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Delivered Sunday   2  nd   January, 2022  

1 Corinthians 7:7-40

Questions on Marriage
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 7:24
24 So, brothers and sisters, in whatever condition each was called, there let him 
remain with God.

[As we continue in Chapter 7 of Paul’s first letter to the local church at Corinth we have
just had  (verses 1 to 16) an answer to various questions, which members of that 
church had asked Paul, by letter, concerning Christian Marriage.]  He has concluded 
that the Christian, in a ‘mixed’ marriage, should not take the initiative in finishing a mar-
riage, “But if possible to stay as you are.” 

At this point in his mental process and because he has just said that, his thoughts now 
shift for a few verses (17-24) and he temporarily leaves the subject of marriage to say 
to all Christians, “Stay as you are!”  [His concern is that the church and times are in 
crisis.  That he writes and receives letters to this (and other churches) is evidence of 
this.  Even the Lord Jesus Christ in the vision by which he instructed the Apostle John 
to write down His words and pass them on to churches:  Referred to constant tribula-
tion.  Particularly (as we find in two of the letters to be sent to the seven representative 
churches of the time) concerning the violent persecution by the Jewish synagogues.  
Calling them ‘Synagogues of Satan’.  That is, the self-styled ‘true’ religion of the day 
was actually an agent of the devil!  Paul of course had personal experience of this!  
Once he was the epitome of Jewish persecution of Christians.  But through the direct 
intervention by the ‘risen’ Christ had been himself converted.  Then taking numerous 
opportunities to point out that the membership of Jewish synagogues, by and large, 
were composed of Jews who had refused the message concerning the coming of the 
Messiah.  Although they professed to worship God, their oppositions to Christians 
showed that they were under the power of satanic darkness.1  (2 Cor 4:4)2]
 
So in a time of serious crisis, the general message is:  stay as you are!
Verses 17 to 24 are an address to all Christians.  They are not strictly on the subject of 
marriage, but you can see how his thoughts arose.   “Stay as you are,” he says to them
and “Stay as you are he says to all of us.”

“You see,” he says, in verse 17, “you didn’t chose God.  If you’re a Christian it’s be-
cause God chose you.  God called you to be a Christian.  Now when you became a 
Christian you weren’t in some sort of neutral space.  You were in a certain set of cir-
cumstances.  Perhaps you were at school; a certain sort of job; lived in a particular 
place; had a certain circle of relatives and friends.  You had an existing life and you 
were called by God when you were in that particular set of circumstances.  In that par-
ticular position.

1  Reformation Study Guide on verse 2:9, synagogue of Satan: of the Revelation of Jesus Christ as dictated to the Apostle John.
2  2 Cor 4:4.  4 In their case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the 

gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. 



“Well,” he says, “don’t leave that particular set of circumstances in which God called 
you.  By all means make progress in the Christian life.”   That’s why he uses the word, 
‘lead’ (‘walk’ in the KJV)3.  But in everything else, stay as you are!  Don’t think, now that
you have become a Christian, that you must leave that particular set of circumstances: 
that particular house; that particular position in life; that particular occupation; that par-
ticular circle of friends.  Stay where you are.  Don’t think that it follows that just be-
cause you have become a Christian that you have got to get out.  “What I’m saying, to 
you,” he  says, in verse 17, “is not some newfangled idea that I’ve just dreamed up for 
the church at Corinth.  What I’m saying to you is what I ordain and lay down in all 
churches.”

So Paul is saying, “Stay as you are!”

Now in the ‘early world’ there were two great divisions:  firstly the world was divided 
into Jews and Gentiles.  There was a ’line’ that went through all of society.  You either 
stood on one side of that line or the other.  As a Jew or on the other, as a Gentile.
Then there was another line which went through all society.  You were either a slave or
you were free.
So look now at verse 18-20:  where he talks about the question of Jews and Gentiles –
circumcision or uncircumcision.  And then in verses 21-24 he talks about being a slave 
or freedman.  Remembering that all the time Paul is saying: “Stay where you are!”

Verses 18-20:  “If you are called when you are a Jew.  That is you’re called having 
already been circumcised.  Don’t try to deny it.  Don’t pretend that you are not a Jew, 
but now be a Christian Jew.   And when you are called – you become a Christian – 
when you were a Gentile.  Don’t pretend that you are not a Gentile, but be a Christian 
Gentile.”  Some of the Jews were saying, “Well most Christians are Gentiles”, and so 
they were covering up that they had a Jewish upbringing and background. While some 
of the Gentile Christians were saying, “Well look at the Christian heritage –  it springs 
from the Jews.”  They were in the company of Christians who were Jewish.  So they 
were trying to cover-up that they had a Gentile upbringing.

So Paul is saying:  “God saved you as a Jew.  You were a Jew when He saved you.   
Don’t try to cover the fact up.   Or you were a Gentile when God saved you – likewise 
don’t cover it up.  19 For neither circumcision counts for anything nor uncircumcision, …
The only thing that matters to God is keeping His commandments!”   Which we find 
clearly stated by Paul in verse 19 before he repeats the principle in verse 20.  20 Each 
one should remain in the condition in which he was called.

Now it is hoped that we can see that this is of great importance.  Some people when 
they become Christians, are saved by the grace of God in a certain district, they then 
spend the rest of their life trying to cover up the fact of where they came from.  Some 
people, when they became Christians, were in a perceived lower strata of society 
(Olyott uses the example of a person educated in a ‘public school’!)  They may feel 
that as such they will never be able to mix with regular Christians.  So they spend the 
rest of their lives trying to deny and cover up their background.

3  περιπατείτω (peripateitō) — 1 Occurrence.   Usage: I walk, hence Hebraistically (in an ethical sense): I conduct my life, live. 



Paul all the time is saying, “Don’t try to be something which you are not!”

The Scripture tells you to develop your talents and gifts, but the Scripture never en-
courages any Christian to be artificial.  That’s what Paul is striking at here.  God saves 
some people from ‘here’ … and others from ‘there’ – a totally different situation – to 
show that His grace is not limited to any particular group of people.  He saves the 
poorly educated and the highly educated.  The Jew and the Gentile.  The slave and the
free.  To show that He is the God of all kinds of people.   [Typically described through-
out the Scripture as ‘the whole world’!]  Christ died for all kinds of men and women.

We are expected to live the Christian life in the circumstances in which we were called.
Because the Gospel insists that it is possible for you to be a new ‘creature’ in Christ, 
wherever you are.  The only exception to that is those callings and those jobs which 
break the principle of verse 19.  There are some situations and jobs where you cannot 
keep the commandments of God.  For example if you are converted when you are a 
burglar.  God doesn’t want you to carry on with that!  Because you can’t be a burglar 
and keep the commandments of God.  It’s a ‘profession’ you must not keep up.  Let 
the thief no longer steal, … (Ephesians 4:28)  And there are other cases where the oc-
cupation is even more repulsive than that!

But in all other events, “Stay as you are!” he says.

Now he applies the principle in verses 21-24, to being a slave or free.  Verse 21: “Did 
you become a Christian when you were a slave?” He says to that early Church, “Well 
don’t get all het-up about the fact that you are a slave.  The fact that you are a slave 
isn’t a hindrance to becoming a ‘man of God’.  Be a Christian slave.  Now, of course, if 
you can get your liberty, so much the better.  But don’t think that being a slave means 
that you’ve got to be an inferior Christian.  Just because you’re reckoned to be in some
way inferior in the culture in which you live.  Don’t think that it follows that you have to 
be an inferior Christian!  Be content to stay where you are.”

