IDOL-FOOD, IDOLATRY AND ETHICS IN PAUL*
David G. Horrell

Introduction
In Paul‘s earliest letter, his brief summary of the Thessalonians‘ response to the
gospel describes how they ‗turned to God from idols‘ (1 Thess 1.9). This phrase forms
part of what Howard Marshall calls ‗a classic description of what it meant for a group
of Gentiles to become Christians‘.1 Whether the phrasing is Paul‘s or that of his
predecessors in the Gentile mission — a matter of some discussion — is not crucial
for our purposes here: it seems certain that Paul shares with other early Christian
missionaries the conviction that conversion for Gentiles entails ‗turning from idols‘.
Elsewhere, Paul describes the fundamental change undergone by Gentile converts in
terms of a past characterised by involvement with ‗dumb idols‘: ‗when you were
Gentiles ()‘ he reminds the Corinthians, ‗you were enticed and led astray
to idols () that could not speak‘ (1 Cor 12.2, NRSV). The
incompatibility of ‗the temple of God‘ and ‗idols‘ is forcefully stressed in 2 Cor 6.16,
while in a number of places ‗idolaters‘ () or ‗idolatry‘
() are included in lists of types of sinner or sin: those
who are guilty of idolatry, Paul warns, will not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor 6.9;
Gal 5.20; cf. 1 Cor 5.10-11).
In fact, nineteen of the thirty-two New Testament uses of words from the
- word-group — , ,
,  and
 — are in the seven undisputed letters of Paul,2 not to
mention passages like Rom 1.19-32, where idolatry is clearly a key theme in the story
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of humanity‘s turn from God (note v.23), though the word-group itself is not used.
Other clusters are in Acts, in passages citing the Apostolic Decree (15.20, 29; 21.25;
see also 7.41), and in Revelation (2.14; 2.20; 9.20; 21.8; 22.15). Most of Paul‘s uses
(fifteen) are clustered in 1 Corinthians, especially in chapters 8–10, the section on
, where eleven of the Pauline occurrences are found, five
being occurrences of the word .
It is clear that Paul‘s treatment of idols and idolatry is, like that of the New
Testament generally, firmly rooted in the biblical tradition. The word
, in Greek literature generally, has a wide range of meanings,
including image, representation, ghost, unreal thing, and is used, as Derek Newton
notes, ‗in a positive, neutral, or merely factual manner... [and] [o]nly very rarely… to
indicate a representation of the divine… It indicated something which was an image
or representation of a real thing but not the real thing itself‘.3 The Septuagint uses
 to translate a range of Hebrew words in various contexts.4 Of
particular influence, of course, are the Torah‘s prohibitions against making idols or
images, where various Hebrew terms are translated by  in the LXX,5
along with the warnings and threats against those among the people who refuse to
obey the LORD and who turn to idols (e.g. Lev 26.30; Deut 32.19-21; 2 Kings 17.912) and the violent or ridiculing polemic against the idols of other nations (e.g. Num
33.52; Deut 29.16; Isa 46.1ff.6). Worshipping idols or images is plainly prohibited for
the people of God (cf. Psa 97.7; Dan 3.1-18; Bel 1.5). This is essentially the
perspective on idols and idolatry that Paul shares, along with other Jewish writings
from before and around his time (e.g. Wis Sol 13.1ff.; 1 Macc 1.41-64, Bel 1.1ff.
etc.).7
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The word for idol food,  — literally, ‗something
sacrificed to an idol‘ — which recurs frequently throughout 1 Cor 8–10 does not,
however, occur in pre-Pauline literature and may be a word of Christian coinage.8
There are clear precursors and near equivalents, however, in phrases like
 (Num 25.2; cf. Exod 34.15;
Lev 17.7). The only precisely relevant Septuagint text is 4 Macc 5.2, which may well
post-date Paul‘s letters.9 The text describes Antiochus compelling every Hebrew ‗to
eat pork and food sacrificed to idols‘
();
elsewhere in 4 Maccabees the verb  (to eat defiling food) is
used (4 Macc 5.3, 19, 25; 8.2, 12, 29; 11.16; 13.2). As in 4 Maccabees, characteristic
of many Jewish writings is the conjunction of concerns about idolatry and about
unclean food.10
Idols, idolatry and idol-food: 1 Corinthians 8–10
However, while it is clear that ‗turning from idols‘ is definitive of Gentile conversion,
and that ‗idolatry‘ belongs in a list of key vices excluded from the kingdom, it is only
in 1 Corinthians 8–10 that we gain any concrete view of what, in Paul‘s view, ‗turning
from idols‘ might mean. Here Paul responds in some detail to an issue most likely
raised by the Corinthians, ‗concerning idol-food‘
( – 1 Cor 8.1).11
This long and complex passage raises many difficulties and has been much
discussed.12 At least some of the scholarly discussion is generated by the key
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difficulty of discerning exactly what Paul‘s stance was regarding the eating of idolfood and participating in non-Christian meals and cultic acts in various settings. The
diversity of scholarly views at least reveals for certain that Paul‘s instruction is less
than crystal clear on these matters! There are also difficulties arising from the
apparent contrasts between different sections of the passage: chapter 8 and the latter
parts of chapter 10 (10.23ff) seem at least theoretically to accept a Christian‘s right to
eat idol-food, even in an , while 10.1-22 is full of stern
warnings against idolatry. And chapter 9 appears in some respects a digression from
the main topic. These literary difficulties have led to various partition hypotheses, in
which certain sections of the passage are assigned to different letters;13 and to a range
of studies which leave some parts of the passage out of consideration.14 Most recent
work, however, has affirmed the unity of the passage, and indeed of 1 Corinthians as a
whole, a conclusion with which I fully concur.15
The challenge to interpreters, then, is to understand the complex argument of
the whole passage, and the relations of its various parts. Since I have previously
published a detailed exegetical study of this text,16 I shall avoid repeating that work
here and will restrict myself to drawing out some key points concerning Paul‘s
instructions on the issue of idolatry and idol-food.17
One of the things that makes this passage interesting and important in
revealing the character of Pauline ethics is its focus on relational concerns as crucial
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to moral decisions: in a situation where different (and permissible) convictions are
held, an orientation to the interests of the other is fundamental. However, Paul does
set down some absolute, as well as some relational, instructions in this passage. There
are two clear imperatives, one permissive, one prohibitive, which establish absolute
limits for conduct.
The permissive imperative is to ‗eat everything sold in the market without
making enquiries to reach a judgment because of conscience‘,18 an instruction given
scriptural justification through the immediately following citation of Psa 24.1 (10.2526). No concessions are made to the possible concerns or sensibilities of others.19
Here there is an absolute limit on the extent to which the concerns of others,
elsewhere in this passage so crucially determinative, can be allowed to control one‘s
freedom. But the Christian‘s own self-awareness, or moral consciousness — perhaps
the best renderings of  — is not to be an issue in such matters
either.20 The instruction certainly concerns a real and everyday situation for the
Corinthians; the existence of at least one meat and fish market in Corinth in Paul‘s
time is confirmed by inscriptional evidence, although the location of this macellum is
not entirely certain.21 Contrary to some earlier suggestions, still supported by some, it
does not seem likely that virtually all meat on sale would have come from sacrificial

