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I’ve heard the expression many times, in many circumstances, in which people will speak of 

being ‘plagued by uncertainty.’  In business, in health, in relationships, in families, in the stock 

market – we struggle with the very notion of uncertainty.  We don’t do well with the unknowns.  

We want to be able to predict, quantify, analyze, forecast and understand that which is happening 

and that which is going to be happening in all sorts of arenas of daily life.  And, when the 

unknown creeps up, it can truly weigh on our hearts and minds.  I don’t think that’s a surprising 

notion to much of anyone in this room.  What I have to say, however, is that as I read this 

passage from Paul’s letter to the church in Corinth, I found myself painfully aware that an equal, 

if not even greater plague, on our lives often has far more to do with certainty than uncertainty.  

In the case of the plagues of our certainties, however, they are ones of our own creation. 

 

We saw it last weekend in our nation’s government.  One side certain that they were right in their 

position to drive forward a spending bill with no conversation of secondary questions, another 

side certain of their conviction that the secondary questions were imperative and deserved the 

attention this conflict was bringing – and the certainties of the two opposing sides increasingly 

dug in until we reached the point of a shutdown of the government and hundreds of thousands of 

people being faced with the question of how they were going to pay for groceries next week.  

Now, in the end, it was short-lived and the impact was minimal.  And, to be honest, for me this 

really has nothing to do with which side of that debate towards which any particular person in 

this room might lean.  For us, I think the issue to be considered is the manner in which the plague 

of certainty, our insistence on standing for what we know is right, so often results in the pain or 

strife of others.  And that, I want to suggest, is what Paul is pointing to in this letter. 

 

Speaking of plagues – I think Paul was often plagued by his own intellectual verbosity.  I’ve 

said, before, that I think that Paul often made his arguments so convoluted that, especially for 

those of us reading them 2,000 years later, we just get lost.  There’s so much in some of these 

texts from Paul that it is easy to throw up our hands and run away.  In fact, in my entire life in 

the church, I don’t think I’ve ever heard a sermon on this passage from I Corinthians.  I know I 

haven’t ever preached one.  But if we decode the backdrop to which Paul is writing, there’s an 

essential message that I think we, in the 21st century Church, desperately need to hear. 
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Now, bear with me through all of this – because it takes a bit to dig through all of this, but we 

will get there! 

 

First, the backstory of this letter to the Corinthians is imperative to understanding what this is all 

about.  Paul had started this church a number of years earlier, and in the bustling urban center 

that was Corinth – the capital of the Roman province of Achaia – a truly diverse group of 

generally Gentile (that is non-Jewish) believers had continued to gather in the church.  That 

diversity, however, had started to create dissention within the body, and Paul had received a 

letter from the church, seeking his views and direction on some of these points of conflict.  

Throughout the letter you read reflections of debates on what it means to possess knowledge, the 

role of spiritual gifts, the treatment of members of the church from lower socioeconomic 

positions, the question of what people should and shouldn’t eat, and more.  The letter is, 

essentially, a theological treatise in response to all of the arguments going on in this church.  In 

this particular passage, the question at hand is that of what they should and should not eat. 

 

The words of Paul, in this eighth chapter of the letter, really revolve around conflict over those 

who are eating food that was offered as sacrifices to Pagan gods.  As I said, this congregation is 

made up of, primarily, Gentiles – those who had come into belief in Christ from a Pagan 

background.  There were plenty of practices of sacrificing to various gods to appease them and in 

attempt to garner favor in certain ways – and those were practices not only familiar to, but in 

some cases still practiced by, those in the Corinthian church.  I think we sometimes struggle to 

realize that the notion of monotheism was a growing edge for a lot of the early Jewish and even 

Christian history.  Gentiles often made there way into the church with a notion of Jesus and/or 

God as another, and perhaps even the best, amongst the gods.  They did not, however, 

immediately assent to the notion of there being no other gods but God.   

 

So, on the one side, there were members of the Corinthian who worshipped with that body, but 

still saw the value in the offering of sacrifices to other gods.  In some cases, they may have been 

offering those sacrifices themselves.  On the other side, however, there were those who had the 

‘knowledge,’ who had the ‘understanding,’ who had the ‘truth’ of faith and knew that there were 

no other gods.  ‘There is one God,’ they said, ‘we know that!  So, I’m just going to eat this 

offering that you sacrificed because I know you sacrificed it to a god that doesn’t exist so it’s 

really not a sacrifice at all and, frankly, it’s yummy, so I’m going to eat it!’ 