“Indeed,” he says, in verse 22, “what you’ve got to remember is that as far as God is 
concerned, the distinction between slave and free doesn’t exist.  Christian slaves are 
no less free than other believers.  They are the Lord’s ‘freedmen’.  They are delivered 
from the world the ‘flesh’ and the devil!4  
Christian freedmen are no less slaves than other believers because they are slaves to 
the Lord Jesus Christ!    Whoever you are.  Whether you are a slave in the ancient 
world or a freedman in the ancient world, both of you,” verse 23, “have been bought 
with a price.  And both of you are obliged to have Jesus Christ as the only authority in 
your life.”

Now lets be careful.  The Apostle is not saying that we mustn’t better ourselves.

4  Ephesians 2:1-3: 1 And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2  in which you once walked, following the course of this 
world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience— 3 among 
whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body[1] and the mind, and were by 
nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind. 
Footnotes Ephesians 2:3 Greek flesh 



But he is saying, “Don’t seek a change simply because you are a Christian.  Don’t try 
to be something which you are not.  If the Lord saves you as a bricklayer, be a Chris-
tian bricklayer.  If the Lord saves you as a school teacher, be a Christian school 
teacher.  Don’t think that just because you’ve become a Christian, you’ve got to give 
that up and become something else.  Stay where you are with this one proviso: verse 
24, that you stay there with God!

Some Christian, when they are converted, they think that their Christian life will flourish
if they go somewhere else.  They really think that the spiritual grass will be very much 
greener at the other side of the fence.  They remember their unconverted days as this 
or that or in such a district or over there.  They think that to make any progress in the 
Christian life they have just got to get out.  The Apostle Paul is saying, “No!”  The 
Scriptures insist that if you are not growing where you are, you’re not going to grow 
anywhere else.  The only exception.  The only justification which we have for actually 
seeking to get out of the situation in which we were converted is found in the words we
have read in verse 17 (the word lead – a certain type of life, or walk); verse 19 (keep-
ing the commandments of God) and verse 24 (there let him remain with God).

If there is something intrinsically sinful about the situation in which you find yourself, 
you’ve got to get out!  But otherwise stay where you are.  We should never hear a 
Christian say that this is not a fit place for a Christian to live.  Never hear that.  How 
could we say that when the Lord of Glory came and lived in immoral Nazareth. [When 
guileless Nathanael queried a friend (Philip) about Jesus, he expressed the common 
Jewish sentiment in the first century (John 1:46): Can anything good come out of Naz-
areth?]

We should never hear a Christian say, unless it is something intrinsically sinful, that, 
this is not a fit job for a Christian to do!  Perhaps we have heard of Christian parents 
who are filled with disappointment, because their son or daughter is doing a job, which 
they reckon is beneath them.  Of course it is true that there are lazy people around 
who are using less than their talents should provide.  But if an occupation is honest, 
and recognising that it is a blessing to have employment, then we cannot say such is 
not a fit job for a Christian to do.  [Unless, as has been said, it is intrinsically sinful and 
evil.] 

 But so often in the history of the Church.  Especially since the Industrial Revolution.  
Christians have said that, this isn’t a fit place for Christians to live.  So the Christians 
have upped and gone and whole villages particularly in England
 have no ‘salt’ upon them.  The ‘salt of the earth’ has been taken away.  People can live
and die in whole areas in Britain [and in Australia], and never see a living Christian. 

In a similar way people have said that ‘such and such’ is not a fit job for a Christian to 
do.  And the effect is the same.  People in all sorts of occupations find that they never 
‘rub shoulders’ with a Christian from one year’s end to the next.  In such occupations 
the ‘salt’ has gone.

The Scripture teaching, in the light of what Paul says here, is that we should take it for 
granted that we should stay where we are, unless we have ‘clear, light from God’ to do 



otherwise.  There’s nothing about your present circumstances which is a hindrance to 
your spiritual progress, unless those circumstances are in and of themselves sinful or 
are presenting you with temptations which honestly you cannot resist.  But in all other 
cases there is nothing about your present circumstances preventing your spiritual 
growth.  Perhaps the real reason that spiritual growth is not taking place as you would 
hope is not the circumstances that you may be blaming.  Perhaps it’s lack of self dis-
cipline and determination to put sin to death and to get seriously to grips with the Bible 
and Christian work and observance of the Lord’s Day.

Next week we hope to conclude our study of Chapter 7 where we will find that Paul re-
turns to his original purpose in answering the questions about Christian Marriage that 
have been put to him.

 [2325]

Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.  



D  elivered Sunday   9  th    January  ,   202  2   

1 Corinthians 7:17-40

Questions on Marriage –  Part 2
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 7:26
26 I think that in view of the present (or impending) distress it is good for a per-
son to remain as he is. 

Now then, verses 25-35:  Where Paul returns to his original purpose: answering ques-
tions about Christian Marriage that have been put to him by some members of the Cor-
inthian church.  So far he has said to certain married people. “Stay where you are.”  
And in fact to all Christians, “Be content with where you are.”

“Now,” he says, “concerning betrothed5 …  “, and that becomes the subject for most of 
the remainder of the chapter.  While verses 25-35 are for all Christians they are ad-
dressed specifically to those of you who are single.  (The word virgin in the New Testa-
ment usually refers to single women, but not entirely so, sometimes it is used for single
men as well.  And of course Scripture takes it for granted that if you are single your are
chaste – a virgin.  There is forgiveness through Christ for those who aren’t, but Scrip-
ture takes that principle for granted.)

So specifically to those who are single.  Paul qualifies what he is about to say by not-
ing that he doesn’t have a command from the Lord to appeal to.  Earlier in the Chapter 
he had appealed to what our Lord said as recorded in Mark’s Gospel.  But here he 
says that he has no direct command by the Lord to appeal to, but nonetheless “I teach 
as an Apostle. I’m conscious of my failure, but I know that I owe everything that I know 
to the Lord, so I will give my judgement, as one who has obtained the mercy of the 
Lord to be faithful.

So what is it that he has to say?  “Well.”  he says, verse 26, “as I write, you know very 
well that the churches are going through distress.  The Church is in a raging storm!” –  
And any who have been in a raging storm, know that it’s not the time to ‘change boats’.
– That’s basically what the Apostle is saying.  If you’re in one boat and you want to 
change to another, during a raging storm is not the time to choose to do that.  That’s 
precisely what Paul is getting at.
26 I think that in view of the present (or impending) distress it is good for a person to re-
main as he is.  

“Are you married?” He says in verse 27.  “Then don’t wish it otherwise.  Are you 
single?   Then don’t wish it otherwise.  Don’t get me wrong,” he says, in verse 28, 
“nobody sins by being married!  Marriage is normal.  Natural.”  He’s explained that, 

5  The ESV footnote says:  Greek virgins.  Most translations-- including the KJV – use virgins.  However the particular ‘case’ for 
this, ‘only used once in the New Testament’, noun is ‘genitive’ whereas the other ‘plural’ examples are ‘nominative’ or ‘dative’.  
The one other ‘singular’ example that is ‘genitive’ is clearly possessive since it is rendered as ‘the virgin’s’.  This leaves the plural 
form somewhat ambiguous.  The ‘usage’ of the root word is given by some scholars as: a maiden, virgin; extended to men who 
have not known women.   [Somewhat like contemporary usage!]  
Since the continuation of Paul’s paragraph refers to an example meaning men (since it refers to having or not having a wife), it 
seems reasonable to accept that the description of the subject of the paragraph as being an unmarried person – as the heading given
by the ESV, The Unmarried and the Widowed, would suggest.



already, earlier in the Chapter.  “But if you get married, you bring upon yourself addi-
tional troubles, and I’d like to spare you that, in the light of the present distress, which 
the church is going through.”