18

A.C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (NIGTC; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000)

779, translates , ‗without asking about it to reach a
judgment‘; see his comments on p. 785. On  see n.20 below.
19

The instruction in v.28 to desist from eating if someone mentions the origins of the food seems most

likely to be linked only with the immediately preceding scenario in v.27, on which see below, and not
with v.25 also. Verses 27 and 28 describe a situation in hypothetical terms (though an entirely realistic
and likely one) — …
… — while v.25 gives a
straightforward imperative.
20

Cf. Thiselton, Corinthians, 785. For further literature on this term, see D.G. Horrell, The Social

Ethos of the Corinthian Correspondence (SNTW; Edinburgh: T&TClark, 1996) 147 n.110.
21

Cf. C.K. Williams II ‗Roman Corinth as a Commercial Center‘, in T.E. Gregory (ed.), The Corinthia

in the Roman Period (JRASup 8; Ann Arbor, MI: JRA, 1994) 31-46, at pp. 39-46. For the relevant
inscriptions, see A.B. West, Corinth 8.2: Latin Inscriptions 1896-1926 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1931) §§124-125, pp. 100-104; J.H. Kent, Corinth 8.3: The Inscriptions 1926-50
(Princeton, NJ: ASCSA, 1966) §321 (pp. 127-28).

