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IN DISCERNING GRAY AREAS                                   1 CORINTHIANS 8, 10:1 – 11:1 

This may well be the oddest, strangest Thanksgiving Day any of us will ever celebrate.  

But I want to help all of us get a little better prepared for the big day by having you 

reflect with me for a couple of minutes on this ageless, crucial, all important question:  

what are the best Thanksgiving dinner side dishes?  We all know the turkey is the star 

of the show, but what would the Thanksgiving meal be without those delicious side 

dishes?  What are your favorites?  Well, here is what one survey discovered.  The 

survey says!  Number five is cranberry sauce.  Number four is rolls.  Number three is 

macaroni and cheese.  Number two is the stuffing.  And the number one Thanksgiving 

side dish?  Mashed potatoes!  Did I already lose you for the rest of the message?   

Why am I talking about food today?  Because it’s a significant subject in our Bible text 

this morning.  We’re in the midst of a message series dealing with the entire first letter 

of Paul to the Christians living in the Greek city of Corinth.  The title of the message 

series is “‘In Whatever You Do’: Discovering What It Means To Glorify God.”  In my 

opinion, the key verse in 1 Corinthians is found in 10:31 (NLT), “So, whether you eat or 

drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  Paul wanted these new 

followers of Jesus to see every area of life as an arena where God could be magnified, 

uplifted, honored, and praised appropriately.   

We saw last week that the Corinthians sent Paul a letter that we don’t have access to 

today.  Paul’s response – what we now call 1 Corinthians – was answers to several 

questions or issues that these new believers brought up in their letter to him.  It’s like 

we’re listening in on a phone conversation, but we’re only hearing what the person next 

to us is saying in response to the other person on the call. This morning I’d like to 

explore chapters 8 and 10 to see how they can be relevant and helpful to our lives 

2,000 years later.  In the interests of time, I’d like to read for us now all of chapter 8 and 

just a portion of chapter 10.   

What’s going on there and how is it relevant to your life and mine?  First, we need to 

understand what was going on in Corinth.  Then, we need to ask, “Does any of it apply 

to my life today?  Are there any truths that are transferable to my life today as I try to 

follow Jesus 2,000 years later?”  Corinth was a big city with a lot of pagan temples 

dedicated to several different gods.  A big part of the social scene was to enjoy feasts at 

these temples.  It would be the place where you neighbor’s daughter’s wedding and 

reception would be held, for example.  Much of the food – especially meat dishes – was 

first offered to the god of the temple in an act of worship.  Every adult believer in the 

church in Corinth had been an idol-worshipping pagan before becoming a follower of 

Jesus.  They knew what happened at these temple feasts.  They knew the food was 

sacrificed to the god of the temple in an act of worship and then served to the guests.   

Some of the Corinthian Christians thought it was OK to participate in these temple 

feasts - and the important social interactions they provided - even though they were now 
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followers of Jesus.  On what basis?  They argued that whatever food they ate didn’t 

affect their relationship with God positively or negatively.  Food is irrelevant to pleasing 

or displeasing God.  They also argued that it didn’t matter if the food had been 

dedicated to the temple’s god or to the idol the god represented, because neither the 

idol nor the god it represented was real.  After all, as Christians, we know idols are not 

real because they don’t represent a real god.  There is only, one true God – the Father 

of the Lord Jesus Christ.  But other Christians there in Corinth weren’t so sure.  

Whenever they went to one of these temple feasts, their conscience bothered them 

tremendously.  They felt spiritually unclean.  They felt they were displeasing God.  They 

felt they were being sucked back into the worship of false gods – into idolatry.   

And then something else was going on that was most unfortunate.  Apparently, the 

Christians who had no problem eating at the temple feasts were putting some kind of 

undue pressure on their fellow Christians who had serious reservations to join them at 

these feasts regardless of their feelings.  “Come on, get over it!  You’re not only missing 

out on a great meal, but you’re missing a great opportunity to witness to non-believers.  

Why can’t you grow up and be spiritually mature like me?  Food doesn’t matter to God. 

Those idols don’t represent any real god.  You’re free in Jesus now!”  And, so, some of 

these Christians with a more sensitive conscience were participating in these temple 

feasts against their better judgment, and then feeling very convicted about what they 

were doing.  The situation was creating division and disunity in the church. 

What did Paul have to say?  He agreed that what they ate made no difference to God.  