How many times has a man, gladly payed down his own life for Christ?  But who may 
have gone to his execution and remembered his wife and children.  Filling him with 
sadness.  Or how many times has a man, gladly thought of taking a risk, a serious risk,
for the Gospel’s sake, but has been held back, since though he is willing to lay his own
life on the line, he’s not so sure about laying the life of his wife and children on the line.
He has additional cares and responsibilities!   

“In the present distress,” says Paul, writing to the Corinthian Church, “I’d like to spare 
you that.  We’re in a raging storm.  The days are difficult,” verse 29, “The time is short. 
The opportunities to serve the Lord are very few.  We’re only here a little while.  We’ve 
got very little time to serve the Lord. We’ll soon be gone.
With such limited opportunity,” towards the end of verse 29. “if you’re married, try to do 
as much for Christ as a single person!”

Verse 30:  “If you’ve got troubles, don’t get so engrossed with your troubles that you do
nothing for Christ.  But try to do as much for Christ as someone who has no troubles.  
If you’ve got joys, then don’t get so taken up by your joys, so that your Christian ser-
vice suffers.  But try to do as much for Christ as someone who has no joys.  And if 
you’ve got shopping,”  still verse 30, “then you should try to do as much for the Lord’s 
work, as somebody who has no shopping to do.

“And, here you are,” he says in verse 31, “you’re in this world –  and we all know what 
that means –  but don’t get so bogged down with the daily affairs of this life, that you 
do nothing for the Master.  It won’t be long before there is no world.  It won’t be long 
before you realise that it is only eternal things that matter.  “Don’t get so tied down with 
the daily run of things that you forget eternal issues and forget that this world is going 
to pass away.”

“I don’t want you,” he says verse 32, “to be loaded down with unnecessary cares.  But 
a single person hasn’t got anything to think about except the Lord and His work!”

“But that’s not true of a married man.” verse 33, “A married person has responsibilities.
Has obligations, which must be discharged.  The married person has more than the 
Lord’s work to think about!  Has to think about the spouse’s benefit and welfare.”

Notice how the Apostle Paul is putting this:  There are some people in Church history 
who have argued that it’s right to neglect your wife and family, so that you can devote 
your life to the Lord’s work.  [Carey went gladly off to missionary work in India and 
worked his way through three wives there!]  Paul didn’t say that.  He says, “A single 
person not having a wife and family, is able to give himself to the Lord’s work, without 
distraction.  The married person can’t do that.  He’s got to care for his domestic re-
sponsibilities as well as his Christian work”.



So it’s not a question of ‘either or’, the single person doesn’t face the question of 
‘either or’.  The married lives in the life of both: ‘and’.  Both the Lord’s work and his 
family; both his family and the Lord’s work.  Responsibilities to both.

“The same thing,” he says in verse 34, “is true as far as women are concerned.  
There’s a difference between a wife and a single woman.”  He doesn’t say the unmar-
ried woman is superior to a wife.  But the consecration of a single woman is not modi-
fied by other earthly commitments.
On the other hand the married woman must take into account the needs of her hus-
band.  She is bound by her position to give more consideration to the things of this life, 
than a single girl is.

“I’m saying all this,” he says, verse 35, “not to put a straight-jacket on everybody.  I 
don’t want everybody in the church saying that I can’t get married, I’ll be distracted.  
But I’m saying it because the distress of the church is so great that I want what is best 
for you!”  It’s interesting that he uses the Greek word that means ’to keep yourself fit’ or
‘in good shape’!  “I want you to be spiritually fit, fruitful, and in good shape.  I don’t want
you to be carrying unnecessary weight”.

Paul’s whole argument is that single people can give themselves, without distraction, 
to the Lord’s work, in a way that married people can’t.  That is especially true when the
church is going through difficult times.

Now we finish with two smaller sections:  Verses 36-38, which is addressed to parents 
and guardians, and verses 39 & 40, to widows.
Parents and guardians:  We have noticed that there are distinct advantages in single-
ness.  But that doesn’t mean that marriage is to be despised or looked down on.  We 
must keep the balance!   There are advantages in being single, but don’t ever think 
that being married is inferior.   And of course it works the other way around. 

Now to understand what Paul says in verses 36-38, we must remember that in the 
early world, the decision of a girl’s parents – or in the absence of parents a guardian – 
largely decided whether that girl would marry or not.  There were people in the church 
therefore who had daughters of marriageable age.  And it was up to the parents 
whether their daughter would marry or not.  So some guidance must be given to 
people in this circumstance.  Paul gives it!

Verse 36:  Let’s imagine a parent in a Corinthian church who is applying Paul’s prin-
ciples and recognises that in the present climate of distress, singleness might be a 
good thing.  So this parent is withholding marriage from a girl of marriageable age.  But
after a little while the parent begins to doubt, whether he is doing the right thing or not. 
She’s ‘past the flower of her age’6 (KJV)– she is mature and ready for marriage.  She 
needs to get married, because she hasn’t got the gift of remaining single.  Consider 
such a circumstance in an immoral culture like Corinth.  Preventing marriage could be 
hazardous. 

6  Ὑπέρακμος,  huperakmos.  (1 occurrence) Usage: past the bloom of youth, of full age. 



So Paul says, “If the parent or guardian sees all this, let him do what he wants.  No sin 
is being committed, let her and the young ‘Mr. Right’, marry.  In other
words Paul is saying to parents who have some say in their children’s marriages:  “I’ve 
given strong reasons why people should remain single, but don’t think that if you de-
cide to let your daughter marry, then don’t think that you have committed a sin.  Let her
marry.”

“On the other hand”, he says, verse 37, “here is a parent or a guardian, firmly estab-
lished in his heart … “   In other words it has never crossed his mind that he is doing 
the wrong thing.  There is no need for his daughter to get married – she has got the gift
of remaining single – there is no necessity!  So Paul says to the parent, who has de-
termined all of this in his own will or heart.  Meaning that the parent really has the right 
to say, “yes” or “no” in the daughter’s marriage.  “If you decide in your heart to keep her
unmarried, then you are doing well.”
If the girl has the gift of remaining single, and you decide to withhold marriage, then 
that is perfectly legitimate.

“So,” he says, verse 38, “the one who releases her to be married is doing well and the 
one who says, ‘No love!  Stay as you are.’ is doing better!   Not because it’s better to 
be single –  he’s not said that anywhere in this chapter, but because of being in this 
present distress.  That is in certain circumstances.  It is better to be single.  That was 
something these parents must weigh up and come to a mature decision about.

Then last of all in verses 39 & 40, he talks to widows.  “Now of course,” he says, verse 
39, “all this talk about singleness, doesn’t apply to those of you who are married!  You 
must stay married until your partner dies.”  39 A wife is bound to her husband as long 
as he lives.  “But,” he says, “if your husband dies.  You are free to remarry to whoever 
you please.  Except that your partner must be in the Lord.  The person you may marry 
must be a Christian.  So,” he says, “all this talk about being single doesn’t apply to 
those of you who are married.   However if a widow chooses to marry a Christian that’s
acceptable, but”,  verse 40, “in my judgement I think that you’ll be happier if you stay 
as you are.”

Of course Paul says that!  In the light of the present distress it’s an obvious thing to 
say.  In the light of all that was happening in Corinth – the general persecution in the 
‘early world’ –  he believes that they would probably be happier if they didn’t remarry.  
He makes it quite plain that there is no sin.  It’s perfectly legitimate to remarry.  But if 
they don’t, in his judgement, they will be happier.