6
offerings and thus counted as .22 Nevertheless, Paul‘s
instruction is unequivocal — note the emphatic  and the imperative
 — no food need be regarded as unclean or unacceptable for the
Christian.
The prohibitive imperative is to ‗flee from idolatry‘ (10.14). It is important to
note the word Paul uses here: not  but
. Worship of idols is clearly prohibited, but what is left
unclear is when, if at all, eating  per se constitutes
idolatry.23 Had Paul meant plainly to prohibit the eating of idol-food he could have
done so quite simply, thus making his instruction on the matter clear to the
Corinthians and other early Christians24 and depriving modern scholars of one
interpretative conundrum. A phrase such as is used in Did 6.3 would have been
unambiguous: ‗keep strictly from that which is offered to idols‘
(
). But he did not. Hence we are left with the difficult task of
determining how this prohibition against idolatry, and the wider section of warning in
which it is located (10.1-22), relates to the apparently more permissive instruction
elsewhere in chapters 8 and 10.
Derek Newton‘s detailed study of the socio-historical background to the issue
of sacrificial food at Corinth offers new and significant illumination here. Most
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scholars have been unable to see how there could be any difference between eating in
a temple setting, as depicted in chapter 8, and participating in the table of demons, as
depicted, and apparently prohibited, in 10.1-22.25 In terms of the activity depicted in
chapter 8, ‗reclining ‘, Newton shows what a variety
of settings could be included in such a designation, and how those partaking in meals
in such contexts might or might not be eating food that had been directly taken from
the sacrificial act.26 In many cases, only a small group of worshippers or cultic
officials took part in the sacrificial act and ate of the sacrificial offerings; others might
eat other food, and might do so in adjacent rooms, or in the open air, or in other
settings which evinced no close connection with the cultic act itself.27 In 10.1-22,
Newton argues, a different degree of participation is in view. Here Paul talks of those
who participate in sacrifice (note ; 10.20) and share ‗the table of
‘ (10.21); ‗Paul‘s emphasis is thus very much on those involved
in the actual act of making and eating sacrifices‘.28 Thus the difference between the
two sections of the passage is that ‗1 Corinthians 8 dealt with the issue of temple
eating, whereas 1 Cor. 10.1-22 tackled the problem of actual sacrificial acts
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accompanied by eating‘.29 This latter case represents the level of participation which
Paul without exception prohibits.30
Inside the limits framed by these instructions are situations where it is the
concerns of the other which are crucial: there is no absolute or intrinsic reason why
certain actions are sinful, but they should be avoided if they are a cause of stumbling
to others. In this category there appear to be two activities about which Paul gives
instruction, which may or may not overlap in any given case.
One activity is that of eating , in settings that may
include an  (8.10: the verb ,
reclining, implies the activity of dining/eating). Here, Paul essentially accepts as
legitimate the theological principles by which the so-called ‗strong‘ justify their
freedom to eat idol-food — ‗there is no idol in the world and there is no God but one‘
(8.4) — and thus agrees that they have a legitimate  to act in this
way. But the exercise of this  is very firmly limited by the
offence it may cause to the weak. This ‗offence‘ or ‗stumbling‘, it should be noted, is
not to be understood in terms of their being outraged or angered by the conduct of the
strong, but rather that they too may be emboldened to eat idol-food even though their
weak consciousness connects such food closely with an idol (8.7-10). As in Rom
14.23 whether a practice is ethically legitimate or not can depend, it seems, on the
stance of the actor: ‗everything that is not from faith is sin.‘ The danger, as Paul
perceives it, is that the weak will be led to destruction by the boldness of the strong,
and this act of causing the destruction of ‗an  for whom Christ
died‘ (8.11) amounts to a ‗sin against Christ‘ (8.12) — a phrase of stern warning
which Paul uses only here in his letters.31 Only by accepting that Paul regards the
 of the strong as entirely legitimate, yet nevertheless calls for it to
be renounced out of concern for the weak, can we make proper sense of chapter 9
