
ECF 5th September 2021 1 Corinthians 10:23-11:1 Freedom and Responsibility  
During this week, the news was dominated by our government’s plan for the final unwinding of the Covid restrictions.  And 
as always these announcements are deeply divisive.  Throughout this pandemic, people have argued over whether we 
should have the freedom to do whatever we want, or whether we have the responsibility to restrict those freedoms for the 
benefit of others.   
 
So for example: 

• Should we have just kept everything open, or were the lockdowns necessary? 

• Should people have the right to choose to be vaccinated or not, or should they be compulsory?   

• And should everyone have the freedom to say whatever they want online, or should posts be removed if they contain 
misinformation? 

 
Now we’re not going to get into this debate today and I’m not going to try to convince you either way with these issues.  
But I raise them, because they illustrate the tension that often exists between our individual freedoms and our community 
responsibility!  
 
And that was an issue that the church in Corinth were struggling with when Paul wrote to it.  Some strong Christians 
understood their freedom in Christ.  They knew that Jesus had set them free from the heavy demands of the Mosaic Law.  
They were no longer obliged to live under its regulations and demands.  They felt that they could eat what they wanted with 
a clear conscience. 
 
But other Christians didn’t understand that.  Their consciences were weaker, less informed by the gospel.  As a result they 
were afraid that meat that had been sacrificed to an idol was defiled and that by eating it they were actually contaminating 
themselves and dishonouring God. 
 
So what should these strong Christians do?  Should they enjoy their freedom and not care about what anyone thought?  Or 
should they lose their freedom and conform to the ideas of the weak? 
 
Well, over the past few weeks we’ve seen Paul’s answer to this.  And in our passage this morning, Paul summed this up and 
through it, taught five important principles to help us work out the right balance between our freedoms and our 
responsibilities. 
 
1 Corinthians 10:23-11:1: “Everything is permissible”—but not everything is beneficial. “Everything is permissible”—but not 
everything is constructive. 24 Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others. 
25 Eat anything sold in the meat market without raising questions of conscience, 26 for, “The earth is the Lord’s, and 
everything in it.” 
27 If some unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of 
conscience. 28 But if anyone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do not eat it, both for the sake of the man 
who told you and for conscience’ sake— 29 the other man’s conscience, I mean, not yours. For why should my freedom be 
judged by another’s conscience? 30 If I take part in the meal with thankfulness, why am I denounced because of something I 
thank God for? 
31 So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God. 32 Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether 
Jews, Greeks or the church of God— 33 even as I try to please everybody in every way. For I am not seeking my own good 
but the good of many, so that they may be saved.  
11 1 Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” 
  
1. Follow Good Examples  
The first principle that we need to see is in the last verse we read when Paul said, “Follow my example, as I follow the 
example of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 11:1 
 
In the challenging issues of our lives, we learn best by following good examples.  It can be so difficult to think through how 
various principles apply to our lives, but if we can see them being lived out in real life then we can understand better. 
 
a) The Apostle Paul 
So Paul presented us with two examples to follow.  First of all, he encouraged us to follow his own example.   
 
That wasn’t because he thought that he did everything perfectly.  Paul was all too aware of his failures and inadequacies.  
As we’ll see later in this letter, he said, “I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, 
because I persecuted the church of God.  But by the grace of God I am what I am.” 1 Corinthians 15:9    



 
Paul was an apostle, commissioned and authorised by Christ himself.  But he never forgot that more than that, he was 
simply a sinner who had been saved by God’s grace through his faith in Jesus!  And because of God’s grace at work in his 
life, he could point others to himself because he didn’t say one thing and do the other.  He sought to live out what he had 
preached.  He understood that he didn’t only teach through his words, but also with his life.   
 
And so, as he did before in chapter 9 of this letter, Paul spoke about his own experience and his own decisions so that we 
could understand these issues and follow his example.   
 
b) The Lord Jesus Christ 
But we should only do this so far as he followed Jesus.  “Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ.” 1 Corinthians 
11:1 
 
Jesus is the ultimate example to follow.  More than anyone else, Jesus perfectly lived out the principles that Paul taught 
here.  Paul was only a signpost to Jesus!    
 
So it is really helpful to have people in our lives whose example we can follow.  But ultimately, we need to follow Jesus.  He 
is the perfect example of how to live out our calling.  He is the one that we need to follow. 
 
So what can we learn from Paul as he followed Jesus in regard to the issue of freedom and responsibility?   
 