40 And I think that I too have the Spirit of God.  Here Paul doesn’t mean that there is a 
possibility that he might have the mind of God as he is writing.  The Greek work for 
‘think’ is much stronger than that.  We can translate it: “I have reason to believe”.  Or 
even better, “I have reason to know!”  He’s not appealing to any word of Christ, but he 
is speaking about his inspired Apostolic authority.

A difficult and lengthy chapter.  Chapter 7.  But you can gather some practical conclu-
sions:



• It is time for every single person in Christ’s church to ask the question. “What is 
the will of God for me?  Do I have the necessary gift to remain single?”  If so.  
“What Christian service is there that I can do, which would be difficult, or im-
possible for a married believer to do?
On the other hand, if you come to the conclusion that you can’t remain single, 
then Scripture says: marry.  At which your next action is to pray, “Lord lead me 
to the right one. That together we may establish a Christian home and do, to-
gether, those things that as single believers, we could not do” 

• Equally it’s time for every married couple to ask a few questions.  Paul has said.
“Those of you who have shopping to do, behave as though you haven’t.”  In 
other words, the married couple should start asking the question.  “Is it possible
that we are so attached to each other, and we so enjoy each other’s company.  
So taken up with our home and our possessions, that our Christian work is suf-
fering?  Is it possible that we are so attached to this world, that we are doing 
less for Christ than we should do?”  If so, the married couple should say, “What 
is to be done about it?”  Then they should hit the devil hard and ask this ques-
tion:  “What is to be done first?”  You could draw up such a big list that you then 
become discouraged.  So ask that next question.  “What is to be done about it? 
First!”  And do it.  Because we can do more for Christ than we are now doing!

That is the purpose for which this chapter was written:  What can I do more for 
Christ, than I am doing at the moment?

[2398]

Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.   



Delivered Sunday   16  th   January, 2022  

1 Corinthians 8:1-13

The Problem of Christian Liberty
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 8:3
3 But if anyone loves God, he is known by God.

Today we reach a section of Paul’s letter, which actually began at the beginning of 
Chapter 7:1, which began ‘Now concerning the matters about which you wrote:’  The 
Corinthians had lots of questions about the Christian life.  They had written to Paul and
he was now answering those questions.  Chapter 7, which we have considered for 
some time and finishing last week, dealt with the subject of marriage and some related 
questions.

Chapter 8, which we begin this morning, deals with a different problem.  The problem 
of meat, which has been sacrificed to idols.  This could seem strange to us.  That 
Christians should have any problems relating to idols.  It would seem obvious to us 
that a Christian can have nothing to do with idolatry!  Therefore before we start the 
Chapter, it’s necessary for us to discover why this was a problem for the Corinthians.  
It’s not a problem for us.  We would say, dogmatically, “A Christian can have no ‘truck’ 
at all with idolatry.”  So why was meat sacrificed to idols a problem for the early 
Church?

There are two things that we must bear in mind as we study this short Chapter:
• When people came together socially, in Corinth, where did they meet? They 

didn’t meet in the pub.  There was none.  They didn’t meet in the community hall.
There wasn’t one of those either.  And so on.
If there was a public event; a private banquette; or a wedding reception; or party;
or just a social get-together, where would they meet.  Well the only place they 
could, would be in a temple or some other building that was associated with an 
idol! 

Now, some Christians thought that they shouldn’t go there, and so effectively cut 
themselves off from social intercourse with their neighbours.  But other Christians
felt that it was alright for them to go to these idols’ temples or the other places 
which were associated with idols.  The reason they felt it was alright to go was 
like this:
“Look,” they said, “that idol was only a block of wood.  A piece of wood with a 
certain shape, that somebody has made.  Or only a piece of stone that some-
body has chipped out.  If the idol is called “oogly oogly”, well there is no “oogly 
oogly” somewhere, existing in the universe.  There’s no real god behind this idol. 
This idol doesn’t represent anything real at all.”  That’s what they said.

“And if we have a sacrifice to the idol.”  Because normally in any social get-to-
gether in Corinth – just like people today must have a cocktail etc when being 
entertained –  there would be a sacrifice to the idol at some time during the even-



ing.  “– if we have a sacrifice to the idol. So what!  It’s only a sacrifice to a god 
that doesn’t exist.  Nothing to get ‘worked up about’!   So we can go to the 
temple of the idols and the places associated with idols and we can have our so-
cial intercourse with our unconverted neighbours.  Without any problem.”  That’s 
the way some of the Christians were thinking.

Now in this chapter Paul doesn’t say, whether those Christians are right or 
wrong.  Because he has another point to make.  One main point!  He’s going to 
deal with this subject again in Chapter 10.  There he will show that idol worship, 
is in fact demon worship.  But the point to stress in this Chapter, is that he 
doesn’t deal with that issue.

His argument in this Chapter is rather like this:  “Even supposing that this is OK, 
there is something else that you have to remember.”

• Now there was another concern in Corinth which was also connected with the 
whole subject of idolatry.  When a sacrifice was made to an idol. Three things 
happened.  Part of the meat went to the idol –  that is it was destroyed in some 
way as it was put to the idol; part went to the worshippers; and part of the meat 
went to the pagan priests.  Now although there were quite a lot of priests, com-
pared with the population of people, they were a minority.  So they couldn’t eat all
the meat that was offered.  So they sold it to the butcher and he in turn sold it to 
the public.

So if you went to a butchers’ shop, there was no way of telling which meat had 
been sacrificed to the idols and which hadn’t.  That is, a good deal of the meat 
you were eating had already been used in pagan worship.  In some shops per-
haps all the meat had been used like that.

Now Christians were divided in their attitude concerning this meat.  Some of 
them said, “Well it’s good meat!”  Sometimes it was the best!  “Good meat.  The 
fact that it had been sacrificed to a non-existent deity.  The fact that it’s been sac-
rificed to a god that doesn’t exist hasn’t effected the quality of the meat.”  So 
therefore they ate the meat and didn’t ask any questions.  No doubts of con-
science.  Qualms or hesitations.

But there were other Christians who were troubled.  They couldn’t get used to the
idea that this meat had been used in the worship of idols.  Remember that they 
themselves – most of them –  had been worshippers of idols and had been de-
livered from that, by the Gospel.  They couldn’t get over the fact that they had fin-
ished with idol worship.  They had finished with all those rites and ceremonies.  
And now to eat meat, that had been used in pagan worship, made them feel like 
they were still associated with idolatry all over again.  They felt it defiled them.  It 
troubled them.  It was a pain to their conscience.  They felt that in all conscience 
they couldn’t eat any meat, which had been used in idol worship.

What’s to be said about all this?  The issue of attending at idol worship and eating 
meat which has been offered to idols.  



There is a great deal that can be said.  Paul will say more in Chapter 10 and you will 
also find in the letter to the Romans at Chapter 14, it is entirely devoted to this ques-
tion.  There’s a great deal still to be said.
But Paul – a wise pastor –  doesn’t chose to say everything that can possibly be said.  
Sometimes if you say everything that can possibly be said about a subject.  All you do 
is drive away the person who is listening to you.  Sometimes it’s more important to get 
into a person’s mind:  one main principle.  When they’ve got that one principle in their 
mind most of their other problems are resolved.

So Paul in this Chapter, tries to get into the Corinthian minds one main principle!  He 
knows that if he can get this into the head and the heart of every Christian in the 
Church, then all their other problems in these areas are going to be cleared up.