He said it was fine to eat food bought in the marketplace even if that food had also been 

sacrificed first to some false god.  And if a non-believer invited them over for dinner, the 

food wasn’t somehow tainted even if it, also, had been sacrificed to a god before it was 

served to them.  But he had a big problem with the temple feasts.  On the one hand, he 

agreed neither idols nor the gods they represented were real.  True enough, there is 

only one, true God.  On the other hand, behind every idol was very real demonic beings 

who had enslaved men and women in the worship of false gods for thousands of years.  

To attend these temple feasts meant spiritual interaction with demons as well as direct 

involvement in idolatry.  It was something no Christian had any business participating in 

ever for any reason.  But what ticked Paul off even more were the attitudes of some of 

these Corinthians.  They were so wrong to use their theology to humble and embarrass 

fellow Christians – even if their theology was sort of correct.  They were even more 

wrong to encourage fellow Christians to do anything that violated their conscience in the 

name of being free in Jesus.  Didn’t they realize that loving others and treating them 

with respect was far more important than being right or avoiding legalism?   

So, that’s what chapters 8 and 10 are all about.  Does it have anything to do with our 

lives today?  On the one hand, no.  Is it likely you and I will never be invited to eat food 

sacrificed to idols or participate in feasts at pagan temples in honor of some god that 

doesn’t exist?  Of course not!  On the other hand, these chapters provide a wealth of 

transferable truths that help us understand how to deal with gray areas in our lives.   
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WHAT ARE “GRAY AREAS”? 

What are “gray areas”?  Gray areas are acts or activities that some Christians consider 

to be sinful for all Christians all the time, but other Christians think have no effect on 

pleasing God.  In addition, they usually address how we should live after we’re born 

again, not how to be born again.  In other words, gray areas aren’t usually about our 

salvation – how we first begin a relationship with God – but instead about our behavior 

and lifestyle choices after we become followers of Jesus.  And that will certainly does 

affect the quality of our relationship with God either positively or negatively. 

I grew up in a very conservative Christian environment where a lot of things were 

considered off limits for Christians.  My group didn’t like any gray areas.  They preferred 

just about everything to be black and white.  Here’s a partial list of what was not 

allowed.  Smoking cigarettes and drinking alcohol because they harmed your body 

which is a temple of the Holy Spirit and also because non-Christians smoked and drank.  

Dancing of any kind.  In fact, I had to be excused from square dancing in the third grade 

because my conscience was deeply troubled by an activity that supposedly led straight 

to sexual immorality.  Going to movies or bowling alleys because non-Christians 

enjoyed those activities.  Using ordinary playing cards was discouraged because of its 

association with gambling.  Other card games were deemed OK.  Mixed bathing was 

also off limits.  What’s that?  Boys and girls were not allowed to swim together because 

seeing each other in swimsuits inevitably led to lustful thoughts.  I know some of that 

sounds beyond bizarre to many of you, but it was the religious culture I was born into.    

Then, as I got into ministry, I ran into still other gray areas.  I’ve either been involved in 

or witnessed knock down, in your face “discussions” with fellow Christians on what’s 

appropriate attire to wear to church (not so much anymore, but it sure used to be!), 

whether either traditional or contemporary worship can ever be pleasing to God (may 

God save me from “worship wars”!), what activities are OK to be involved in on Sundays 

because of the commandment about honoring the Sabbath, and whether Christian kids 

can go trick or treating since Halloween supposedly exalts the devil.  There are still 

plenty of gray areas today for Christians.  Now that marijuana can be accessed 

recreationally in some states, is it a sin to use it?  Is it a sin to gamble whether it’s 

buying a lottery ticket or visiting a casino?  A lot of Christians younger than me have 

gotten tattoos.  Did you know the Bible says, “Do not cut your bodies for the dead or put 

tattoo marks on yourselves.  I am the LORD.” (Lev. 19:28 NLT)  How about attending a 

gay wedding?  Does attending a gay wedding mean you are endorsing gay marriage?   

Paul was dealing with a gray area for Christians there in Corinth.  That specific issue – 

eating food sacrificed to idols in pagan temples - will probably never be an issue for us 

today.  So, does that mean we can just ignore 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 as irrelevant for 

us today?  Not at all.  Those chapters provide some key insights into how to think about 

and navigate through our very different - but just as real - gray areas today and 

tomorrow.   Here’s an important question to ask when you’re faced with a gray area.   



4 

 

DOES THE BIBLE SPECIFICALLY CONDEMN A “GRAY AREA” AS BEING 

FOREVER UNACCEPTABLE TO GOD? 