 

That’s the wrestling match of the church to which Paul is speaking in this chapter.  One side – 

the converting Gentiles who haven’t yet fully let go of their attachment to polytheistic sacrifices.  

The other side – the ‘knowledgeable’ Christians who know better and eat whatever they want.  

Now, this is where I think we begin to bring this home to the life of the 21st century Christian. 

 

What did Paul say to this circumstance?  Did Paul argue with the theology of those ‘in the 

know?’  Of course not!  He agrees with the them.  He supports everything they say.   

Hence, as to the eating of food offered to idols, we know that “no idol in the world really 

exists,” and that “there is no God but one”…for us there is one God, the Father, from whom 

are all things and for whom we exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all 

things and through whom we exist. 
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‘Of course the sacrifices are ok to eat!’ Paul says.  There are no other gods!  There are no idols!  

There is nothing to which you can present these sacrifices, so the sacrifices are meaningless.  Of 

course this is the case!  Paul unequivocally endorses the theology of those ‘in the know.’  But, 

then he turns around and he says, ‘But, you know what, I don’t care!’ 

7 It is not everyone, however, who has this knowledge. Since some have become so 

accustomed to idols until now, they still think of the food they eat as food offered to an idol; 

and their conscience, being weak, is defiled. 8 “Food will not bring us close to God.” We are 

no worse off if we do not eat, and no better off if we do. 9 But take care that this liberty of 

yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the weak…Therefore, if food is a cause 

of their falling, I will never eat meat, so that I may not cause one of them to fall. 

 

‘I don’t care that you’re right,’ Paul states, ‘because it’s not enough to be right, it’s only enough 

when you are right in love!’  Remember the words with which Paul started this chapter… 

Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that “all of us possess knowledge.” 

Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.  

 

‘I don’t care,’ Paul states, ‘because it’s not enough to be right, it’s only enough when you are 

right in love!’ 

 

I want to share with you a story about Irene.  Irene was a member of First Congregational 

Church in Pontiac and Clarkston, MI her entire adult life – and in her early 90’s, during my time 

with that church, Irene had been a member of their choir for over 65 years.  At the time, the 

church had recently put in a video screen and some audio equipment, and they were starting to 

explore some varying styles of music in worship.  It was, of course, a struggle for some – and a 

point of contention in the church.  Some of the newer forms of worship music were less than 

thrilling for some of the members, like Irene.  There was one congregational meeting, however, 

where the church was discussing the plans to continue to work with some of this music, and 

during that meeting, Irene stood up in front the congregation and invited Sam, and active high-

schooler at the time, to stand next to her.  “I don’t like this newer music,” she said, “but Same 

does, and I love Sam, so that’s all that matters to me!” 

 

Now, please don’t get worried – I’m not trying to subtly launch some major change in our church 

– that’s light-years away from my point.  But, how often, I wonder, do we find ourselves plagued 

by our certainties.  How often do we find ourselves asserting our knowledge at the expense of the 

other?  How often do we put forth our truth above our love?  In our homes, in our workplaces, in 

our communities, in our church, how often do we succumb to our tendency to rely on what we 

know ought to be, needs to be, should be, or will be and fail to see that our truth comes at the 

expense of our love for one another? 

 

In my life of ministry I’ve seen it in homes, in communities and yes, in churches.  I’ve seen it in 

questions of what music should and should not be sung, how worship should be structured, how 

people should act, what people should wear, what people should and should not do in this place 

or that, it goes on and on and on – it’s an argument that went on 2,000 years ago in Corinth, and 

it’s an argument that arises in our homes, in our lives, and in our churches today.  When we face 

those questions, however, I find myself reminded of Paul’s convoluted words to the church in 
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Corinth.  Because, when you break through his intellectual verbosity, Paul’s point is actually 

pretty simple.  ‘It doesn’t matter who’s right.  It’s not enough to be right.  What matters is to be 

right in love.’  I guess wonder how often we find ourselves looking at someone nearby, 

astonished that they would do that thing in that place in that way, and I wonder how often, 

perhaps, we need to be reminded of the plague of our certainties and the necessity of our love. 

 

 

 


