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I. The Situation in Seattle and Corinth 

Growing up in Seattle, I attended a private Christian school for my junior high and high 
school years. It was non-denominational with all sorts of Christians represented. It had a set 
form of conduct, and we each had to sign a form promising to follow it. So among the things I 
promised each year to avoid were drinking alcohol, using tobacco and dancing. 

 
Now, the alcohol made perfect sense for students, since we were all underage anyway. 

But the ban was extended to teachers and board members, too. See, this wasn’t a matter of 
obedience to Washington State law; rather, many at the school fervently believed that it was 
against God’s Law to drink any sort of alcohol at any time whatsoever. This seemed to disagree 
clearly with Scripture, but there were various explanations: one that I recall was the sleight-of-
handy argument that whenever the Bible mentioned wine that was used in a bad way, it 
contained alcohol; but whenever it mentioned wine that was used in a good way, it was only 
grape juice. That was the position of the school: consumption of any alcohol was sinful. (My code 
of conduct agreement each year contained a written-in exception for Holy Communion.) 

 
It was the same with tobacco and dancing. Again, the tobacco exclusion made sense, 

since we were kids; but again, this was also enforced for faculty. And as far as dancing goes, all 
dancing was considered to be devilish, along with pretty much any sort of music that involved 
drums. 

 
The intent was good: the design was to keep us out of trouble, and I appreciate that. I 

don’t regret that code of behavior at all. But there were drawbacks. There were, I think, two big 
attractions to this policy. One is that it was clean-cut. You didn’t have to waste any effort 
wondering if a dance move was sinful or not, because they all were. You didn’t have to examine 
the lyrics of a song too closely: if it sounded like rock, it was bad news. It made decisions and 
judgments easy. The other attraction was far more sinister: it made for good Pharisees. It was 
an energy drink for the sinful nature that wanted to boast, “I’m a better Christian than you are, 
because I don’t drink, dance, smoke, chew…or go with girls who do.” 

 
The bigger problem yet, though, was this: the explanation was contrary to the Word. The 

rules weren’t: we freely agreed to follow them. But the underlying theology simply wasn’t 
Scriptural. Nowhere in Scripture is the use of all alcohol condemned: drunkenness certainly is, 
and alcoholism will be a wretched affliction for some. Nowhere is dancing forbidden either—and 
there’s certainly a difference between a polka and the grind of the mosh pit. Secular music can 
portray profound insight; on the other hand, the top 40 usually proclaims more vice than virtue. 

 
So it’s not that clean-cut. These things fall into the realm of Christian freedom. In other 

words, you are free to make use of them as long as it doesn’t endanger yourself or others—and 
that includes the faith of yourself or others. 

 
Cards on the table, here’s where I’m at. I enjoy a glass of red wine at night and 

occasional other adult beverages. Having looked at the health risks of tobacco, I’m not going to 
indulge, though I understand the attraction. I’m not going to bang on you for indulging if you can 
do so without become enslaved; I, for one, am not that free. One of these days, I’m going to 
take a ballroom dancing class; but I honestly think that a lot of dance moves at high school 



proms cheapen your kids. And yes, I’ve got some secular upbeat music on my iPod, but the lyrics 
aren’t going to promote anything contrary to Scripture.  

 
(And before we go any further, I’ll fight ya tooth and nail to keep our music reverent in 

worship, hymns and liturgy both. Some styles of music promote reverence, while some promote 
physical excitement. There’s a reason why the Black Eyed Peas don’t sing hymns at their 
concerts; likewise, there’s a reason that we don’t have a band in here.)  

 
A lot of these opinions will be different for you. Christian freedom isn’t always clear-cut, 

and different Christians will have different opinions. So imagine for a moment that I go out to 
dinner with a high school classmate. And let’s say that, prior to the meal, he makes it clear that 
he’s only going to drink water because it would be a sin for anyone to have a glass of wine. 
There’s a real danger here for him: he’s made up a rule that isn’t in the Bible. He’s now saying 
that you’re saved by faith in Jesus and avoiding alcohol. In that case, out of concern for him, I’d 
probably gently ask him to show me from Scripture how that’s the case. And depending on how 
hard he was trying to bind me to his rule, I might order a glass of wine with dinner. The good 
stuff—at least $2 a glass. 

