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Epiphany 6

By Pastor Nathan Fuehrer

Especially this verse:  “All things are lawful, but not all things are helpful.  All things are lawful, but not all things build up”

Sometimes, when reading the bible, we come across passages that seem so parochial, so limited in time and scope, that, though they must’ve been meaningful to the people back then, it has little relevance today.  The issue of meat sacrificed to idols seems that way.  In Bible times, it was common for meat to have been sacrificed to idols.  That means that a particular roast might have been set aside for a false god to eat.  And of course, the false god doesn’t exist, so he (or she) never comes to eat it and it gets sold in the market.
And so today, Paul gives us some practical advice for all of the times we get invited to eat sacrificed meat.  Paul says, if you’re invited to dinner at someone’s house...don’t bother to ask if it is dedicated to idols because it doesn’t matter.  Food can hurt your cholesterol count, but it can’t hurt your relationship with God.  If the food you eat is sacrificed to idols...who cares...it’s just food...eat it!  If you start asking questions about it, it might give the impression that you are under the law.  It might give the impression that if you accidentally eat forbidden food, God will disown you.  Paul says no.  Pauls says you have the freedom to eat any meat you want.  When it comes to meat, all things are lawful.
But, if you’re invited to dinner at someone’s house and they get up and make a toast to Vishnu, the god who preserves all things to whom this meat was sacrificed...don’t eat!  Don’t eat!  Even if it is a prime rib dinner from the Keg or Ric’s Grill or Luigi’s don’t eat!  And Paul says why...not for your own sake, for why would you give a hoot about what fake god this meat was supposedly given to?  But for the sake of your neighbour sitting at the table...don’t eat it, because if he knows that you know that it’s sacrificed, he might think you worship Vishnu too, and there goes your chance to win that person to Christ...in fact, you just might have lost him.
Now, I know this isn’t even remotely realistic in our situation today.  Maybe in some third world countries you would come across sacrificed meat, but not here in Canada.  But still, imagine that you did.  Paul says that the Law doesn’t bind you to any particular action.  Paul says that you are free to eat whatever meat you want...is that the end of it?  Do your tasebuds decide the rest?
Ladies and gentlemen, with sacrificed meat or anything else in this life you are free to eat or to do what you want.  So the next question Paul answers is, what do you want.  What does the person who clings to Christ in faith want?
Imagine there are a man and a woman--husband and wife--who are struggling in this busted economy to make ends meet.  Mom works all day, while dad watches the kids, then dad goes off and works the night shift while mom watches the kids.  And even so, there’s a good chunk of time where their work overlaps and the kids are at the daycare.  Turns out, brother is bullying other kids at school and little sister, she’s having trouble fitting in with the other kids because she’s insecure.  And their teachers think it’s because they aren’t isn’t getting enough attention at home.  And it’s true, mom and dad spend all of their time at work to make ends meet that when they get home, they’re too exhausted to give any attention to the kids, let alone to each other, let alone to God.  They are spent...so worn out trying to save the family, that they are losing it.
So the fifteen minutes that mom and dad cross paths each day, they decide to pray together, and they pray and ask God for help.  They are unable to save their family, so they lay their problems before the Lord.  So God puts together a miracle.  Dad finds a day shift job where he makes double his former wages without having to work any overtime.  This enables Mom to quit her job to look after the home front.  No longer do they have to work like dogs to make ends meet.  They are free.
That family is like you’re conscience, and the “working like dogs to make ends meet” is the Law.  Before Christ came, the Law was heavy upon the hearts of God’s people...and their obsessive attempts to save themselves by keeping God’s law, they ended up in bondage to sin.  Things that seem so irrelevant to us today, like eating certain meats, weighted heavily upon the consciences of Gods people.  

And so when Paul says in the opening words of the epistle today, “All things are lawful” what he is saying is that you don’t have to work like a dog to make sure you get into heaven.  Christ worked overtime to make sure your conscience isn’t weighed down.  Christ, worked a double shift to make sure you don’t have to be shifty and nervous about saving yourself, or meeting God’s standards.  All things are lawful means your failures are not your undoing because Christ has already succeeded.

But back to our story...Mom and Dad are free, right?  They don’t have to struggle for survival; they are freed from the law of necessity.  Now then, what if mom and dad, once they were freed from their bondage to work, ended up taking on another job so they can get a bigger house, and a boat and a quad--two quads and a camper with three pop outs?  God freed them from their bondage...but why?  Well it wasn’t so that they could keep up with the Joneses.  God freed them so that they could be free to do what’s best for their children.  
Now I’m not saying that buying things you don’t need is a sin.  And I’m not saying that God saves you just to put you to work.  What I am saying, and what Paul is saying is that the person whose faith clings to the cross of Christ will do nothing apart from him.  Freedom from the law means being tied to Christ.
All things are lawful, Paul says, but not all things are helpful.  All things are lawful but not all things build up.  Christ freed you from the demands of the law, he paid off your mortgage forgave your sins so that you don’t have to work them off.  Forgave them so you can imitate Christ and forgive others.  Forgave you, so that you can be free to do all things to the Glory of God, and in love to your neighbors that they may be saved.  
Jesus marched to the cross, and the reason it meant so much was because he didn’t have to.  He went to the cross, not to save himself, but to save others...for us.  For Jesus it was perfectly lawful for him to leave us to die in our sins, but that wouldn’t build us up.    Christ used his freedom to save us, so too we use our freedom for the saving of others others and in that we are imitators of Christ.