The Bible is always the first and best place to start, because Christians believe 

Scripture is authoritative.  What does that mean?  It’s God’s Word to us and for us.  If it 

says to do something, we do it.  If it says we shouldn’t do something, we don’t.  We 

reject ourselves as a final authority on spiritual truth.  We might not like some of God’s 

rules or they may not all make sense to us; nevertheless, we come under Scripture’s 

authority because it’s a direct and reliable revelation of God’s will and purpose.  If the 

Bible is wrong and can’t be trusted about the morality of this act or that activity, on what 

basis can it be trusted on more important issues like how we’re saved, for example?   

But sometimes we have to discern whether an act or an activity mentioned in Scripture 

still applies to us.  Some examples.  Is it ever OK to tell a lie, to steal, or to be sexually 

immoral?  No, those apply to all Christians at all times.  Is it ever OK to be involved in 

idolatry?  Of course not.  That was part of Paul’s argument about accessing those 

temple feasts.  It meant participating in idolatry which is always and forever wrong for 

Christians.  On the other hand, some things in Scripture no longer apply to us today in 

the same way.  Some Christians say we should continue to honor the Sabbath because 

that’s found in the Ten Commandments; therefore, certain kinds of activities should not 

be done on Sundays.  But Christians don’t observe the Sabbath anymore which was 

and is the Jewish day of worship.  We now set aside the first day of the week – Sundays 

– to worship God.  Furthermore, we read in the New Testament, “So don’t let anyone 

condemn you for what you eat or drink, or for not celebrating certain holy days or new 

moon ceremonies or Sabbaths.” (Col. 2:16 NLT)  I mentioned earlier the verse that 

condemned getting a tattoo.  God forbade tattoos for the people of Israel because back 

then a tattoo was a mark that indicated you were owned by a false god.  Again, it was 

involvement in idolatry.  If the reason you got a tattoo today has nothing to do with 

idolatry, is it OK?  Gray area!  Just because something is permitted or prohibited in the 

Bible doesn’t mean we can or can’t do it today.  We still have to discern and figure it out.   

If an act or activity isn’t mentioned in the Bible at all, we have to be even more careful 

about claiming it’s prohibited for Christians today.  Instead, it’s probably a personal 

opinion.  You’re entitled to it.  But you’re not entitled to make it a law for all other 

Christians.  God is very black and white when He needs to be, so be very careful about 

calling something a sin that God never does.  God is perfectly capable of identifying 

sinful behavior and attitudes without our help.  An example.  I think gambling in any form 

is about the most foolish and stupid activity imaginable.  I can’t gamble myself with a 

clear conscience.  My money belongs to God ultimately.  To squander it gambling is just 

the worst financial stewardship I can imagine.  But even though I know people can get 

addicted to gambling and it can ruin their lives and families, I can’t stand up here and 

say on the authority of God’s Word that every act of gambling is inherently sinful.  Why 

not?  I can’t find a condemnation of it in God’s Word!  I’d really like to, but I can’t!  

Therefore, for me it remains a gray area.  Here’s another question about gray areas. 
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DO A MAKE SHOWING LOVE FOR OTHERS MOST IMPORTANT? 

That’s a major transferable truth in what Paul wrote here.  He implied love is more 

important than being scripturally or logically correct.  “Yes, we know that ‘we all have 

knowledge’ about this issue.  But while knowledge makes us feel important, it is love 

that strengthens the church.” (1 Cor. 8:2 NLT)  When it comes to gray areas, knowing 

the Bible backwards and forwards isn’t enough.  When it comes to gray areas, the most 

carefully constructed rational and logical arguments aren’t enough.  Sometimes 

knowledge can make us arrogant.  We begin to feel superior to those who don’t know 

as much or who can’t articulate clearly why they believe what they do.  Building people 

up and encouraging them is far more important than informing people or correcting their 

theology.  Love is greater than knowledge.  After all, being able to think on an advanced 

level doesn’t make you pleasing to God any more than being intellectually average 

makes you displeasing to God.  Being able to love and accept people in Jesus and 

because of Jesus - keeping harmony and unity intact among believers – these are far 

more precious to God than being some kind of spiritual, all-knowing encyclopedia. 

Paul also said here that love is more important than exercising my freedom in Jesus.  

“But you must be careful so that your freedom does not cause others with a weaker 

conscience to stumble.” (1 Cor. 8:9 NLT)  Living and enjoying our freedom in Jesus is a 

wonderful part of the Christian life, but don’t flaunt your freedom.  Just because 

something is permitted does not mean it’s beneficial.  If you know something you do 

might offend a believer or even a non-believer, don’t shove it down their throat in the 

name of spiritual freedom.  Even worse, never ever encourage a fellow believer to do 

anything that violates their conscience.  “And when you sin against other believers by 

encouraging them to do something they believe is wrong, you are sinning against 

Christ.”  (1 Cor. 8:12 NLT)  There’s nothing gray about doing that! 