 
On the other hand, let’s say that I have dinner with a classmate who is suffering from a 

severe crisis of conscience. He’s not trying to force his view on me, but believes that if he had a 
glass of wine, it would destroy his faith and he’d be lost. You and I know better, but let’s say he 
does not. In that case, to push the issue would be to endanger his salvation because he is 
suffering from misinformation. In that case, I’d settle for iced tea and enjoy the meal, maybe 
have a little discussion when the time was right. 

 
That’s how Christian freedom is to work. It was the same in Corinth at the time of St. 

Paul. Corinth had a lot of idols and temples; hence it had a lot of sacrifices. Following the 
sacrifices, the meat from the animals was available for eating. The response by Christians was 
varied. Some argued that a steak is a steak, and idols are nothing anyway: they were happy to 
eat. Others weren’t so happy: having formerly worshiped those idols, eating that meat felt too 
much like they were honoring the false god again. If they ate, they would feel as if they had 
denied Christ and destroyed their faith. 

 
So which was the right way to go? St. Paul’s answer is an important one. On the one 

hand, he gave the “right” answer. Idols are nothing: they’re not living gods and they have no 
power. Therefore, the meat offered to them was no different than any other: bon appétit in your 
Christian freedom. However, there was something more important than Christian freedom: love 
for neighbor. Paul told the Corinthians, “If you know this, you can eat without harming your faith. 
But not all your brothers and sisters in Christ know this. If they ate, they’d harm their conscience 
so much that they might destroy their faith. If you insist on eating, you could harm their 
conscience and faith—and that not only sins against them, but sins against Christ. Are those 
people strong? No, they’re weak. But Christians who are strong use their strength to help the 
weak, not to get their own way.  

 
So in Christian freedom, Paul could say, “We are no worse off if we do not eat, and no 

better off if we do.” And at the same time, he could also say, “If food makes my brother stumble, 
I will never eat meat, lest I make my brother stumble.” Why? Because getting his own way 
wasn’t near as important as this truth: the weaker brother is one for whom Christ died.  

 
And if Christ valued that one so much so as to die for him, how could Paul wound his 

conscience and harm his faith? 
 

II. 3+3 Points on Christian Freedom 



With that, then, let’s talk about Christian freedom today: I’d like to give you 6 points to 
think about. The first 3 are about your Christian freedom and you. The next 3 are about your 
Christian freedom and others.  

 
First off, you are free in Christ to do all sorts of things. You are not required to dress in 

purple or saffron, nor is your hair to be a certain length. You are not allowed some foods and 
forbidden others. You are not compelled to hunt, fish, garden, read, eat only vegetables, listen to 
mandolin music or anything else that the Bible does not command; nor are you forbidden from 
whatever the Bible does not forbid. You are free as a Christian to do all sorts of things. It’s 
important to remember, and tempting to forget: the world is constantly telling you that 
Christianity is all about forbidding you from having any fun at all. Fun like drinking binges, 
destructive drugs, immorality and other stuff that endangers body and soul. Yeah, that’s “fun.” 
You know better, so don’t forget: you’re free in Christ to do all sorts of things. 

 
This leads to our second point: Christ has set you free from sin. He has not set you free 

to sin. Sin and death go together: Christ has died in your place to give you life and salvation. A 
big temptation for you will always be to justify sin in the disguise of Christian freedom. “I’m free 
to appreciate beauty” becomes a cloak for lust. “I’m free to voice my opinion” is an excuse to rip 
someone to shreds. “I’m free to listen to all sorts of music” becomes the reason to fill your mind 
with all sorts of ungodliness, and that music will repeat in your mind and war against your faith. 
As you examine yourself daily, make sure that what you have done in your freedom is in keeping 
with God’s Word. Otherwise, you’re not free anymore. You’re a slave to sin once again, and the 
wages of sin is death. 