within the wider argument. In this somewhat digressive yet crucial section, after
insisting firmly and somewhat defensively that he is a genuine apostle (9.1-3) — an
essential basis for the argument that follows — Paul proceeds to pile up reasons to
29
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justify the legitimacy of his right to material support from the church. Arguments
from everyday life, from scripture, from temple and cult, and even — climactically —
from a command of the Lord, all combine to demonstrate that Paul has a right, an
, which is unquestionably legitimate (9.7-14). Yet Paul sets aside
his right for the sake of the gospel, and particularly for the sake of the weak, enslaving
himself to all, and hyperbolically asserts that he would rather die than be deprived of
his boast in this regard (9.15-23).32 This, then, is the imitation to which Paul calls the
Corinthian strong at the end of the whole passage and which he sees as an imitation of
Christ (11.1). They may have the ‗right‘ to eat idol food but must be prepared to set
this right aside out of concern for others, especially for their ‗weaker‘ siblings in the
church.
A second activity is attending dinners or banquets when invited by an
unbeliever (10.27-29). In attempting to understand the relationship between the
various sections of 1 Cor 8–10, especially between 10.1-22 and the material in chapter
8 and later in 10, many scholars regard these invitations as those to a private home
and see 10.1-22 as concerned with, and prohibiting, any meals in temple settings.33
However, there is nothing explicit to indicate such a delimitation, and as Newton has
shown, not all eating in the context of an  need fall into the
category of participating in cultic sacrifice, despite the assumptions of most scholars
to the contrary. Given too that Paul does not dispute in absolute terms the legitimacy
of eating  and even reclining
, and given the widespread use of temples and their
wider precincts (not to mention other places that might also count as
) for social, economic, political and religious purposes, it is
quite possible that various kinds of social and celebratory occasions at both private
homes and in more public settings are in view.34 As Wolfgang Schrage notes, this
rather wider interpretation of the contexts that are included here makes better sense of
32
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the reticence Paul expresses in the phrase ‗and [if] you wish to go‘
(), which contrasts with the
straightforward and unqualified imperative expressed in 10.25; ‗because here the
limits of what is permitted threaten to become rather blurred‘.35 However, as in the
case already outlined by Paul in chapter 8, here too it is the consciousness of the other
which is crucial for determining legitimate practice. If someone points out that the
food is  — a more positive term, denoting something
‗offered in sacrifice‘, than the implicitly negative  — then
one should desist from eating, not for the sake of one‘s own consciousness, but that of
the other. It is difficult to determine whether this hypothetical ‗someone‘ () is a
Christian or a non-Christian,36 but if the latter may at least be included among those in
view, then unlike in chapter 8, here Paul‘s concerns are with the impact of Christians‘
actions outside as well as inside the church (see further below).
In practice, then, in both of these cases, Paul‘s instruction (if heeded) could
well be to restrict Christians‘ conscious eating of idol-food and their full participation
in meals with unbelievers where such food would be served. But it is important to
stress that any such avoidance is entirely conditional on the awareness or concerns of
others and does not rest on any intrinsic grounds related to the action itself. Moreover,
in each case the scenario of others being harmed or imparting information is depicted
as a hypothetical situation: a real possibility, but not one to be assumed as routine or
inevitable.37 Since the so-called ‗weak‘ appear to be a reality in the congregation at
Corinth, pace John Hurd and Peter Gooch,38 the presence of people on any given
occasion who might be caused to stumble by the strong‘s actions, or might point out
that some food was ‗sacrificed food‘, is certainly to be reckoned with. Paul thus gives
considerable power to the so-called weak in determining the conduct of the strong:
any member of the community, however insignificant, can embody sufficient reason
for others to forego important social involvement in the city.39 On the other hand,
however, it is important to note that Paul presents no absolute reason why
35

