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Properly managing Christian Liberty (1 Corinthians 8:1-3)

Chapter 8 of 1 Corinthians is apparently in response to a further question by the Corinthians to Paul. Their
question concerned eating meat offered to idols, but Paul responded to the larger and real issue behind the
question, the matter of properly exercising Christian liberty.

The situation in Corinth was thoroughly pagan and idolatry permeated life. It was highly visible, regularly
involved social activities and flooded the market with meat that had been offered to idols. Christians had regular
occasion to be confronted with such meat: either they own purchases or as guest of individuals or at public
feasts and at public and social events.

Christians may have raised the question if such meat was defiling. Opinion was divided. Some refused to eat
and were offended by those who did. Others felt free to eat and looked down on those who hesitated or felt that
they needed to encourage them to embrace the liberty they had in Christ.

 The real issue was more than meat. It dealt with the proper management of our liberty as Christian and that
touches all of us.

The liberty with which Paul deals is not that freedom in Christ from attempting to do the law to get saved.
Nor is it a freedom to act against the moral character of God. But rather believers in Christ are free from OT
ritual law and are free in their choices of a-moral issues. This liberty in Christ important and must be managed
properly. In these three verses Paul gives two foundational truths for the next 3 chapters.

1. Knowledge alone is insufficient for the proper management of Christian liberty.
a. All believers have some knowledge. 

At least some knowledge was necessary to be saved. This is probably not a reference to knowledge
about idols (cf. v 7).

b. Knowledge puffs up.
Some people have “inflated” views of themselves. They think of themselves as larger than they really

are but are not filled with anything of substance. Knowledge by itself has a tendency to inflate or puff up
its owner. The one with knowledge has a sense of advantage, of power or importance, and expects others
to listen.  In contrast a humble person seeks to learn.

c. The man who thinks he knows something, does not yet know as he ought to know.
As soon as a person reaches the point that they believe that they really know a subject, they

demonstrate that they really do not know how broad that subject can be. But it is more than just seeing
that more could be learned, it is our obligation (“ought”) to continue learning.

But knowledge of itself will not encourage further learning.  It will only puff up.  Something else is needed
both for continued learning and for exercising Christian liberty.

2. Love is indispensable for the proper management of Christian liberty.
a. In contrast to knowledge, love builds up.

To “puff up” increases size without content, to “build up” actually increases substance.  Spiritually,
something of substance is added to the person. On the basis of verse 3 and the parallel with “knowledge
puffs up”, this is more than the intent of a believer to edify others. There are two great commands, to love
God and to love one’s neighbor. When these are lived out, real spiritual growth is the result. The one
with knowledge but without love is nothing (cf. ch. 13). With love there is patience and humility, but not
with knowledge alone. Love toward others is choosing to act in their best interests.

b. Again in contrast to knowledge, the one who loves God is known by God.
1) Merely knowing things, even knowing facts about God, does not mean that one has a relationship

with God. To be known by God must mean more than His knowledge of facts about a person, since
He knows everything about everyone. God has a personal relationship with the person “known by
Him.”

2) Love toward God means obeying God. See John 14:21-24 and 1 John. The one who loves is the one
who obeys.

3) Love toward God and obeying God does not earn this relationship to Him since “we love him,
because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). We became children of God when we trusted in Christ for
salvation. We demonstrate this when we love God and others.

Love is indispensable to managing Christian liberty because only in love will there be true spiritual growth,
both of us and of others and because in its absence we call into question if we even are children of God.
If we are living without consideration of the effects of our actions on others, we have missed the point. If we

are saying, “it is my life, I can do as I wish,” then we are not living as a child of God should live.  In fact, if
someone continues in that attitude, that person should ask themselves if they are a child of God.

Those from highly individualistic cultures should not be influenced by that cultural norm.  It is wrong to live
for ourselves. If we just live by what we think we know and not according to love, we will fail to manage our
liberty properly.

Our love for God must be more than knowledge. It should be evidenced in a desire to obey. Bible knowledge
alone puffs up. We need to read the Bible with the desire and intent to do what it says. We fail to love God if we
fail to do what He says. If we fail in loving obedience, we will not grow spiritually. If we continue to fail in
loving obedience, we must ask ourselves if we truly are known by God.

Only when we live in love toward others and toward God will we properly manage our liberty as a Christian.