 
Third, anything can become an idol. You are free to enjoy the great outdoors of Idaho—

God’s creation for your pleasure; but take care that it does not become more important to you 
than your Lord and His grace, His Word and His Sacraments. You are free to enjoy the company 
of friends; but always be sure that their opinions and influence do not lead you to deny God’s 
Word. You are free to go about your work and hobbies and enjoy them; but if you trust in them 
for help or happiness more than the Lord, they’ve become an idol. Anything can become an idol, 
if you fear, love or trust in it more than God. Your Old Adam will argue, “It’s okay: this very text 
says that an idol is nothing. It has no power to condemn you.” That is not the point. It is true 
that an idol is nothing. This means that it has no power to save you. The Lord Jesus has saved 
you by His own death on the cross. Guard against idols, children of God, for Jesus has freed you 
from them for eternal life. 

 
As far as your Christian freedom and others, we make these points. 
 
First, you are not free for yourself, but for others. First and foremost, your Christian 

freedom is not about what you are free to do for yourself. It is about what you are free to do in 
service to those around you. When Jesus sent out the 12 in Matthew 10, He told them, “Freely 
you have received: freely give” (Matthew 10:8). He had not called the disciples and set them free 
from sin to serve themselves, but to minister to others. Likewise, the Lord has set you free from 
sin to serve those around you. This is a big point about Christian freedom. You are free to do 
many things, but not if they offend or harm a weaker brother or sister in Christ. You are free to 
do many things, but not if they harm the reputation of the Church. It is one thing to take a stand 
against a Pharisee who says, “You can’t do that, even though the Bible doesn’t forbid it, because 
I say so.” It is quite another, and harmful, thing to say, “I’m going to do this because I can and I 
want to for me, and I don’t care what it does to your faith.” This isn’t always just a matter of 
refraining from a glass of wine at dinner. It requires wisdom to say, “What effect will my actions 
or decisions now have on others in the future? What will “what I want” do to my brothers and 
sisters over time?” Remember: you are not free for yourself. You are free for others. And you are 
free because Jesus freely became flesh and died on the cross: not for Himself, but for you. This 



is especially important to remember in congregations: we’d each like to see some things done 
differently, I suppose, but we act in the corporate good, because the Holy Ghost has gathered 
this corpus, this body, together. 

 
Second: in matters of Christian freedom, the weak should not judge the strong, and the 

strong should not despise the weak. When weakness and strength collide, the issue becomes a 
very delicate matter: you see, for the one who is weak, it’s not a matter of freedom at all. For the 
weak conscience in Corinth, the thought wasn’t, “I’m free to eat if I want,” but “I’ll go to hell if I 
do.” The one who is weak doesn’t see the freedom, and so he’s likely to judge the strong one as 
wrong for exercising his freedom. The one who is strong doesn’t see the crisis of conscience, and 
so he’s tempted to be angry at the weak one for trying to restrict his freedom. Therefore, it’s left 
to the weak one to examine the Scriptures and say, “Even if I cannot do this in good conscience, 
I understand that my brother can because it’s not forbidden in the Bible.” And it’s left to the 
strong one to examine the Scriptures and say, “Even though I can do this in my freedom, I will 
not do so if it offends my brother.” This goes back to our first point: you’re set free for others, 
not for you. In other words, Christian freedom is to be exercised according to love for others, not 
according to self-service. Where you judge your brother because he is strong, or despise him 
because he is weak, repent. That is not how Christ regards you. Rather, He has died for one and 
all, that all who believe might be free from sin. 

 
Third, weakness and strength are relative in this sense. What I mean is this: the fact that 

you are stronger than a brother or sister does not mean that you are strong. You’re still plagued 
by your sinful nature, constantly tempting you back to sin and death. Disputes about Christian 
freedom especially blow up when we lose sight of the bigger truth: in Christ, we are all set free 
from sin and eternal death. That puts things into a proper perspective. It makes a glass of wine 
at dinner appear as the petty issue that it is. St. Paul speaks of this in our text when he warns of 
offending others with your freedom: he warns, “by your knowledge this weak person is 
destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died.”  

 
That’s it right there. That determines how we use our Christian freedom. Your brothers 

and sisters are those for whom Christ died. So are you. He has freely served you by His death on 
the cross. He still freely serves you, heaping grace upon grace upon you in His Word and His 
Sacraments. He has set you free from sin—set you free from selfishness. Thus you are not 
enslaved to your own desires, but set free in service to others: because you are forgiven for all of 
your sins. 

 
In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.  
 
Amen    
 