W. Schrage, Der erste Brief an die Korinther (1 Kor 6,12–11,16) (EKKNT 7.2; Zürich &

Neukirchen-Vluyn: Benziger, Neukirchener, 1995) 469.
36

Cf. Horrell, Social Ethos, 147 with n. 109.

37

See 8.10; 10.28; Thiselton, Corinthians, 652, 787.

38

Hurd, Origin, 117-25; Gooch, Dangerous Food, 61-72.

39

See further Horrell, Social Ethos, 148-49.

11
 should be avoided, except in the context of cultic
sacrificial acts; the basis for its avoidance elsewhere is entirely relational.
What, then, are the implications for our understanding of Pauline ethics that
emerge from these various instructions, and from the general Pauline rhetoric against
idolatry? I shall explore these under three headings: relational morality and its
christological basis; identity and boundaries, food and the body; rhetoric and social
practice.
Relational morality and its christological basis
While Paul does appear to set down some absolute limits in terms of what is permitted
and prohibited regarding idolatry and idol food, it is also clear that a substantial
amount of his argument in 1 Cor 8–10 is focused on promoting a form of relational
morality. In other words, the moral practice he urges on the Corinthians is not
specified as some particular stance regarding idol food but rather as a pattern of
relating, a ‗looking to the interests of the other‘ (10.24). It is this ‗other-regard‘ which
is morally imperative. Inside the limits of the absolutes Paul sets down, what is right
or wrong in terms of one‘s conduct cannot be specified in absolute or abstract terms
relating to the substantive issue of idol food, but only in terms of relational moral
imperatives which encapsulate one‘s duties in relation to the others with whom one is
placed.
These relational moral imperatives have a clear christological grounding: it is
the identity of the ‗other‘ as a sister or brother for whom Christ died (8.11) that
renders any action that leads to their destruction as a ‗sin against Christ‘ (8.12) — an
extremely strong indication of its seriousness. And it is Christ‘s self-giving for others,
his taking the form of a slave and humbling himself even to death, that evidently
provides the paradigm for Paul‘s practice of renouncing his own rights, becoming
weak and slave-like, for the sake of the gospel and in imitation of Christ (9.15-19;
11.1 etc.). This pattern of conduct is one to which he calls the Corinthian ‗strong‘,
urging them to place a christologically-grounded concern for others above any
theologically-legitimated rights they may justifiably consider themselves to have.40
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Given this major focus on an ‗other-regarding‘ morality, those who focus on
attempting to elucidate ‗Paul‘s position regarding idol food‘,41 whatever their
conclusions, fail to appreciate one of the key features of Paul‘s moral argument here.
In trying to pin down clearly what Paul thought about the rights and wrongs of eating
idol food, it is all too easy to ignore the extent to which Paul refuses to approach the
issue in this way.42 To be sure, there are some reasonably clear absolutes, which Paul
legitimates and undergirds theologically (10.26) and christologically (10.16-17), but
much of his argument is based on the presumption that ‗right‘ practice can only be
determined in relation to the context of human relationships in which one is
enmeshed, the possible injury that one‘s actions may cause to others. Even if this
communal context were to be such that eating idol food would often need to be
avoided, it is nonetheless important to appreciate the basis on which Paul argues for
its (conditional) avoidance and the relational concerns on which he focuses. Also
worth noting is that while Paul‘s concerns are very much focused on the others within
the church, they are not exclusively so: seeking the benefit of ‗the many‘ outside the
community is also imperative (10.32-33). The significance of this is something to
which we shall return.
Identity and boundaries, food and the body
Given the clear indications that turning from idols is for Paul definitive of Gentile
conversion, and in view of the treatment of practical issues concerning idol food and
idolatry in 1 Cor 8–10, we may ask: How are the Corinthians to ‗mark‘ their transfer
from the worship of idols to the service of the one true God, to indicate to themselves
and to the world their distinctive identity as those ‗called‘ by God? Or, to put the issue
in broader terms, how does Paul envisage that the boundaries of the church are to be
maintained, the identity of its members confirmed and sustained?
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One of the major contributions of the anthropologist Frederick Barth in his
work on ethnic groups and boundaries was to insist, on the basis of wide ranging
empirical studies, that ethnic identities and distinctions
do not depend on an absence of mobility, contact and information but do entail
social processes of exclusion and incorporation whereby discrete categories
are maintained despite changing participation and membership in the course of
individual life histories.43
Previous studies of ethnicity, in Barth‘s view, had begged ‗all the critical questions‘
by assuming that ‗boundary maintenance‘ was ‗unproblematical‘ and followed from
the isolation which the key characteristics of ethnic identity were taken to imply:
‗racial difference, cultural difference, social separation and language barriers‘.44 Barth
argued that only ‗some cultural features are used by the actors as signals and emblems
of differences, others are ignored, and in some relationships radical differences are
played down and denied‘.45 In other words, the maintenance of distinct identity does
not depend on distinctiveness or, still less, isolation in all aspects of social life, but
only in certain areas which are taken to be definitive and salient. Barth divides such
key signals of difference into two main categories, ‗overt signals or signs‘, such as
dress, language, house-form, etc., and ‗basic value orientations‘, ‗the standards of
morality and excellence by which performance is judged‘.46 The persistence of ethnic
groups does not imply or require an absence of interaction with other groups; it does
