Deuteronomy 18: 15 - 20


1 Corinthians 8: 1 - 13

Hymn:

Praise to you, O Christ our Saviour 

Refrain:

Praise to you, O Christ, our Saviour,

Word of the Father, calling us to life;

Son of God who leads us to freedom:

Glory to you, Lord Jesus Christ!

You are the Word who calls us to be servants;

You are the Word whose only law is love;

You are the Word made flesh who lives among us:

Glory to you, Lord Jesus Christ!

You are the Word who binds us and unites us;

You are the Word who calls us to be one;

You are the Word who teaches us forgiveness:

Glory to you, Lord Jesus Christ!

Sermon

I’ve taken a few weddings lately 

and one of the things we always discuss 

is which bible readings the couples want 

read during the ceremony.

Some are very sure that they want the love chapter:

1 Corinthians 13.

“Love is patient;  love is kind;  

love is not envious or boastful or arrogant or rude.

It does not insist on its own way and so on.”

Others are equally sure they don’t want that reading:

· everyone knows it

· it’s hackneyed!

So they choose some other reading

Less hackneyed

Less demanding perhaps?

1 Corinthians is a very interesting book.

Chapter 13 is one of its high points:   

“Love is not irritable or resentful;

It does not rejoice in wrongdoing,

But rejoices in the truth.”

But the book might be said to have low points as well.

Some might regard chs 11 and 14 of 1 Corinthians

as low points because they have fuelled 

longstanding controversy about the role of women.

But then again there’s 1 Corinthians 12:

That fantastic passage about spiritual gifts and 

the church being the body of Christ

and how we are all part of it. 

We can hardly accuse 1 Corinthians of being boring!

It’s a letter written by a strong minded and passionate author 

to a volatile community of new Christians who lived 

in first century Corinth.

They were enthusiastic about their new found faith

to the point of being unruly.

They needed to learn a lot about 

what it meant to be church and a community of faith.

Within the church at Corinth 

there were many views about 

the life of a Christian and a Christian community.

The Apostle Paul tried to sort them out.

Chapter 8, which we have read this morning, 

addresses a very specific dilemma.

Some in the Corinthian church did one thing(
some did the opposite.
Both were acting in accordance with their conscience.

Both were acting authentically and with integrity,

and in doing so, caused division.

We may be far removed from the problem of whether or not 

to eat food that has been offered to idols,

but we are not removed from ethical dilemmas.

Nor are we removed from the possibility of two 

different groups of Christians acting in accordance 

with their consciences, and so causing 

division in the community of faith.

Let’s look again at 1 Corinthians chapter 8.

Some of it has very little to say to us.

The details of their ethical dilemma are not our details,

but it provides a fascinating set of priorities 

that we might want to consider making our own.

It sets about naming those priorities as 

knowledge and love.

There’s nothing mysterious about either of these terms:

Knowledge means ‘what I know’,

what I’m sure about,

the things I have learnt,

the information I have gathered

and the understandings I have arrived at.

It is an active processing kind of knowledge.

Love means caring for someone else and 

doing what is best for them.

It’s the love of the golden rule: 

doing to others what you would have them do to you.

It’s the unromantic unselfish love that puts the interests of 

the loved one before our own.

Committed and deeply demanding love that

bears all things,

Believes all things,

Hopes all things,

Endures all things.”

That kind of love!

I think I’m probably right in saying that 

all of us value both of these things.

We all need to love and be loved.

And in an age in which there’s talk of 

a knowledge economy

we all value knowledge in one way or another as well.

Recently my radio went on the blink

and my normal knowledge of current affairs plummeted.

I like to listen to Morning Report 

but at the moment my knowledge is sadly lacking

and I am bereft and embarrassed at my ignorance!

Listen again to 1 Corinthians 8 verses 1 –4 which is 

the Apostle Paul’s preamble to helping solve the dilemma about eating food offered to idols,

(Or not as the case may be!)

This is what he says:

Now concerning food sacrificed to idols:

We know that “all of us possess knowledge.”
Knowledge puffs up,

But love builds up.

Anyone who claims to know something

does not yet have the necessary knowledge;

But anyone who loves God Is known by him.

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.”

We don’t often think of the Apostle Paul as a guru,

But some of this reads like something an eastern guru might say.

You know the kind of scene:

People arguing backwards and forwards(getting worked up.

Finally they approach the guru.

They expect a complicated answer

worthy of their complex problem.

