
Freed to Serve 

1 Corinthians 8:1-13 

 

My friend says drinking alcohol is sinful and anyone who drinks, no matter how much they consume, is 

supporting an action, which leads to domestic violence, broken marriages and broken families. My significant 

other thinks watching ‘R’ rated movies is wrong because they glamorize sinful lifestyles like the use of foul 

language, promiscuity, and compromised morals. My father told me I couldn’t get a tattoo because the Bible says 

the body is a temple and tattoos defile God’s sacred dwelling. My mom doesn’t like me hanging out with the 

neighbor girl because she is a practicing Muslim. She says God forbids us to associate with unbelievers. So, what 

should I do? Examples such as these are fairly common in everyday life. These sticky ethical dilemmas arise as 

Christians come face to face with a fallen world. For as soon as I leave this sanctuary, I am faced with countless 

decisions that must be made, and countless opportunities to practice my faith in the real world. But how am I to 

know which choice is correct, which opportunity is worth pursuing, which path is godly? The Bible says a lot, 

but it does not provide an answer to every situation. It is far from being a self-help manual offering pragmatic 

steps to follow in every conceivable scenario. So what am I to do when I find myself in a situation dealing with 

an issue that Scripture fails to address concretely? 

It is this line of questioning, which Paul addresses for us this morning in our Epistle lesson. And his answer 

on how to navigate the ethical “gray” areas is nothing short of brilliant.  Before turning specifically to his answer, 

let us look at the context surrounding his answer. Paul throughout all his Epistles holds two truths to be self-

evident. These two truths seem to contradict one another, but Paul does not try to resolve the tension; he simply 

allows the apparent contradiction to stand. On the one hand, there is the truth of freedom. Paul says time and 

again that we are free in Christ. This freedom is not a sham freedom, but a real freedom from the tyranny of the 

Law. Our Christian liberty breaks the chains that bind us to self-righteous thoughts and behaviors. On the other 

hand, there is the truth of servitude. Paul says time and again that we are bound in Christ. This bondage is not a 

sham bondage. Our lives don’t belong to us. We are to be attentive to our neighbors’ needs, sensitive to their 

weaknesses and vulnerabilities, and constantly serving them with our actions. The tension between the two truths 

could not be greater- we are free, but bound; we have liberty, but also servile responsibility, we are masters and 

servants at the exact same time. No wonder so much confusion arises when it comes to ethical quandaries. Do we 



answer such ethical questions as one who is free or as bondservant, as a legalist or a libertine?  Luther caught the 

gist of it when he said: “A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. A Christian is a perfectly 

obedient servant of all, subject to all.”  

St. Paul’s answer to all of this is simple: Avoid the Extremes. This was his answer to the question of 

whether or not a Christian could eat meat offered to idols, but it could have been any question, really. Avoid the 

extremes. And what are the extremes? The two extremes he has in mind are legalism and license. Legalism is the 

insistence on a strict literal observance of moral codes of conduct. St. Paul would probably offer the Pharisees as 

an example, but we could think of other hyper-moralistic Christians who stop at nothing to impose their strict 

obedience on everyone around them. It is a blanket puritanical condemnation of actions neither forbidden nor 

commanded by God. In the past, this list has included such things as drinking alcohol, dancing, smoking, card-

playing, or really anything that smacks of too much fun. With Jesus they condemn the Pharisees, but then proceed 

to set up their own pharisaical system to brow beat others into submission. Here strictness is equated with strength. 

To the legalist, God’s grace in Christ doesn’t seem to be enough: God enjoins an artificial and forced compliance 

to an ever-expanding list of do’s and don’ts. This spills over into demands made upon everyone to conform to 

fabricated convictions. 

The other extreme is license. This is equally dangerous for it endorses the idea that an individual is free 

to do as he/she likes. There are no rules or requirements only individual judgments as to what feels right in the 

moment. Such a system is based on the assumption that since we are all saved by God’s grace, laws and rules no 

longer apply to us. Here we can think of the Christians who hop on the bandwagon of every current trend and 

modern notion of individuality.  They simply follow the crowds, accepting and supporting whatever happens to 

be “in season”. No thought is given to God’s abiding Word for all concepts are considered fluid and relative and 

ever-changing.  

St. Paul wants us to avoid the extremes. The Law of God is not abolished, but it has been fulfilled (Matt. 

5:17). For the letter of the Law kills, but the Spirit gives life (2 Cor. 3:6). And the way we lead a Spirit-filled life 

is to find the balance; the golden mean, if you will. The balance is found in Christ-like compassion. We approach 

every situation not with a set of preconceived set of legalistic principles, but with a Christ-like compassion 



towards our neighbor. We evaluate the situation: the decision to be made, the possible consequences, and all 

relevant factors. We then make a decision choosing the best course of action, which brings glory to God and at 

the same time manifests Christ-like compassion for the neighbor. Not every decision will be the same for every 

person. This is why Paul said even though it was right for him to eat meat offered to idols for the sake of his 

weaker brethren he would gladly abstain lest his brother stumbles. In freedom, he gives up his freedom; in freedom 

he chooses servitude to accommodate the weaker in faith.  Only by operating like this is freedom and 

responsibility held together; only by operating like this is the  Law of God fulfilled: “To love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, soul and mind AND love your neighbor as yourself (Matt. 22:37-39). Paul teaches us to take 

on the love of God as our guiding principle and apply this love to individual situations involving our neighbors.  

In this way, we fulfill the Scriptures to listen for and respond to the Word of God speaking through the situation 

in which we exist. Sometimes we bend and acquiesce in order to fulfill the love of God. Other times we stand 

firm and rebuke in order to fulfill the love of God. But knowing which situation warrants which is less a science 

and more an art. Here we need to seek God daily in prayer and meditation to allow His Spirit to establish our 

individual course of action. All of this to say, dear brothers and sisters in Christ, if you are looking for me to give 

you answers to the questions I started with….well…you have missed the point of the sermon, entirely. Amen.    

In Christ,  

Pastor Jeremy H. Mills  

 

         

 

 

 

              