imply ‗not only criteria and signals for identification, but also a structuring of
interaction which allows the persistence of cultural differences‘.47
Clearly, Barth‘s ideas cannot be unproblematically applied to the early
Christian groups as Paul portrays them, which are not exactly ‗ethnic‘ groups in the
usual sense, not being ‗largely biologically self-perpetuating‘48 and with their
members remaining conscious of possessing other ethnic identities that continue in
some sense to inform their sense of self-identity (in Paul‘s case, see Rom 9.3; 2 Cor
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11.22; Gal 2.15). At this early stage, a sense of ‗Christian‘ identity is only beginning
to develop and solidify, and that ‗Christian‘ identity in any case owes a great deal, of
course, to the Jewish traditions out of which it grew.49 However, Barth‘s reflections
are relevant insofar as they concern ethnic groups as ‗a form of social organization‘ in
which the ‗critical feature‘ is that the group ‗has a membership which identifies itself,
and is identified by others, as constituting a category distinguishable from other
categories of the same order‘, what Barth calls ‗the characteristic of self-ascription
and ascription by others‘. ‗A categorical ascription‘, he continues, ‗is an ethnic
ascription when it classifies a person in terms of his basic, most general identity,
presumptively determined by his origin and background.‘50 While early ‗Christian‘
identity, associated with a newly founded movement requiring voluntary conversion
to join, is not ‗determined by origin and background‘, it is, at least as Paul sees it,
one‘s ‗basic, most general, identity‘: being ‗in Christ‘ fundamentally describes one‘s
identity and establishes the boundary between insider and outsider (1 Cor 7.39; 12.1213; 2 Cor 5.17; 12.2; Gal 3.26-29 etc.); other identity descriptors are relativised or
negated (cf. 1 Cor 7.19; Gal 5.6; Phil 3.4-8 etc.).51
But if it is, at least in Paul‘s terms, being ‗in Christ‘ that crucially demarcates
and identifies Christians as a distinct human group, an ethnic-religious ‗category‘,
then what are the cultural features — the ‗overt signals‘ or ‗basic value orientations‘
— that are taken to be significant, ‗organizationally relevant‘?52
Paul sets out a distinction of principle, making clear that food is not a relevant
marker of group-distinctiveness while the body is; or in ethical terms, that food per se
is morally irrelevant while the body is highly relevant.53 The clearest expression of
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this notion is in 1 Cor 6.13, where food and the body are contrasted. In 1 Cor 8.8 Paul
also insists on the insignificance of food. Such phrases are often regarded as
containing quotations from the Corinthians;54 but even if this is the case, Paul does
not disagree with the phrases he writes, though he may add to them, or qualify them
(cf. also 6.12; 10.23). It is notable that Paul does not negate any of these so-called
Corinthian slogans with his characteristic  (Rom 3.4, 6,
31; 1 Cor 6.15; Gal 2.17, etc.).
In the case of 1 Cor 6 Paul wants to stress that sexual immorality matters
ethically, because it is something done in the body, and the individual‘s body is a
member of Christ‘s body.55 A sexually immoral union is incompatible with union
with Christ. One does not have to think for long to pick holes in Paul‘s logic: the
stomach is also part of the body, so one could equally well make a case that allowing
unclean food to contaminate the body (via the stomach) is incompatible with the
body‘s union with Christ. Nor does Paul‘s argument demonstrate why sex with a
 is wrong; it merely proceeds on this assumption. The parallel drawn
between sexual union and union with Christ could serve as an argument against all
sexual activity and certainly against union with an unbeliever. But although Paul‘s
views on sex show some leaning towards asceticism (7.34) he does not wish to pursue
the logic this far. Rather, because sex with a prostitute is sinful (for reasons Paul does
not elucidate), uniting one‘s body with her is incompatible with union with Christ,
whereas union with one‘s wife or husband, whether believer or unbeliever, is not (7.45, 12-13).
The forceful and clear imperative of 6.18,
, is closely parallel with a key
imperative in 10.14:
.
Indeed, there are some notable parallels in terms of the arguments Paul makes.56
Idolatry is fundamentally wrong because it involves  with
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,57 a participation at their table, which is incompatible with
belonging to the body of Christ. Participation in the Lord‘s supper is a
 in the blood and body of Christ, the bread in particular a
demonstration of the identity of the Christian congregation as ‗one body‘ (10.17). Far
from the rites of Christian belonging, baptism and Lord‘s supper, protecting the
Corinthians against danger, they imply a requirement of loyalty, an avoidance of any
competing or incompatible participation, with the threat of punishment arising from
divine jealousy (10.1-13, 22). Indeed, the Corinthians‘ failure with regard to the
Lord‘s supper can be summarised as a failure to ‗discern the body‘ (11.29), a failure
to appreciate the identity of the community as the body of Christ, demonstrated as it
shares the bread which is the body of Christ.58
In terms of ‗overt signals‘ or ‗basic value orientations‘, then, it is the
christologically-grounded notions of participation in the body and of self-giving for
others that function for Paul as key bases for distinctive Christian values and practice
and which undergird the construction of distinct group-identity and boundaries
between inside and outside. These are signalled positively through participation in
baptism, which marks incorporation into the body, and in the Lord‘s Supper, which
confirms and reaffirms the members‘ participation in Christ, specifically in his body
and blood, and negatively through the avoidance of what are seen as competing
unions, whether in the realm of sex or of idolatry. In terms of actions which are in
themselves morally neutral, notably those regarding food, there is a general principle