So after a lengthy introduction we come to Chapter 8 –  with its 13 Verses.
To find what this one main principle is:
Verses 1-3.  Which is a gentle rebuke.  It’s a rebuke to the people in the church who 
talk like this:  “We know that idols are only blocks of wood!  And blocks of stone.  We 
know that the god’s that they are supposed to represent, don’t really exist.  We know 
that the meat that has been offered to idols is OK to eat.  We know those things.  The 
only reason some others in the church are so fussy and so finicky, is that they don’t 
know what we know.”

So Paul starts the Chapter with a gentle rebuke to people who talk like that.
Verse 1.  “Everything that you say you know,” he says, “we all know!  It’s common 
knowledge.  It’s no big deal to know that.  We know that we all have knowledge.  So 
don’t make out that knowledge is the biggest thing in the Christian life.  What does 
knowledge do to a person?  Puffs him up!  Makes him a ‘big head’.  Proud.  The very 
opposite of the true Christian spirit.  Because humility is the quality which is exalted in 
Scripture.  Knowledge isn’t the biggest thing in the Christian life.  Knowledge puffs up, 
love builds up!  It’s love which is the biggest thing in the Christian life.”  (He’s going to 
tell us that again in Chapter 13.  Because love concentrates on building up the fellow-
ship, whereas knowledge puffs up the individual.)  

Now let’s be clear here.  Paul is not hitting out at knowledge.  The church has suffered 
through the Centuries by having too little knowledge.  The church has never suffered 
from having too much knowledge.  If you think that knowledge puffs up then why do 
you ever learn things?  You’d be better off in a church where they sway and shout “Je-
sus” all the time and learn nothing!   The Bible doesn’t hit out at knowledge.  In this 
Chapter, as usual, knowledge is being given.  That’s why the letter was written.  But it’s
knowledge on its own (for it’s own sake) which Paul is striking out at.

Knowledge on its own is not a blessing.  It’s a liability.  It’s a bane.  If all somebody’s 
got is lots of knowledge and no love, then they are in a terrible mess spiritually.  The 
church will suffer as a result.  That’s what Paul is hitting out at, because the point that 
he is eventually going to make is that we decide our behaviour  – in the area he’s talk-
ing about, and just about every other area –  not just on the basis of what we know.  
But we decide our behaviour on how love behaves.



Verse 2.  “Remember,” says Paul, verse 2, “however much you think you know, you’re 
still a long way off from knowing everything that you ought to know.  At it’s very best 
knowledge is always incomplete.  So why get so worked up about the fact that you’ve 
got something which is incomplete.  Why be so filled with pride at possessing some-
thing that at its very best is imperfect.”
It’s been well said:  knowledge is proud that it has learned so much; wisdom is humble 
that it knows no more. (William Cowper)
The man who is truly wise is humbled that he knows so little.  The man who tries to ex-
plore the ends of the universe:  can either become proud that he discovered so much: 
or he can be overwhelmed with the immensity of his task and be humble that he knows
so little.
Having knowledge is nothing to get worked up about.

Verse 3.  Paul has said: “If anyone imagines that he knows something, He really knows
nothing.”  Then he says, “If any one loves God …  and you might expect him to go on 
to say that that man then really knows something!  You expect Paul’s equation to be 
like that.  But Paul doesn’t do that.    He says, 3 But if anyone loves God, he is known 
by God.  What Paul is saying in verse 3 is the same point, that is being stressed here 
and throughout the Chapter.  The really important thing is not how much you know.  
The really important thing is do you love God.  That’s the really important thing.  Do 
you love God?  Because you can know lots of things.  You can be filled with knowledge
and be damned!  But if a man loves God.  That is the proof that he is known by God.  
That he belongs to God.  That he is God’s –  Christ’s,

The word, know, which we have often had occasion to be reminded, means to intim-
ately love.  If any man loves God, it’s because he is intimately loved by God.  If you 
want to know if you are an elect man or woman, young person or boy or girl.  If you 
want to know if you are one of those who God chose.  Then ask yourself, “Do I love 
God?”  If the answer is yes it’s because you are intimately loved by God.  In other 
words you measure a person’s position, spiritually, and you certainly measure a per-
son’s progress, spiritually, by how much they love.  Not simply in how much they know.

Of course if a man knows a great deal and loves a great deal, then he is a spiritual gi-
ant.  Whereby we thank God for the B B Warfield’s in history, whose knowledge of 
God’s Word and theology, together with ‘the world at large’  
is unrivalled, but whose burning love for Christ; and burning love for the Gospel is also 
unrivalled!  People like that have been the spiritual giants of history.

It is love which is the thing to go for.  That’s what Paul is going to tell us in Chapter 13. 
And that was the thing that they most needed to know in the present situation in the 
church at Corinth.

Now just look briefly at verses 4 to 6.  We may have to defer some of this until next 
week.

Verses 4-6:  The truth about Idols.  Paul has just told the church to make love their 
aim. Love is the thing that matters.  Do you really love God?  But he doesn’t want them
to think that they are in error in what they have said about the idols.  He wants them to 

https://www.forbes.com/quotes/9792/


love – first and foremost the Brethren, as the practical way of showing their love for 
God.  But their thoughts about the idols are right.  “I agree, with you!” he says, verse 4,
“The god’s that the heathen worship are no gods.  That idol doesn’t correspond to any 
reality in the universe.  Here is an idol that is supposed to be a certain god, but there is
no god that is actually like that.  Sometimes the idol is supposed to be the god himself, 
sometimes its a ‘picture’ or representation of that god.  But there is no god related in or
by the idol.  That’s obvious!”  As he tells us in verse 4.  “Because there is only one 
God.  There is none other God that the One.  So you are right when you say that these
idols don’t correspond to any reality.”

“Of course,” he says, in verse 5, “The idol worshippers call their blocks and pieces of 
wood, gods.  And they have plenty of them.  They have filled heaven and the earth with
them!”  The pagan mythology which abounded in that day and in parts of the world 
today meant that there were little gods, everywhere.   “The people believe in them as 
deities.  But they are not!  Because there is only one God.”

“We Christians“, he says in verse, 6, “are better informed than the pagan.”  And the 
word yet7 (but in KJV) is very strong in the original language.  6 yet 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.
This very forthright statement underpins their faith.  In so doing Paul once again as-
serts, confidently, the deity of Christ.  The Father is God and the Son is Lord (God).  
But still One God.  Further Scriptural description of what can only be a mystery, to us –
the Trinity.

[2532]

Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.   

7  235 allá (typically a strong adversative conjunction) – but (but instead), nevertheless, on the contrary. 



Delivered Sunday 23  rd     January, 2022  
\1 Corinthians 8:1-13

The Problem of Christian Liberty –  Part 2
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 8:13
13 Therefore, if food makes my brother stumble, I will never eat meat, lest I make 
my brother stumble.

Last week we paused in our study of 1 Corinthians 8:1-13 at verse 6.  Where Paul 
points out, not for the first or last time, that Christians are better informed than the pa-
gan –  6 yet 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.  This very forthright statement is what underpins the Christian’s faith.

What Paul has been doing, as we follow his argument, is this:  It is love which really 
matters, but these people aren’t wrong in the way they are thinking about idols.  These 
Christians were not defective in the knowledge that they had and expressed.  Their de-
fect in this area was in love.  This then is the importance of the rest of the Chapter – 
from verse 7.
Where Paul having given a gentle rebuke and having spelt out the truth about idols.  
Now tells them how to behave in the situation in which they find themselves in Corinth. 
That is how to behave – how to use the knowledge that they have.  