By the same token, Paul here and elsewhere implied love is more important than getting 

others to conform to my opinions.  “So why do you condemn another believer?  Why do 

you look down on another believer?  Remember, we will all stand before the judgment 

seat of God.” (Rom. 14:10 NLT)  Sometimes Christians can say, “OK, that area might 

be gray, but what you’re doing offends me.  Therefore, the Bible says stop it.  You’re not 

supposed to offend me.”  That’s misunderstanding what Paul meant by an offense.  He 

meant when you try to get someone to do what their conscience tells them not to do.  

It’s not about someone doing what you think is inappropriate.  We become judgmental 

and legalistic when we think our understanding of gray areas should be imposed on 

other Christians.  If you can’t find it in the Bible, back off.  You’re not being asked to 

accept or condone sin.  Don’t judge other believers on issues the Bible doesn’t address. 

When it comes to gray areas, you are called to accept and relate positively to fellow 

Christians with whom you might disagree.  See it as any opportunity to extend love and 

acceptance.  The Bible says “Therefore, accept each other just as Christ has accepted 

you so that God will be given glory.”  (Rom. 15:7 NLT)  It’s all about glorifying God, 

right?  Here’s another important question about gray areas to ask and try to answer. 
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IS EVERY ACT AND ACTIVITY IN MY LIFE GLORIFYING TO GOD? 

 

We should have that mindset or attitude whenever we’re evaluating a gray area as to 

whether it’s right before God or not.  Will this please God?  Can I do this or be involved 

in this and honor Him fully and well?  Let’s also remember that when it comes to gray 

areas, what is OK or appropriate for one Christian may not be OK or appropriate for 

another Christian.  Here’s a powerful transferable truth about gray areas Paul wrote 

elsewhere, “Blessed are those who don’t feel guilty for doing something they have 

decided is right.  But if you have doubts about whether or not you should eat something, 

you are sinning if you go ahead and do it.  For you are not following your convictions.  If 

you do anything you believe is not right, you are sinning.” (Rom. 14:22-23 NLT)  Let’s 

learn to listen to the Holy Spirit God has given to us.  He may lead you differently than 

me and me differently than you.  That’s OK.     

 

That brings us to the theme verse for all of 1 Corinthians.  “So, whether you eat or drink, 

or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  (1 Cor. 10:31 NLT)  That should be 

our goal every day in everything we do.  Not what can I get away with and still be OK 

with God.  Not what I can dabble in, but not really be guilty of a sin.  But, instead, does 

everything I do – every act, every activity – how I approach it, how I perform it – clearly, 

positively, and absolutely magnify, uplift, and reveal God’s greatness and grace.  Even 

in matters as seemingly mundane as what to eat or drink – yes, even in “gray areas” - 

we can glorify God by how thoughtfully, prayerfully, and sensitively we respond.   Let’s 

allow God’s Word to have the final word on this matter.  “For we don’t live for ourselves 

or die for ourselves.  If we live, it’s to honor the Lord.  And if we die, it’s to honor the 

Lord.  So whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.”  (Rom. 14:7-8 NLT)  

This is Thanksgiving week.  We should take that challenge to glorify God in everything 

and express it in the simple, mundane act of just being thankful every day.  Daily 

gratitude glorifies God.  Denzel Washington is a two-time Academy Award winning 

actor.  Cheryl and I just watched him again this week in one of our favorite Christmas 

movies, “The Preacher's Wife.”  Washington has publicly stated that he reads his Bible 

every day and that he strives to consistently get up and speak of what God has done for 

him.  At a November church banquet a few years ago, he urged his listeners to live in a 

constant attitude of gratitude for God's goodness:  “Give thanks for blessings every day.  

Every day.  Embrace gratitude.  Encourage others.  It is impossible to be grateful and 

hateful at the same time.  I pray that you put your slippers way under your bed at night, 

so that when you wake in the morning you have to start on your knees to find them. And 

while you're down there, say ‘thank you.’ A bad attitude is like a flat tire.  Until you 

change it, you're not going anywhere.”  A good word, Denzel!   

 

Can you be thankful even in the midst of a pandemic?  Yes.  Every day.  Can you be 

thankful in the midst of your own personal, unique challenges and obstacles in life?  

Yes.  Every day.  “So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the 

glory of God.”  (1 Cor. 10:31 NLT)  Happy Thanksgiving!   