2. Enjoy God’s Good Gifts   
Well, the second principle here is that we should enjoy God’s good gifts.   
 
a) Food 
As we’ve seen before, Paul taught that these Christians could enjoy all kinds of food: “Eat anything sold in the meat market 
without raising questions of conscience.”  1 Corinthians 10:25 
 
As Christians, we don’t need to follow the food laws of the Old Testament.  We don’t need to feel bad, from a biblical 
perspective about what we do or do not eat!  That is because “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.” 1 Corinthians 
10:26.  God has provided all the food that we eat, and he has provided it for us to enjoy.   
 
Not everybody thinks that.  So Paul taught Timothy to stand against those false teachers who wrongly told people not to get 
married and to abstain from certain foods.  He said don’t listen to them: “For everything God created is good, and nothing is 
to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving.” 1 Timothy 4:4 
 
This is what Jesus taught.  He said that “Nothing that enters a man from the outside can make him ‘unclean’? 19 For it 
doesn’t go into his heart but into his stomach, and then out of his body.” (In saying this, Jesus declared all foods “clean”.)" 
Mark 7:18–19  
 
Of course from a health perspective we need to be careful what we eat.  And we need to guard against gluttony.  But as 
followers of Jesus, we have the freedom to enjoy the good food that God has provided!   
 
b) Friendship  
And we can enjoy this food with friends.  “If some unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put 
before you without raising questions of conscience.” 1 Corinthians 10:27 
 
I know that we’ve missed doing this during the pandemic.  As believers we’re not called to a life of sombre isolation.  We’ve 
been given the freedom to enjoy friendship with others, even if they are not believers. 
 
They might have all sorts of wrong ideas.  They might completely reject our faith in Christ.  Their lifestyle might be so far 
from what God wants.  But we are free to be friends with them and enjoy fellowship with them! 
 
After all, this is what Jesus did.  In fact he was criticized by the religious establishment because they said that he was “A 
glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and ‘sinners.’” Luke 7:34  
 
Throughout the gospels we often see him enjoying food and fellowship with people who are ungodly, unholy and far from 
God.  So for example, when he called the tax collector Matthew to follow him, the first thing Matthew did was to hold “a 
great banquet for Jesus at his house, and a large crowd of tax collectors and others were eating with them.” Luke 5:29 



 
Of course, Jesus did this without compromising on his holiness.  He was not influenced by the sinners.  He didn’t become 
like them.  He was completely holy while he was sitting with people who were unholy! 
 
We’re not always like that.  Paul will later declare: “Do not be misled: “Bad company corrupts good character.”" 1 
Corinthians 15:33  So we do need to be aware of our own weakness and vulnerability, and stay away from those people 
who would lead us into sin.   
 
But as followers of Jesus we’re called to enjoy God’s good gifts, such as food and friendship.  We have that freedom, 
because they’ve been provided by our heavenly Father, “who richly provides us with everything for our enjoyment.” 1 
Timothy 6:17  
 
3. Do What’s Good for Others 
But sometimes we need to refuse to enjoy those good gifts, and instead do what’s good for others.   
 
Paul again quoted here one of the popular slogans of the church in Corinth.  “Everything is permissible.” 1 Corinthians 
10:23.  This was their twisted view of Christian freedom.  Their idea was that if we’ve been set free by our faith in Christ, 
then we can live any way that we want.   
 
But that’s not the whole story, because “Not everything is beneficial.” 1 Corinthians 10:23.  Even if some things are 
permissible, they still might not be profitable for us.  They might not help us to live for God.   
 
a) To Build Them Up 
And they might not help others to live for God too, because “Not everything is constructive.” 1 Corinthians 10:23  It might 
not build others up.  It might not encourage the body of Christ. 
 
And so we need to balance our freedom against what is beneficial for us and for others.  
 
For these Corinthians, this meant that if they were out for dinner and another person was worried about the food being 
defiled and said to them, “This has been offered in sacrifice.” 1 Corinthians 10:28, then they should not eat it.  Even 
although there is nothing wrong with it, they should consider this other person, and be willing to lose out on some 
enjoyable food for the sake of not wounding their weak conscience.   
 
This is what Paul meant when he said, “I try to please everybody in every way.” 1 Corinthians 10:33.  Paul was not a 
“people-pleaser” just doing what everybody else wanted.  But he was willing to conform to what others believed was right if 
it would be good for them, if it would build them up.   
 
And so the general principle is “Do not cause anyone to stumble, whether Jews, Greeks or the church of God.” 1 Corinthians 
10:32  We need to realise that our actions could have a negative influence on someone else.  And so we need to be careful 
that the enjoyment of our freedom doesn’t cause a problem to others.   
 
