Liberty & Responsibility

What you’ve just heard is, believe it or not, otiig beginning of an argument by Paul about a
topic that seems to be of very little relevanc€lwistians in the United States in the year of our
Lord Two Thousand and Fifteen. In fact, this digse on food sacrificed to idols takes up all of
chapters 8, 9, and 10 of | Corinthians and | trardood argument could be made that Paul's
instructions concerning the Lord’s Supper, a portbwhich you hear me read at every
Communion service, actually spring from this loegtgon on food. Part of the argument that
Paul makes here continues to wind into the fambagter 13 description of love. If | was to
follow the Epistle readings in the Revised Commeustlonary, | could preach on Paul's
thoughts about food offered to idols for the néxee weeks and then pick it up again next year
during Lent, although curiously the lectionary aito verses which | consider key. But |
don’t intend to subject you (or me) to such anrffd think that in our abbreviated time this
morning | can give enough background to satisfyntiest curious among you as well as calling
out some of the ways that | see Paul's concerngh@imyed out in our post-modern era.

I'll start, as usual, with context. What we knogvFrst Corinthians is just a part of a long
correspondence between Paul and one of the chuiltditedse planted on his missionary
journeys. Paul himself refers to at least oneiptes/letter from him to the congregation and
some scholars believe that what has come down &s &&st and Second Corinthians are
actually several letters edited down into twos Hiso clear that Paul is responding directly at
points to questions or comments sent to him byOenthians in response to his letters. In the
New Revised Standard Version of the Bible that @ as our primary translation here at Good
Shepherd Baptist, the editors have set severasehiia this chapter in quotation marks,
signifying what they believe to be Paul repeatiagkhis correspondents’ points in order to
make his own arguments.

“Now, concerning food sacrificed to idols,” as Paubte, we must remember that the dominant
culture of Corinth, a very busy seaport, was pagarwas the rest of the Roman world. An
enormous number of gods were worshipped in Coritibt just the pantheon of the native
Greeks but also representative gods from everpmatiat came as merchants, sailors, soldiers of
Rome, and slaves. For the vast majority of these as in the Temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem,
a primary act of worship was the offering of foadf to the god. Just as we heard in our
review of | Samuel 3 two weeks ago, not all of fired offered in sacrifice would have been
burned. A portion would have been reserved foiptiests and servants of the deity and a
portion would be consumed by the worshippers, eisepart of worship or, very commonly,
later in a sort of public or invited celebratiorthvn the precincts of the temple. Invitation to
such meals was as common as the parties that marsywall be attending this afternoon and,
just as you don’t have to be a football fan to@a tSuper Bowl party, you didn’t have to be an
adherent of a particular god to go to a party at sect’s temple. Another portion of the
unburned food or perhaps that of the priests wbaldold in the marketplace for needed cash.
City dwellers were likely to buy this food as paftheir normal grocery shopping, right
alongside other food bought directly from farmerghis was especially true of meat.

The problem, as outlined by Paul, is that Christiaho attended parties at the temples of pagan
gods or who even purchased the unused portioredbtid offered in sacrifice could be seen as
paying respect to those gods or at least acknowigdgeir existence. This, of course, was in
direct conflict with the Jewish and Christian aiserthat there was only One True God and that
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God alone deserved worship. Whoever was in chafrgerrespondence with Paul in the church
at Corinth, if the editors of the NRSV are corréad written to him with their arguments that
their understanding of doctrine was sound andttieissue of where and what they ate wasn’t
important. We might reconstruct their argumens thay, using the quotation marks in chapter
8: “All of us (here in Corinth) possess knowledge, bther words, “we remember what you
taught us.” “No idol in the world really exist$igre is no God but one.” This was both their
continued reassurance to Paul that they werarstihrmony with his message and part of their
argument that it didn’t matter if they ate foodes#d to idols. “Since we don't believe in them,”
in other words, “they don’t exist and we’re makiegl world choices without regard to
fantasies. They're not real, they can't hurt uBihally, “Food will not bring us close to God,”
sounds like they are reminding Paul of the fact tha leaders of the Church in Jerusalem had
lifted most dietary requirements from Gentile bedies, primarily on the strength of arguments
from Paul himself. The attitude of the Corinthiseems to be, “Why are you bothering us with
this?”