The knowledge that these people had, meant that when they when they looked at an 
idol – of any type or shape – they knew that it was nothing!  Only a bit of wood or 
stone.  They knew that.  Every Christian had that knowledge!  Not quite –   there were 
some Christians who didn’t see it quite like that.  When Paul said in verse 1, that every 
Christian had this knowledge.  What he meant was, “Knowing that that piece of wood 
wasn’t really a god, wasn’t confined to a Christian elite – just to few selected Christi-
ans.  It’s common knowledge amongst Christians.  But there are some Christians that 
have a problem.”  He tells us about them in verse 7.

Because when you become a Christian many of the ideas you had in your unconverted
days, don’t die out, all at once.  When you’ve been a Christian 10 years, 20 years, or 
50 years.  Many of the ideas which you had as a non-Christian have still not died.  And 
so it was, as he tells us here in verse 7 that there were some people who had ‘bowed 
down’ before an object like that and they had done so as if it were a real god.  Now 
they have become Christians, they haven’t been entirely able to shake off such 
thoughts.  So when they saw one of those things, instead of saying, “It’s just a lump of 
wood.”  There was still something inside them, which looked upon it in a way, some-
how or other, as they used to.  When they saw worship offered to a piece of 
wood, they couldn’t get it out of their heads that another god was being wor-
shipped.

Similarly when they saw meat being sacrificed to a piece of wood, they couldn’t get it 
out of their heads that a sacrifice was really being made to another god.  They couldn’t 



help, thinking in their ‘heart of hearts’, that there was some sort of reality, behind that 
idol, that stone, that piece of wood!

That’s what he means in verse 7. But some, through former association with idols, eat 
food as really offered to an idol, and their conscience, being weak, is defiled.  They 
couldn’t go into an idol temple, and say that it was just a bit of wood.  They felt that 
they were going into the territory of another god.  Because they were weak.  They 
couldn’t eat meat and say, “O this meat is good!”   If they knew that it had been offered 
in idol sacrifice.  Because they felt they where being defiled by being associated with 
the worship of another god.

Therefore their conscience wounded them; hurt then; and troubled them!  Even when 
the consciences of other Christians were perfectly clear.  That’s what Paul is talking 
about.

“The point to make,” says Paul, at verse 8, “is that it doesn’t matter, at all, whether you 
can go into the temple or not.  Whether you can eat the meat or whether you can’t.  It’s
not a matter of great consequence.  The fact that you can eat that meat doesn’t bring 
you closer to God.  While the fact that you can’t eat that meat doesn’t mean that you 
are missing out as a Christian.  It isn’t a great matter of principle at stake here.  Such 
as:  ‘You have to eat meat to get on!’  Nothing like that at all.  You people who think you
can eat meat that’s been offered to idols.  It’s no great principle at stake.  It’s just a 
question of liberty:  you can ‘stand down’ on that.”

“Be careful!” verse 9, “You think it’s alright to eat the meat offered to that idol.  You feel 
perfectly free to do that.  But you be careful!  Lest your making that claim, you regard 
to be your right, becomes something that ‘trips up’ another Christian.  Making their pro-
gress in the Christian life difficult –  or even impossible.  The fact that you can do cer-
tain things with a clear conscience, isn’t a good enough reason to try to force your con-
science on somebody else, who if they do the same thing, then their conscience hurts 
them; is wounded and pained.  What’s right for you in these areas of liberty, may not 
be right for another.  Though your conscience is clear when you do this thing, his is 
troubled.  You be careful lest your action causes that Brother to ‘trip up’ in the Christian
life.”

We know from the New Testament that:  what is not of faith is sin!  (Romans 14:238)  In
other words a certain action may be perfectly legitimate.  The 10 Commandments don’t
condemn it.  It’s alright for Christians to do.  But if you do that with one hesitation.  One
qualm of conscience.  One doubt or reservation.  You’ve sinned!  Romans 14 is quite 
specific about this.  And so is Paul when he writes in the Pastoral Epistles:  by desert-
ing conscience, certain have made shipwrecks of their faith9.  To do one thing about 
which I have the slightest doubt is sin!  Because I haven’t done it out of regard for God.
That’s what Paul is worried about here.

8  But whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because the eating is not from faith. For whatever does not proceed from faith is 
sin. (Rom 14:23)

9  1 Timothy 1:19. holding faith and a good conscience. By rejecting this, some have made shipwreck of their faith, 



Certain people can do something with a clear conscience, while others couldn’t.  So if 
you go ahead in this or other areas of liberty, be careful.  Somebody else might follow 
you and by doing so they will defile their own conscience.  By so doing you will actually
lead another Christian into a place where he should never be:  doing something with a 
bad conscience.

Verse 10:  “Imagine a weak Brother,” says Paul, “He walks past the idol temple, and he
sees you sitting there having a meal.  There’s been a ‘get-together’ at the local temple.
He sees you there.  He’s one of those with a weak conscience –  he couldn’t possibly 
do that.  But he says to himself, ‘Brother Jones can do it, therefore I can do it.’   So he 
goes immediately to the meat market.  He buys meat that has been previously offered 
to idols and although he has a ‘bad conscience’ about doing so. Yet because he saw 
brother so-and-so doing it, he decides that he will eat that meat, offered to idols, and 
now he is actually putting his knife and fork into it.  He’s doing this with a ‘bad con-
science’.  But he’s doing it because of your example!”

“You did it with a ’good conscience’, but you weren’t sensitive to his conscience.”  The 
result of that, verse 11, will be that he – for whom Christ died – will perish.  Isn’t that in-
credible?

We would find (if we remember our study of 2 Peter) that you either go on in the Chris-
tian life or you go out10.  You either make progress or you drop out.  He’s doing some-
thing with a ‘bad conscience’!  Once a man starts offending his conscience, it won’t be 
long before he is doing things that are immoral.  It won’t be long after that that he will 
become an ’apostate’ and is lost.  “All because of you?  You weren’t sensitive to his 
conscience.  Christ came to rescue him from destruction, but you have ruined him.  
Who have you ruined?  Your Brother.  Only a weak Brother.  But still a Brother!  You’ve 
done this because you were thoughtless about the effects of your action on him.”

“It’s alright for you to go on and on about your knowledge, but it’s love which matters.  
You see,” says Paul verse 12, 12 ..., sinning against your brothers and wounding their 
conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ.

When Paul persecuted the Church, Jesus said, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting 
me?” (Acts 9:4)  What we do to the Church is what we do to Christ!  Your attitude to the
Church is you attitude to Christ.  Your behaviour to the Church is your behaviour to 
Christ.  If you wound a fellow Christian’s conscience, you’ve sinned against Christ.  Be-
cause your brother is a member of the ‘body of Christ’!

That’s the seriousness of it.  His conscience may be badly instructed.   It’s quite pos-

10  Make Your Calling and Election Sure. 3 His divine power has granted to us all things that pertain to life and godliness, through the
knowledge of him who called us to his own glory and excellence, 4 by which he has granted to us his precious and very great 
promises, so that through them you may become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped from the corruption that is in the 
world because of sinful desire. 5 For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and virtue with 
knowledge, 6 and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, 7 and godli-
ness with brotherly affection, and brotherly affection with love. 8 For if these qualities are yours and are increasing, they keep you 
from being ineffective or unfruitful in the knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 For whoever lacks these qualities is so short-
sighted that he is blind, having forgotten that he was cleansed from his former sins. 10 Therefore, brothers, be all the more diligent 
to make your calling and election sure, for if you practise these qualities you will never fall. 11 For in this way there will be richly 
provided for you an entrance into the eternal kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.



sible that he shouldn’t be thinking like that.  But nonetheless your superior knowledge 
has led this weak brother to defile his conscience.  Because he is Christ’s. You’ve 
sinned against Christ.  