That means when we think about how to live, we mustn’t just think about what we want, what we like, what we will enjoy 
or what will be good for us.  We also need to think about what is good for others too: “Nobody should seek his own good, 
but the good of others.” 1 Corinthians 10:24  We need to use our freedom to serve others.   
 
b) Even When It Costs Us 
And we need to do this, even if the cost is great.  That’s what Paul did.  And that’s what Jesus did too.  “Even the Son of Man 
did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” Mark 10:45  
 
Jesus did not come to earth for his own good.  Instead he came to serve us.  And he was willing to do this even when it costs 
him the cross!   
 
So if we’re following Jesus, then we need to be willing to do the same.  We need to be willing to look not only to our own 
interests but also the interests of others, even when it costs us everything!   
 
4. Prioritise the Gospel  
And we need to do this, especially for the cause of the gospel.  This is what Paul did: 
“I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved.” 1 Corinthians 10:33 
 



Paul willingly set aside his rights and privileges for the sake of the gospel.  He was willing to set aside his freedoms if it 
would help someone to come to faith in Christ and receive his salvation.  As we saw earlier in 1 Corinthians 9:12: “We put 
up with anything rather than hinder the gospel of Christ.” 
 
a) To Save The Lost 
And of course, Jesus did this in a much greater way.  “The Son of Man came to seek and to save what was lost.” Luke 19:10  
He willingly laid aside his rights, his privileges, his comfort, safety and ultimately his own life to that we could be saved from 
a lost eternity.  This is his love for us and his commitment to us. 
 
And this is what he calls his followers to do.  And so when, remember Matthew, who as a brand new disciple held that 
banquet for all of his tax collecting colleagues?  He didn’t do this just because he liked them or because he wanted to 
remain in that culture.  He did it because he wanted to introduce them to Jesus.  He wanted them to meet the one who had 
transformed his life, so that they could be saved too! 
 
This was the motivation for a guy called CT Studd.  As a young man, in 1885, he sailed for China as a missionary.  While 
there, at the age of 25, he inherited his father’s fortune.  After praying, he decided to give thousands of pounds of this 
fortune away to various Christian ministries.  This left him with £3400 which was still a massive amount in those days. 
 
Then he married Priscilla Stewart.  Just before the wedding he presented his bride with the remaining money from his 
inheritance.  Her response was, "Charlie, what did the Lord tell the rich young man to do?” 
 
“Sell all,” he replied. 
 
“Well, we will start clear with the Lord at our wedding.”  
 
And so they proceeded to give the rest of the money away for God’s work.  CT Studd’s motto was this:  “If Jesus Christ is 
God and died for me, then no sacrifice can be too great for me to make for Him.” 
 
Of course, God does not ask everybody to give away all their money.  But he does ask each of us to make a priority of the 
gospel in our lives. 
 
And so as we think about how we’re living - when we decide on things like our lifestyle choices, how we spend our money, 
what we do with our free time, our political views, our career choices, where we live – we need to ask ourselves not just 
what is right or moral or permissible, but also what will help other people to come to know Jesus for themselves.   
 
Instead of seeking our own good, we need to be willing to set aside our freedoms, desires, ambitions and plans in order that 
people may be saved.  
 
5. Glorify God 
But there is an even higher and greater goal that should motivate how we work through all these issues.  “So whether you 
eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.” 1 Corinthians 10:31 
 
This should be our ultimate goal and purpose!  Whatever we do, however we live – we should be seeking to glorify God!  To 
honour the Lord and to point to his excellence! 
 
This is what should motivate us to enjoy God’s good gifts.  If we recognise that they all come from our Father’s hands, then 
we should receive and enjoy them with thanksgiving and worship as we marvel at all of what God has so gracious given. 
 
This is what should motivate us to do what’s good for others.  As we realise that each person we meet has been made in the 
image of God, then we will understand that loving them and seeking their good, is honouring and glorifying to the one who 
made them and loves them!   
 
This is what should motivate us to prioritise the gospel.  As we understand that it is only through Jesus that sinners can be 
reconciled to God and give him the glory and honour in their lives that he is due, then we will seek to lead people to bow 
before Jesus and acknowledge him as their Saviour and Lord. 
 
And this was Jesus’ ultimate goal.  On the night before he went to the cross, Jesus prayed, “Father, the time has come. 
Glorify your Son, that your Son may glorify you.” John 17:1  Everything that Jesus did was ultimately in order to bring glory 
to his Father.   



 
Conclusion 
So here are some useful principles to help us to find the right balance between our freedoms and our responsibilities: 

• We need to follow good examples 

• So we can learn how to enjoy God’s good gifts. 

• As well as do what is good for others. 

• As we prioritise the gospel 

• And seek to glorify God! 
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