and evil.  A weak conscience would not have confidence or clarity concerning idols, and the one with the knowledge may act in such a way as to cause harm.  A conscience may be good, clear and blameless; but it may also be weak, seared, evil or defiled.  Conscience alone is not a good guide for righteousness.  A good and reliable conscience is developed as a believer is transformed by the renewing of his mind.  Rom. 12:2  Renewing of one's mind occurs through truth revealed by the Holy Spirit, the study and practice of God's word, and faith (the enabling power of God). 
The underlying question is not about whether it is permissible to eat meat that had been offered to idols.  Idols are nothing and food is not the issue with God.  Those with knowledge must act in such a way as to edify another Christian and not cause him to stumble.  It is a sin to cause another Christian to stumble, a sin against him and against Christ who died for him.  

Concluding this issue, Paul states that although he is free to eat meat offered to idols, he would gladly abstain for the benefit of a less mature believer.  This issue was addressed by Paul in his letter to the believers in Rome.    Romans 14:17-21  

For the kingdom of God is not eating and drinking, but righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.  For he who in this way serves Christ is acceptable to God and approved by men.  So then we pursue the things which make for peace and the building up of one another.  Do not tear down the work of God for the sake of food.  All things indeed are clean, but they are evil for the man who eats and gives offense.  It is good not to eat meat or to drink wine, or to do anything by which your brother stumbles. 
1 Corinthians 9:1-14

Sowing and reaping
Paul has addressed the limits of Christian freedom to edify and love those with whom we may disagree or those who are still not as knowledgeable concerning things of the faith.  Continuing, Paul sets forth the right of those who serve to be financially supported.  Four rhetorical questions begin this chapter:

Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I now seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not my work in the Lord?

Each question has a "yes" answer.   Proof is their own salvation through the gospel entrusted to Paul and brought to them.  

If there are questions, Paul presents his defense.  In Acts 20:32-35 Paul spoke of his ministry:

And now I commend you to God and to the word of His grace, which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.  I have coveted no one's silver or gold or clothes.  You yourselves know that these hands ministered to my own needs and to the men who were with me.  In everything I showed you that by working hard in this manner you must help the weak and remember the words of the Lord Jesus, that He Himself said, "It is more blessed to give than to receive."
Paul had worked as a tentmaker to support himself.   Acts 18:3
There were three issues for the apostles and all who ministered to them:  the right to food, the right to bring along a believing wife, and the right to not work to support themselves.  Paul uses three examples:  soldiers do not serve at their own expense, farmers benefit from the produce of their crops, and shepherds get milk from the flocks.  This may seem like common sense, but it is also according to the Law of Moses.  Deut. 20:6 states that a man who planted a vineyard has use of its fruit, and Deut. 25:4 instructs not to muzzle the ox while he is threshing.  Both verses refer to the hope and benefit afforded God's people in that they would earn a living from their work.
In the same manner, those who sow spiritual things expect the benefit of and support for their work.  Paul points out that believers should do this, not because those who minister to them demand it or prosper from it, but for the sake of the gospel.  Another example:  The Levite priests who fulfilled their duties in the temple received their share from the offerings.  And the words of Jesus:  " . . . the worker is worthy of his support."  Matt.10:10   
1 Corinthians 9:15-23
Effective ministry
Turning to his own ministry, Paul states that even with the many reasons why he has a right to financial support, he has not required it from them.  He would preach the gospel regardless.  His commission from Jesus was to bear His name before Gentiles, kings and the sons of Israel.  Acts 9:15  Paul saw his ministry as both a stewardship and a voluntary response to his calling.  In Rom. 1:14-15, Paul says, "I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish.  So for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome."  So, Paul would preach the gospel whether or not he had financial support, not from personal pride but from divine compulsion.  His reward was the privilege of preaching the gospel, and for this he was willing to set aside his right to earn his living by it.
Within the limits of God's word and his Christian conscience, Paul would identify as much as possible with Jews.  Although he was not bound by the restraints and ceremonies of Judaism, he was bound by his love for them.  To Gentiles who were without the Law, he would with them abide by the law of Christ.  He could identify with those who were weak in order bring the gospel for their salvation.  Paul identified with and loved God's people.  Doing so honored the gospel, the source of their salvation and his.

1 Corinthians 9:24-27
Running the race

Liberty cannot be limited without self-control.  Here, Paul likens his ministry to two athletic events with which they would have been quite familiar:  running and boxing.  There were two great Greek athletic events, the Olympic games of Athens and the Isthmian events held in Corinth.  Athletic competition requires self-control, discipline, training, focusing on the goal, and perseverance.  Many people may run in the race, but only one receives the prize.  Everyone should conduct their Christian lives in such a way as to receive the prize:  not a perishable wreath, but their imperishable reward from God.  With regard to boxing, Paul focuses on the goal of his efforts:  the effective presentation and commitment to the gospel.  In the athletic games, those who failed to meet basic training requirements were disqualified, not allowed to participate in the competition, and therefore had no chance of winning at all.  Therefore, Paul lived as an example.

In 2 Tim. 4:6-8, Paul looked back on his ministry.  "For I am already being poured out as a drink offering and the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course I have kept the faith; in the future there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day; and not only to me, but also to all who have loved His appearing.  As life comes to a close, it is important to finish well and hear from Jesus, "Well done, good and faithful servant."   Matt. 25:23
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