Paul, of course, had his reasons. Throughoutrgisn@ent in the next three chapters and then as
he shades that argument to other conflicts, hisdag on the impact that certain actions by
certain Christians will have on other Christiaiere in chapter 8, he begins by reminding them
that love is more important than knowledge, thaatthey may or may not “know” should take
second place to how they are caring for otherghéir pagan city, where every inhabitant has
grown up convinced of the reality of many gods, exdryone will be able to shed that belief
entirely, even after their conversion to the Wayedus. If new Christians who are uncertain in
their beliefs see their leaders acting in a way skeems to imply that it's alright to worship other
gods, they will also engage in such behavior withbe mental caveats those “with knowledge”
say they have. Before long, they could abandoméveteaching entirely and simply return to
paganism with Christ and the Father added to ffeesonal pantheon.

For me, the best summary of what Paul is getting it that section of chapter 10 which |
mentioned earlier is strangely omitted in the l@aairy. Verses 23 & 24 read: ““All things are
lawful,” but not all things are beneficial. “All thgs are lawful,” but not all things build up. Do
not seek your own advantage, but that of the dthers a lovely expression of one of Paul's
most consistent themes and, indeed, one of the tipeaes of Jesus. It is a corollary to Jesus’
citation of the second great commandmentLove your neighbor as you love yourseH as

well as to his words we remember as the Golden Ruf®o unto others as you would have
them do unto you.” Paul goes on throughout theakkCorinthians to remind his friends that
they are supposed to be focusing on each otheegdsp@ot on their own desires. He turns his
attention in chapter 11 to distracting fashion dieand then, more memorably, to the chaos that
had grown up around the “love feast” which theye@turch observed before the Lord’s Supper
was reduced to crackers and grape juice. He remtivein of the origin of Communion, in those
verses which | will repeat in a few minutes, sa thay can refocus on the shared experience and
not on who brought the best lunch and who getdaoesit. After addressing more selfish
behavior in worship in chapter 12, he writes, “Anlill show you a still more excellent way.”
This is the introduction to the well-known “Love &fter.”

Paul’'s admonition to love unselfishly has manyylajpplications for us. | encourage you to
reflect on those when we take our time of meditataring communion, while the elements are
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distributed and Pam expresses her prayers to aundt&reator through the piano. But there
are some specific lessons that | want to touchh@morning, all of which have manifest
themselves to me in the controversies of our wanld culture in recent months. Most, if not all
of them, have been associated by my friend Susidromaberg and by me with those words of
Paul: “*All things are lawful,” but not all thingare beneficial. “All things are lawful,” but notl al
things build up. Do not seek your own advantagéthmat of the other.” They are questions of
what we may do legally and what we should avoidaduonsideration of our sisters and
brothers. They are questions of liberty and resitility.

First, as you might suspect if you saw the newesleltis week, | want to offer some thoughts on
theCharlie Hebdo incident. For those of you not “in the knovGharlie Hebdo is a satiric
magazine based in Paris. They have a history laligfung cartoons ridiculing Muslims and
especially of printing cartoons ridiculing the Phep Muhammad (peace be upon him). They
have persisted in this latter policy despite owtkseof violent protest in other parts of the world
caused by such cartoons. On the morning of Janyydwo men broke into the offices of
Charlie Hebdo and opened fire on the staff, killing 11 and waagdanother 11. Almost
immediately, an internet meme swept the world. Rivig to demonstrate solidarity with the
slain and injured, it proclaimed in many languagkeam Charlie... Je suisCharlie Hebdo.”

Let me be very clear about my feelings. What hapgden Paris was an atrocity, the work of
extremists. Those gunmen were as far from theokillllah and of Muhammad as can be.
There is no excuse for murder — not blasphemypffehded sensibilities, no excuse. But | am
not Charlie Hebdo. While my deep sympathies are with the familiethe slain and with the
injured, |1 do not see them as noble representatiVdse freedom of the press or the freedom of
speech. | see them at best as well-meaning cwticsforgot or never knew the Golden Rule.
They were indeed free to publish those cartoorss gs the Corinthians were free to eat food
offered to idols. But like the Corinthians, theyjléd to take into account how their actions
would impact their “weaker brothers.” The Muslimpulation of France, by any measure, are
weaker brothers. They are a minority, they arallggliscriminated against, they are subject to
a great deal of “non-legal” discrimination. Theasition in France is much like that of our
Black sisters and brothers under Jim Crow. Kickangeople when they are down is not loving
and it is not responsible. | grieve for those wieye hurt and killed aharlie Hebdo but they
exercised their liberty without sufficient regaadtheir responsibility.

