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SERMON
Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, January 29, 2012

Text: I Corinthians 8:1-13

Love Builds Up

When you hear the passage we read today from I Corinthians, you are likely to scratch
your head and move on.  It sounds like an artifact of an earlier time.  It sounds like it couldn’t
have much to say to us today.  Meat sacrificed to idols:  what’s that all about?  But the Word
of God always has more to say to us than we expect.  Let’s linger on this scripture this
morning and take a closer look.  And the message we will explore is, “Knowledge puffs up,
but love builds up.”  This is a message to us about how we as Christians are required,
equipped, and blessed to love each other.

The Christian community to whom this letter was originally sent was in the city of
Corinth.  Corinth was known throughout the world.  It was a big city, a thriving commercial
center. It was full of educated people.  It was full of rich and influential people.  The
Corinthians were known as being on the cutting edge of fashions, trends and experiments.
They were thinking people who used their knowledge to reason why they were better than
everyone else, why they were free to do whatever made them feel good.  Maybe this doesn’t
sound like such an artifact after all.

It was into this City that Paul implanted a Christian community.  The Gospel took hold
in this unlikely setting.  People who were once pagans were becoming Christians.  They
found the truth in Jesus Christ, who made sense of the world in a way they had never before
encountered.  But though they had become Christians, they still lived in this swirling mass of
people.  And their call, the same as for all Christians, was to bring other people to a saving
knowledge and a love of Jesus Christ.

Corinthians thought of themselves as “spiritual” people.  It was important to them to
connect with the unseen forces in the universe.  Again, maybe this does sound a little like our
day, after all.  A large part of Corinthian culture had to do with worship of the pagan gods in
the temples, currying their favor.  And a lot of things Christians understand as immoral took
place in Corinth.  The Corinthians felt free to engage in all those things, but they wanted the
blessing of their gods.

One of the principal ways they sought the blessing of the gods was in what they ate.
They believed that the food they took into their bodies could bring with it demonic forces.  So
in order to protect themselves from those forces, they would take their meat to the pagan
temples, and offer it to the gods.  Once it was sacrificed to the gods, they could eat it.

So virtually all the meat in Corinth was what we call “idol meat.” It was meat that had
been sacrificed to idols.  If you went to the market and asked for the best cut of beef, it was
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going to be a piece that had come from the temple.  If you went out to dinner and your host
served you a T-bone steak, it would have come from the pagan temple.

Now, imagine yourself as a Corinthian who had been caught up in all this idolatry and
immorality, but you are now a Christian.  Your heart is turned toward God, the one and only
God.  You have turned away from these false gods, and from the worship of them.  You have
sworn off all the rituals and the despicable behavior for which your city is known.  You have
devoted yourself to Jesus.  What are you going to do about eating meat?

Well, there are different answers to that question.  And that brings in the matter of
knowing and loving.  Some of the people are going to be pretty sophisticated and
experienced in their faith.  Using the power of reasoning, for which Corinthians were famous,
they would say, as Paul shows us in verses 4-6, No problem.  We all know that these “gods”
don’t really exist.  Therefore, if meat was offered to them in sacrifice, it doesn’t mean
anything.  So what difference is it going to make whether you eat it or not?

Someone who knows all this and has it reasoned out is free.  And that’s great,
because freedom is one of the blessings of being saved by the blood of Christ.  We don’t
have to curry God’s favor by eating the right foods and doing the right rituals.  We are saved
by God’s grace through our faith in Jesus.

But there were others in the Corinthian church who struggled with this whole issue of
“idol meat.”  They may have been the new converts.  They may have been those whose
powers of reason are not as nimble as some.  For them, the thought of eating meat they
formerly ate as a pagan was frightening.  They knew of those rituals.  They had once
participated in them.  They were wrong.  They were an affront to the one, true, holy God.

So now, imagine one of the sophisticated, experienced, “free” Christians invites one of
these new converts over to his house for dinner.  Is he going to bring out a T-bone steak that
everyone knows came from the temple meat market?  How is his guest going to feel about
that?  The guest is going to be in an awkward position.  He’s going to think it would be a sin
for him to eat this.

It was a real issue in Corinth, and it was causing conflict.  This wasn’t the only thing
Paul was confronted with in this conflicted body of believers.  But most of the issues had to
do with what people were teaching or doing because of their superior knowledge.  The
intellect was highly prized in Greek culture, and Corinth was proud of its intellectuals.  Many
had come to the conclusion that they could continue to live sexually immoral lives, because
the knowledge they had about Jesus was enough.  They reasoned that their bodies were sort
of beside the point.

So that is why Paul couched what he had to say about idol meat in terms of knowledge
and love.  Knowledge is a good thing, but it can be misused in a community of Christians to
cause conflict, hurt and confusion.  What would be the antidote to that?  The answer is the
only one you would expect from a follower of Jesus:  love.
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That is why Paul’s teaching on this important issue of “idol meat” begins with the
statement, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.”  What he says here is just as
contemporary a message for us as it was for these early Christians in first-Century Corinth.
Love must be your guide in your interaction with your brothers and sisters in the Body of
Christ.  And love compels you to consider,

• Not how much you know that others don’t.

• Not how much freedom you have.

• Not what logic might cause you to do.