The great point here, is that no Christian is unimportant.  Every Christian is important.  
Every Christian is ‘in’ Christ.  I must know that if I sin against him, it’s against Christ 
that I have sinned.

So Paul concludes with verse 13, where he tells us that the important thing in the 
Christian life is not my own rights.  They don’t matter.  They never do.  The important 
thing in my life is not my Christian liberty.  It’s not my comforts.  And most importantly, 
the most important thing in my Christian Life is not my feelings!  My feelings are irrelev-
ant.  It’s the will of God that matters.  The important thing in the Christian life, which he 
stresses here, is the well-being of the brotherhood.  That’s what matters.  If you look at
the last three verses, you will see that the word, brother (brethren) occurs four times.  
That’s what matters.

“Therefore,” he says, “if eating meat, any meat –  not just eating meat offered to idols –
if the very fact that I eat meat is a spiritual difficulty to my ‘brother in Christ’, then as 
long as the world stands, I’ll be a vegetarian!”  That’s how far Paul is prepared to go.  
The word he uses for ‘stumble’ (’offend’ – KJV) is from the ‘hunting’ world.  You have a 
trap with a little trigger on it.  When the animal stands on that trigger, the trap springs 
and the animal is caught!  That’s the word he uses11.

“If eating meat is to be a spiritual problem, to my brother in Christ, then I’ll never eat 
meat again.  If anything that I do.  However small and insignificant, is a spiritual prob-
lem to my bother in Christ. I will never do that thing again.”
This from the same Paul who elsewhere in the New testament puts great stress on our
Christian liberties.  But he makes it quite plain that if anything I do in my great liberty as
a Christian, causes a spiritual difficulty in another, I will give it up.  Because there is no 
great matter of principle involved.

Today we use the word to ‘stumble’ to refer to just a minor misstep.  Paul’s not talking 
about that.  He not saying,“If my brother is just a little bit disturbed in an otherwise 
steady ‘walk’ in life, by something that I do.  Then I’ll give it up my liberty.”  If such were
the case we wouldn’t be able to do anything.  That’s not what he talking about.  He 
talking about the case where there is an actual spiritual problem.  Something that I do 
causing them not to make steady progress in the Christian life.  Or they don’t make as 
quick progress as they otherwise would do.

Now in Chapter 6 we learnt two great rules about Christian living.  They were ‘flee im-
morality’ and ‘glorify God’. 

 We learnt that God didn’t say fight against immorality or even pray against immorality! 
He says, “Flee immorality”.  Anything that looks like sin or remotely like sin or could 
lead to sin.  I’m to turn round and run in the opposite direction.

11  4624 skandalízō – properly, set a snare ("stumbling-block"); (figuratively) "to hinder right conduct or thought; to cause to 
stumble" – literally, "to fall into a trap" (Abbott-Smith). See 4625 (skandalon). 

https://biblehub.com/greek/4625.htm


Secondly in that Chapter was ‘glorify God’.  Before I embark on any action, I have to 
ask the question:  (Not will it Glorify God?  That’s too vague.)  In what way will this ac-
tion bring credit to God? 

At that time we were entreated to remember those two rules:  so that we would have 
no problems in knowing how to behave as a Christian.  

But now in addition to the words ‘flee’ and ‘glorify’  we should really add the teaching of
this Chapter – ‘build’.     So we ‘flee’ sin and ‘glorify’ God but we also ‘build’ up our 
brother.  So the further question is:  In what way will my action build the faith of my fel-
low Christian?  Once we have those rules clear we don’t have problems with Christian 
behaviour.  You want to know if you should or shouldn’t eat a certain thing  – drink a 
certain thing –  adopt a certain fashion –  or go to a place of entertainment.  You want 
to decide if you should do or not do a certain course of action:  then bring these prin-
ciples to bear.  

• Flee –  if there is any likelihood of sin in that proposed action. Have nothing to do
with it.  

• Glorify –  in what way will the proposed course of action glorify God?
• Build –  in what way will the thing I am free to do, build the strength of my fellow 

Christian?
If we adopt the first two rules we will be holy individuals, but if we adopt in addition 
today’s rule we will be a holy church.

[2309]

Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.   



Delivered Sunday 30  th     January, 2022  

1 Corinthians 9:1-27

When Not to Exercise Our Rights
per S Olyott

1 Corinthians 9:14
14 In the same way, the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel 
should get their living by the gospel.

This chapter, though quite long, is a single topic.  So we will need to keep this is mind 
as we examine it over this week and next.
Firstly, how does it relate to Chapter 8 which we have recently been considering.  It 
had been concerned with the problem of eating meat which had been sacrificed to 
idols.  One of the things that we noticed was that some of the Christians were saying, 
“We have a right to eat that meat.”   Paul came back like this:  “If exercising your right 
proves to be a hindrance to someone's spiritual progress, then ‘stand down’ on your 
right.  If doing what you have a right to do is a problem to somebody else’s12 spiritual 
development, then don’t exercise your right.  Give it up.  Discard it.  That was Paul’s 
point last week.

This week he tells us that he himself practises what he preaches.

Verses 1-14:  These describe Paul’s rights.  1 Am I not free? “You’ve been talking about
your being free of restrictions, as a Christian.  Well I have that same freedom.  I’ve got 
all the rights that you’ve got.  But I’ve got some more rights.  I have the unique right of 
an Apostle,” he says.  “Am I not an Apostle?  And the proof of my Apostleship is that I 
have seen our Lord Jesus.  Further proof of my Apostleship is the spiritual fruit which I 
had when I preached at Corinth – the foundation of the Christian Church at Corinth, 
being a direct result of my preaching.”

“So you’re talking about rights,” says the Apostle, Paul, “I have rights.  I have the addi-
tional rights of an Apostle.  Now,” he says, verse 2, “Whoever else calls into question 
my Apostleship, you can hardly do that!  Because you are the seal of my Apostleship in
the Lord.”  (In the ‘old world’ a letter carried a seal.  If you wanted to know if the letter 
really was from the person who wrote it to you.  You examined the seal.  If you recog-
nised his seal you knew it really was from him. Proof of genuineness.)
“The proof that I am a genuine Apostle,” he says, “is the spiritual fruit, that I had at Cor-
inth.  You are that seal.  Proof of my genuineness.  The proof that I really am an 
Apostle.”

“That,” he says at verse 3, “is my defence, when people charge me of being a false 
Apostle.”13 

Now he begins to explain what some of the rights of an Apostle are:

12  Rules of grammar are inconclusive.  Usage is as shown.
13  Olyott corrects the punctuation given in the KJV.  Where a comma implies that the reason is the verse which follows.  The ESV 

uses a full stop and so does not dictate this inference.



Verse 4.  “We Apostles have certain rights.  The right to eat and drink.”  This doesn’t 
seem very special.  All Christians have a right to eat and drink, but what Paul means is 
that as an Apostle he has the right to eat and to drink at the church’s expense.  Verse 
5.  “I have the right to be accompanied by a wife.  All the Apostles have that right and I 
have it too.”  By that he means that he didn’t just have the right to have his wife with 
him –  not that he had one as it happens –  but that if he had, his wife, as well as him-
self, should be supported by the church.  “It was a right,” he says, “It was a right the 
other Apostles and the brothers of the Lord, were exercising.”  He even singles out a 
particular example, Cephas – Peter.   Yes.  Peter did have a wife.  There are several 
references to Peter’s wife in the New Testament.14

However you can see, because the brothers of the Lord were not of the 12, that Paul is
now using the word Apostle in the broader sense – not just the ‘12’.  He is using it to in-
clude ‘commissioned Gospel preachers’, legitimate Gospel workers.  He is arguing that
they all have the right to be supported by the church and to have their wives similarly 
supported.