After a lengthy silence, 

the guru looks at them with a steady eye

and says just one enigmatic sentence.

Some of you may know the comic adventure 

‘High Road to China’ by John Le Carre.

At one desperate point in the drama 

the heroes consult a guru.

He meditates over their dilemma and when he finally speaks

he makes a very solemn statement:

‘The earth is slow but the oxen are patient.’

It helps them not one whit!

But the guru had spoken.

He would not be drawn any further.

Imagine yourself as one of the members of 

the Church in Corinth.

Imagine that you know that it’s OK to eat the food 

that has been offered to idols.

You know it’s OK because you know that an idol is nothing

and there is only one true God.

But not everyone agrees with you.

You have appealed to the Apostle Paul to adjudicate

and restore the unity of the community.

Frustratingly he turns into an enigmatic guru:

“Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up,” he solemnly intones!

How irritating!

You know you’re right!

You’ve done the research.

You’ve collected the facts.

Theologically, it is so obvious.

You know that Paul knows that you’re right.

All it would take would be for him to back you,

give your views the credence of his authority

and the others would then open their minds 

to the new learning and be persuaded.

The disunity could so easily be fixed through 

the simple application of the truth.

((But it doesn’t happen that way((
“Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up,” he says,

and before you can get a word in

to object that it’s not that you’re unloving 
(it’s just that the others are blind ignorant),

he continues:

“Anyone who claims to know something – that’s us – 

the ones in the right –

does not yet have the necessary knowledge;

but anyone who loves God is known by him.”

What is all that about?

Surely to goodness you can know things AND love God!

What is meant by not having the necessary knowledge?

What more do you need to know?

In this specific instance about food and idols,

· you know that there is only one true God,

· you know that idols are nothing.

so whether the food has been offered to them or not

you know that the substance of the food 

has been unchanged.

It can’t hurt you physically.

It certainly won’t harm you spiritually.

Surely it’s this kind of knowledge 

that will steer us in our decision-making.

Surely this is the necessary knowledge

and we’ve already got it!
Well, no - not according to Paul.

Somehow the knowledgeable one does not have knowledge,

And, he says in the same breath,

the one who loves God is known by God.

With what seems to be a sleight of hand 

we move from having knowledge that relates to 

our ethical dilemma,

to apparently not being in possession of the 

necessary knowledge

to God being the One who knows 

the person who loves God.

Did we miss something?

The link in this argument seems to be non-existent.

You can’t expect an illogical argument 

that leaps from one disconnected point to the next to win.
Nor can we expect it to help in the Corinthians dilemma.

Or can we?

That’s the problem with logic when it is devoid of other values.

The guru knows that information does not equal wisdom.

He knows the temptation for us all is to try to win 

through sheer force of argument,

through dominating the other whose views differ.

He knows the temptation of arrogance.

He has felt the thrill of his own superiority 

and knows how empty it is of the love of God.

For all of us the necessary knowledge is not so much information

as the knowledge of God’s grace

through the cross of Christ.

If we were really the Church at Corinth 

then we would have read about the necessary knowledge 

in earlier chapters of the letter.

Right at the start of the letter in Ch 1 verse 4,

Paul writes about us being enriched in every way through Christ
and that includes the enrichment of our knowledge.
In chapter 2 he goes on to declare

that the only thing he would proclaim amongst them 

would be Christ and him crucified.

This is the necessary knowledge:

· that we are saved from our own distortions

and brought to life(brought to fruition(
by the love of God(not by what we think we know.

If we claim to have knowledge(
especially correct information that bolsters

 one side of an ethical dilemma over another(
but do not know the humility of our creatureliness 

before the Creator

and so do not know God’s grace for us as for everyone(
then it is only natural that we will feel important and irritated with those who disagree with us.

On the other hand, 

if our egos are given over to loving God

and being known by God,

we will allow ourselves to be judged by God.

Then we will be filled with gratitude that God accepts us.

When our hearts are grace-filled and grate-full

we are more able to love others

whose opinions are based on ill-informed 

and even immature conceptions of the matter at hand.

Loving God

and being known and judged and accepted by God

is the quality that will build up the community of faith.

While knowledge is a very important ingredient in 

arguments and 

an essential part of resolving ethical dilemmas;

ultimately it is not human knowledge that will unite,

but GOD’s LOVE.

Just as it is love which unites creatures 

who were divided from the Creator

so it is love that unites a divided community.

Hymn 665:
We turn to you, O God of every nation