Incidentally, while I did not join in the “Je sudharlie’ campaign, | did repost a message that
came around a day or two later: “Je suis AhmediimAd Merabet was one of the two
policemen killed by the gunmen who invaded @iarlie Hebdo offices. Like his killers, he was
a Muslim. Unlike them, he died defending the righit®thers to insult what he held most dear.
When | read his story, all | could think of wererother words of Paul, this time from his
letter to the Romans: “...but God shows his loveu®in that while we were still sinners, Christ
died for us.”

“All things are lawful,” but not all things are beficial.” | have often thought, over the years,
that this was one of the most potent argumentsyimind for new laws in the United States
regulating the sale and ownership of guns. | lspaken at length on this topic from this pulpit
before and I will not do so this morning. Butetesns to me that the debate over gun safety laws
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revolves around our different understandings ofathl@nce between liberty and responsibility.
What are we free to do and what duty toward odofehuman beings should constrain us? |
come from a part of the country where gun ownerghgbout as common as automobile
ownership; perhaps more since many gun ownersveetieeir first gun as a gift years before
they can legally drive. My dad owned a pistol &fer from his days in the National Guard,
where he won a sharpshooters medal. My fatheamni$ a responsible gun owner and was for
many years a federally licensed gun dealer, aswyalsest friend from college. Guns are
remarkable pieces of engineering and art. Tatgmdteng is fun. But there are far too many
guns; too many fall into the wrong hands; theretaoemany accidents. Our national fascination
with things that go “bang” has caused too manytm$ on our liberty instead of on our
responsibility. We must continue the national déston about what is beneficial and lay aside
our fixation on what is lawful when it comes to gun

I would also suggest that our fascination with gisithat go “bang” has been a major cause for
division here in Lynnwood. As our friend Carlindws, | quoted these same two verses in a
City Council meeting during a public hearing abfirgworks. ““All things are lawful,” but not
all things are beneficial. “All things are lawfuljut not all things build up. Do not seek your
own advantage, but that of the other.” We hadivedecountless letters and e-mails and heard
citizen after citizen plead with us to ban firew®fkom Lynnwood because of the disruption to
their lives — their fear of property damage, theamtrollable reactions to loud noises by those
with PTSD, their sorrow over the suffering induaedheir pets and in the wildlife of our area.
And yet, there had been a few who defended thefulseworks, because it seemed to them
particularly patriotic or because they made momesnfit. The tipping point for me and the
thing that caused me to quote Scripture in a coumeeting (which | try not to do), was the two
pastors who testified that the sale of fireworkslmap a crucial part of their church’s budget
and that their ministry would suffer if fireworksene banned. Seriously? Were those men so
deaf to the voices of their neighbors that theyit they weren’t doing indelible harm to the
ministry of Christ by continuing to sell fireworksfcredible! They, like those long-ago church
leaders in Corinth, were standing on their libevtthout due regard to their responsibility.

That is not, it seems to me, an accurate refleadfdahe teachings of Christ. It is not what Jesus
came for, to show us how to cling to our prerogegiat the expense of others. Instead, as Paul
wrote to the Philippians: “Let the same mind bgaon that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he
was in the form of God, did not regard equalityhnn@od as something to be exploited, but
emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, bdiogn in human likeness. And being found in
human form, he humbled himself and became obethehe point of death— even death on a
cross.” Itis this sacrifice, Paul reminded thei@ians, that we who follow in the Way of

Jesus are to remember on a regular basis, wheweveat the bread and drink the cup. What we
do then, as we are to do in a moment, is not ustrinember but to proclaim the Lord’s death
until he comes again — a death not suffered fooWis glory but on our behalf. This is what we
remember when we feed the poor and heal the Jiblks is what we remember when we open
our door to our neighbor. This is what we remenvidleen we love. This is what we remember
when we find our Loving Creator, not up above us@ahere, but in our very hearts. Thanks be
to God!
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