Love compels you to think before you act, and to do what is going to bless your fellow
Christian.  It requires you to think not of yourself, but of this fellow Christian.  In this situation
of the host I mentioned a moment ago, when you invite the new convert over, you don’t serve
T-bone steaks.  You serve mac and cheese or beanie weenies or peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches.  But you don’t put him in the position of having to test his conscience.

We don’t have the issue of idol meat today in the church.  But we do have the issue
that knowledge puffs up and love builds up.  We are a body of people whom Jesus has
brought together for the glory of God.  And Jesus has commanded us to love one another.
Everything we do in our community should be guided by this commandment.  And when we
are guided by what our minds tell us, but have not love, there will be conflict, hurt and
confusion.

• You have a brother or sister who is a recovering alcoholic.  Are you going to over to
your house for a beer chugging party?

• You have an advanced degree in history.  You are part of a small group that is
studying the Bible.  Some of the people in there know only what they read in the Bible.
Are you going to swagger over them and say, “Oh, you don’t understand.  If you knew
all about how those people lived, you would get it.”

• We in this congregation have been studying the Bible intensely for quite a few years.
Most of us have encountered the difficult passages that make a new believer stop and
ponder.  We have come to grips with things in the Bible that made us wonder how to
reconcile them with the God we understand.  Are we going to just wave off the new
believer by saying, “Oh, you just have to have faith.”  or “You’ll understand better by
and by.”

I don’t think I need to dwell on how knowledge can be a cause for conflict, hurt or
confusion.  I’d like to spend the rest of my time talking not about how knowledge puffs up, but
about how love builds up.

• Love builds up the person loved.

• It builds up the person who loves.
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• And it builds up the community of love.

When someone loves you, it builds you up.  It gives you confidence.  It gives you a
sense of worthiness.  It gives you hope.  It brings joy into your life.  Most of us have
experienced the love of this community when we were sick, or lost a loved one.  We felt the
prayers.  We were helped by the meals people prepared.  We were lifted up by the visits, and
the cards and the expressions of solidarity.  Being loved like that builds us up.

Last Sunday, I attended a kickoff meeting for the Link.  The Link is a local organization
put together by the congregations of Northumberland and Lancaster Counties to assist the
churches in reaching out to people in need.  They will be interviewing people in need,
keeping track of them, finding help for them among the congregations, and counseling them.
We were introduced last Sunday to Stacey Evans, whom the Link has just hired as the
Director.  Stacey spoke to us eloquently about her own story.  She was at one time down and
out.  She had lost her job and her family support systems.   She was discouraged, homeless
and totally dependent on help to survive.  Last Sunday, Stacey told us about how the
Christian community came around her and got her back on her feet.  Through their love, they
helped her regain her self-respect and dignity, and her self-confidence and hope.  Now, as
the director of the Link, she is hoping to be able to help others come to such a place in their
lives.  That is how the Christian family is supposed to work.  Love builds up the ones we love.

But second, love builds up the one who loves.  When Jesus tells us to love one
another, and love our neighbor, He is not just saying it is our duty.  Nor is He just saying that
as you did it for one of the least of these, His brothers and sisters, you did it for Him.
(Matthew 25:40)  He is also saying that we are blessed when love is the operative force in
our lives.  When we love others, it opens our eyes to see Jesus’ love for us.  It helps us to
see what He has done for us.  And when we see that, it builds us up.  When we love, we
become more like Jesus; and that builds us up.  When we love, it fills an empty place in our
heart.  For God made us to love.

Back in 1995, I was invited to go with a group of Christians on a three-week trip to
India.  Our mission was to go and express our love and support for Christian missionaries
operating in difficult circumstances.  They were running a school to train missionaries.  They
were home to missionaries on leave from the field, and for children whose parents could not
take them out into the field.

When I got the call, I thought “India?”  I don’t know anything about India.  I have never
had any interest in India.  Why would I go there?”  But the Lord urged me to say yes, and I
did.  I prayed, “Lord, if I’m going to do any good there, you’re going to have to make me love
those people.”   And God granted that prayer.  As soon as we got off the plane in Mumbai, I
began to see Indian people, and they were beautiful to me.  I wanted to know them.  I
became uncharacteristically outgoing, because I wanted to talk to them.  And when several
days later we arrived at the missionary college in a little town in the interior of India, I felt as if
I were coming home to these Christians whom I had never met.  I was built up by the love I
was feeling and expressing to others.  That is part of what Jesus wants for us when He tells
us to love.  And that is part of what Paul is talking about when he says, “Knowledge puffs up,
but love builds up.”
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And finally, when we love, we build up the body of Christ.  There are a thousand
stories I could tell to illustrate this.  Many of those stories would involve many of you.  For
what has made us a unified body of believers is love—love for God, love for one another, and
love for our neighbors.

• That love, at work in our midst, has built us up over the years so that we are able to
take on great challenges with joy and a sense of adventure.

• It has built us up so that we have become creative in thinking of ways to reach people
with the saving power of the Gospel.

• It has built us up so that we are no longer a small group of people trying to pay the bills
and get by, but we have become a thriving congregation that is often too large to
worship comfortably in this space.

The times that lie ahead for us as a congregation are going to be trying.  Emotions will
be high.  We will face difficult questions.  We will have times when we don’t know how things
are going to work.  We will have differing opinions on important matters.  Knowledge is not
what is going to build us up and preserve the unity we value so highly.  What is going to build
us up is love.  God has an endless supply of love in His storehouses of heaven, and He
offers it to us for the asking.  Let us receive it in generous amounts from our gracious God.
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