Verse 6.  “The custom of all the others, except for Barnabas and myself, is to refrain 
from earning their living, while they are preaching.”  You can see here Paul is talking 
about a right that he has, but has chosen not to exercise it.  “Look,” he says, verse 7, 
“whatever class you’re in, in society, you have the right to be maintained, by the occu-
pation in which you are engaged.  7 Who serves as a soldier at his own expense?  
Even a self-employed farmer is sustained by his own occupation.  Are you a shep-
herd?”   Shepherds in the ‘early world’ were virtually always slaves.  “Even the lowly 
shepherd has his bodily needs met by his occupation!”

He’s proving therefore that Gospel preachers have the right to be sustained by their 
occupation, without the need for an additional job.  “I can prove this to you,” verse 8, 
“not by just human reasoning, but by an appeal to Scripture.” Verse 9.15  4 “You shall 
not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain. 
“Now,” says Paul, “Does God really care so much for oxen?  The primary application of
that verse has nothing to do with animals – the Rabbis, to a man, recognised this –  
that verse in Deuteronomy occurs in the middle of a passage which deals with hu-
mans.  Of course God is concerned for the needs of oxen in general, but in this case 
the primary purpose and application of this verse is different.” Says the Apostle Paul. 
“It primarily applies to us!”  Verse 10.  “Christian workers whether they sow or whether 
they thresh, they should live in the hope that their needs will be met from the fruit of 
their labour.”

“Look,” he says, verse 11, “a man who labours for the harvest is entitled to a share of 
the proceeds and if we have sown spiritual things, it’s not such a big thing, is it, to ex-
pect that from you we receive material things”.

“Others,” he says, verse 12, “exercise this right in Corinth!  If anybody has the right to 
be supported by the Corinthian church is me.”
Of course it was. He had founded the Corinthian church.  “But the reason I haven’t ex-
ercised my right is because I don’t want to hinder the Gospel!

14  Matthew 8:14-15, Mark 1:29-31, and Luke 4:38-39. 
15  Deuteronomy 25:4



(At the end of verse 12 he uses a very interesting word in the original language16.  
When there was a war on, in the ancient world, to stop the advance of an enemy army,
they used to dig great holes in the road.  That’s the word he uses here.  He wants to 
do nothing that will stop the advance of the Gospel.

So here he believes that by exercising his right, in this situation, he would be hindering 
the advance of the Gospel.   While he doesn’t explain why – in this passage –  it is 
clear that he was convinced about this.

“Look,” he says, verse 13, “it’s a well known fact that those who labour in holy things 
receive their livelihood from those holy things.  Every Jew knew that.  The priests and 
the Levites, they were supported by the people.  The priest didn’t have to go out to 
work as well as engage in his priestly activities.  A Levite didn’t have to become a 
leather worker or a farmer, as well as engaging in his teaching activities.  People who 
labour in holy things have a right to receive their livelihood from their holy things.”

“In the same way,” verse 14, “the Lord Jesus Christ has ordained that those who peach
the Gospel, should live by the Gospel”  The Lord Jesus said, when He commissioned 
the ‘12’17 and His ‘70’18,  “The labourer is worthy of his hire, the workman is worthy of 
his meat.”

So what has been the main thrust of these first 14 verses?  All Paul is doing is talking 
about rights.  Thereby showing that Gospel preachers have a God-given right.  Under-
lined by the Lord Jesus Christ.  It’s a right established in the Old Testament.  And even 
revealed by ‘common grace’ – from what goes on in the world.  Gospel Ministers have 
a right to be supported, by those to whom they minister.  That’s what Paul is teaching 
in most dogmatic terms.  That support not only extends to the Gospel preacher but 
also his wife.  And therefore, presumably, to his family.

“And,” says Paul, “the decision as to whether that right should be exercised or not, is 
not a decision for the churches.  It’s a decision which the preacher himself makes.  If 
he decides to exercise his right the churches are bound, by God to support him.  If 
however, he chooses not to exercise his right, none the less it must be recognised that 
the right still exists.  So that he may exercise the right whenever he chooses to do so.”

These are principles which must be realised, and reemphasised in churches today, at 
large.  So Paul has been talking about his rights.

Verses 15-18:  These are about Paul’s refusal to exercise his rights.  He’s made the 
point that he has these rights, but in these verses he tells us that he himself has 
chosen not to exercise, what is his right.  The rights are his, but the situation is, he has 
chosen not to use them.   And his purpose in writing, as he has, is not to claim them.  
“I’m able to stand before the world,” he says, “and I’m able to tell the world that I have 
the right but haven’t exercise it.  I’d rather die than have that boast taken away from 
me.

16  ἐνκοπὴν (enkopēn) — 1 Occurrence,  properly, a cutting (made in the road to impede an enemy in pursuit, hence), a hindrance: 
1 Corinthians 9:12. 

17 Matthew 10:10
18 Luke 10:7



“But,” he says”, preaching the Gospel is not a matter of boasting.  The reason,” verse 
16, “that I preach the Gospel, is because I am compelled to do so.
 Because I am constrained to do so.  Because I am pressed upon, in my spirit, to so 
so.  Because there is a ‘must’ inside me, which says that I must do it.  There is a ne-
cessity, which forces itself up in my spirit and drives me to the work.  I preach the Gos-
pel because I can’t hold back from preaching the Gospel.  It’s all up with me if I don’t 
preach the Gospel. 16 Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!”

“If I do it willingly,” verse 17, “I am rewarded.  But if I don’t preach the Gospel willingly 
I’m still not excused from the work, because the spread of the Gospel is something 
which has been committed to me.  So then, whether I do it under constraint and com-
pulsion or whether I do it out of a mere sense of duty.  I must preach the Gospel.  Exer-
cising my rights is not something that I must do.  But preaching the Gospel is some-
thing that I must do.”

Verse 18, “I have to preach, but I don’t have to exercise my rights.  I’m compelled to 
preach, but I don’t have to do it free of charge.  My boasting isn’t that I preach.  My 
boasting is that I do it – free of charge.  That’s my reward.” He says, “My highest pay is
to preach without pay.  My continued strategy is not to make full use of my rights in the 
Gospel.”

So, in our first paragraph, verses 1-14.  Paul laid down his rights.  In the second para-
graph, verses 15-18, he’s telling us that although he has those rights, he doesn’t exer-
cise them.  The reason that he doesn’t exercise his rights is that he believes it would 
be a hindrance to the Gospel.  “I don’t take any credit,” he says, “for being a Gospel 
preacher, but I do take some credit for preaching the Gospel, free of charge.  The 
reason I preach is compulsion.  But my greatest delight is to preach the Gospel at my 
own expense.”

So now you are catching something of the spirit of Paul.  As long as the Gospel is 
spreading.  It doesn’t matter what it costs him.  How much does the spread of the Gos-
pel matter to you?

Next week we will look at verses 19-27.

 [1971]

Pray for God's grace, through the Spirit of Christ to live in us all, that we, may 
live the new life made possible by the Spirit, for all the saints present today.  
Amen.    