of not causing offence to anyone (1 Cor 10.32; 1 Thess 4.12) and especially to one‘s
; seeking the benefit of others can require a sacrificial
renunciation of one‘s own rights, in imitation of Christ.
Idol food, then, is in an ambiguous category and hence receives somewhat
ambivalent treatment in Paul‘s discussion. Insofar as it is food, it is, in itself, though
not necessarily in its consequences and its impact on others, morally neutral (1 Cor
8.8; Rom 14.14). But insofar as it is idol worship, seen as participation in a
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 incompatible with union with Christ,59 then it is dangerous, and
forbidden.
In one sense, then, with his focus on the body and on preserving its purity (cf.
5.7) Paul well exemplifies Mary Douglas‘s view that the human body serves as a
symbol of society. Concern for the boundaries of the body, for the substances which
enter and exit from its orifices, Douglas argues, mirrors a wider social concern for the
(often precarious) boundaries of society.60 Yet in terms of this model Paul is
surprising for his lack of concern about food, simply declaring all foods ‗clean‘ (Rom
14.20) for the one with faith to regard them so. Returning to Barth, it appears that
Paul does not regard food per se, even food that may have been offered to idols, as an
area of cultural practice in which the Christian groups are to indicate their distinctive
identity.
Rhetoric and social practice
This raises the wider question as to how the distinct identity so strongly affirmed by
Paul and signalled on the basis of certain values and practices impinges on and shapes
the social interaction of members of the Christian communities. Specifically, I am
interested in the relationship between what we may call the rhetoric against idolatry
on the one hand and the implications for social practice on the other.
A number of scholars have recently suggested that the Corinthian Christians
are rather comfortably and unproblematically integrated within their wider society and
that part of Paul‘s aim in 1 Corinthians is to draw boundaries more tightly around the
church. John Barclay‘s article on ‗Thessalonica and Corinth‘ has been an important
stimulus to such views. In contrast to the Thessalonians, Barclay sees the Corinthian
church as characterised by an ‗absence of conflict in the relationship between
Christians and ―outsiders‖‘. ‗Paul is somewhat uneasy about the degree of integration
which the Corinthian Christians enjoy… he has a much more sectarian and separatist
expectation of the social standing of the church‘.61 More recently Edward Adams
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argues on similar lines that the ‗dominant issue‘ in 1 Corinthians is that of group
boundaries: the Corinthians define the lines of demarcation between church and
society too loosely for Paul, and ‗1 Corinthians may be interpreted as a sustained
attempt by Paul to strengthen the social and ideological boundaries of the church‘.62
However, it is important to do justice to a distinction between Paul‘s rhetoric
and the social practice which he encourages, or, in Adams‘ terms, between ‗social‘
and ‗ideological‘ boundaries. Certainly it is clear, in rhetorical or ideological terms,
that Paul draws a stark distinction between the church and the world, the former
inhabited by those who have turned from idols to serve the one true God and who
have been washed clean in baptism; the latter characterised by those who are
idolaters, sexually immoral, greedy, and so on. Paul can express a strong appeal for
separation (2 Cor 6.17, based on Isa 52.11 and Ezek 20.34). Indeed, despite the
variations among Paul‘s letters, he consistently reflects the assumption that the
Gentile world is one of idolatry and immorality, in stark contrast to the Christian
communities, whose members are holy, elect, and washed clean from the dirt of the
world.63 This draws a clear identity-distinction between Christians and the Gentile
world.
Yet we must also consider how this identity-defining rhetoric translates into
social practice, where, interestingly, the degree of distinction seems somewhat less,
the boundaries between church and world less tightly drawn, than the rhetoric might
lead us to expect. Here the nature of Paul‘s arguments in 1 Corinthians 8-10, so
strongly orientated to the interests and concerns of the other, makes it difficult to be
precise. The two absolute instructions which frame Paul‘s more relationally-orientated
advice suggest certain clear limits and opportunities. Christians may eat whatever they
like from the market, without worrying about its origins or idolatrous connections, so
in this context their social interaction and participation is entirely open. They are
forbidden, however, from direct involvement in Gentile cultic sacrifice, so here a
strict limit on social involvement is placed. Other situations are placed under the
62
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rubric of not causing offence to others, especially to those within the church of God
(10.32), so cannot be categorically ruled in or out on their own intrinsic terms. Eating
 or at a variety of meals hosted by unbelievers is
theoretically permissible, but must be curtailed if others raise concerns, for the sake of
those others; and whatever is served at such meals may be eaten, unless someone
present points out the sacrificial connections of some dish or other. In some sense
Paul has therefore left open, at least in terms of their inherent ethical acceptability, a
considerable range of occasions for social interaction with those outside the church,
yet at the same time has insisted that those opportunities must be renounced if they
are a cause of stumbling to any member of the church, however socially insignificant
— not causing  to stumble is a higher ethical priority than
continuing interaction with outsiders.
While concern for other members of the church is paramount, and despite the
strong rhetoric against idolatry, Paul also makes explicit a concern for smooth
relations with all, outside as well as inside the church (9.19-22; 10.32-33). Part of his
concluding exhortation is the instruction to be
 …

 (10.32). It is often noted that this formulation already
expresses embryonically the notion that would later develop into the explicit
description of Christians as a third race, sociologically distinct from both Jews and
Greeks.64 But the expressed desire for peaceful co-existence with outsiders is less
frequently discussed (cf. 1 Thess 4.12). In this particular context Paul‘s comment may
reflect his sense in dealing with the idol-food dilemma that he is treading an awkward
path amidst the customs and convictions of various groups and that his ideal would be
for Christians‘ practice in this regard to offend no one (see esp. v.33). This brief
instruction clearly echoes Paul‘s earlier and more famous description of his
accommodatory missionary stance, becoming all things to all people (9.19-22) and is
explicitly part of the imitation to which he calls the Corinthians (10.32–11.1). Acting
so as not to cause offence to others within the church has been a dominant theme
throughout the passage. But it may also have been part of Paul‘s aim — however
64
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unrealistic — to encourage the Corinthians to act with regard to idolatry and idol-food
in such a way that they accommodated themselves as far as possible to those among
whom they lived, and did not offend either their Jewish or their Greek neighbours;
hence, perhaps, Paul‘s solution of eating whatever is served at meals, unless anyone
points out that it is sacrificial food. That this could imply a rather flexible, even (to
some) offensively vacillating practice with regard to food should not cause surprise,
in view of Paul‘s own description of his variously being to the Jews ‗like a Jew‘ (note
the ) and to those outside the law, , an indication that
his identity and practice are no longer defined by these categories, but rather by a
‗being in Christ‘ which Paul understands to demand precisely this chameleon-like
flexibility, with its missionary and community-building purpose (9.19-23).
Further relevant and important material on the relationship between rhetoric
and social practice emerges in 1 Corinthians 5. In the context of pronouncing
judgement on a ‗brother‘ who has committed gross sexual immorality, of a kind not
tolerated among Jews or Gentiles, Paul urges the Corinthians not even to eat with
such a person. Paul here refers back to his earlier letter (5.9), which evidently warned
the Corinthians not to ‗mix‘ with the sexually immoral and other sinners. The stark
warnings in 2 Cor 6.14-7.1 against being ‗yoked‘ with unbelievers, and about the
incompatibilities of light and dark, could exemplify the kind of material Paul wrote,65
even though it is difficult (but not impossible) to envisage how a fragment of this
former letter could end up in the middle of 2 Corinthians. In any case, Paul now
makes clear that he did not mean them to avoid contact with these immoral people in
the world, ‗since then you would need to come out of the world‘ (5.10). He evidently
does not envisage the church as a community with boundaries closed to social
interaction with the sexually immoral, the idolaters, etc. Rather, what he objects to is
social interaction with a fellow Christian who by their sinful conduct reveals their
identity to be other than truly Christian: the sinner here is ‗named‘ a ‗brother‘
() but he is actually a
 (5.11) — note that it is types of person, not types of sin, that are
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listed here.66 It is people such as this, rather than outsiders, who are a dangerous threat
to the holiness of the church.
Mary Douglas‘s well-known reflections on ‗dirt‘ are apposite here: ‗dirt is
essentially disorder. There is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the
beholder.‘67 The classification of things as dirty or clean, Douglas argues, represents a
human attempt to order and structure experience. Dirt is matter which is out of place,
which has transgressed a boundary and thus threatens to pollute. So in 1 Corinthians
5, the brother who is actually a  threatens to pollute the whole church
(5.6-7); he does not belong in the community and must be expelled (5.13). Fellowship
with such persons, even eating with them, is to be avoided; but by implication, social
interaction, including commensality, with ‗sinners‘ outside the church does not raise
the same problems of contamination.
It is notable that this is the only case where the conduct Paul criticises is so
bad that it ‗redefines‘ the identity of the offender such that he no longer belongs in the
community of the church (though even here some hope for the man‘s final salvation
remains [5.5]). From the point of view of Pauline ethics this is interesting because the
man‘s actions are such as to be regarded as unacceptable from the perspectives of
Roman law and Jewish tradition as well as from Paul‘s Christian point of view (cf.
5.1).68 In other words, the action which is so bad as to require expulsion from the
church is action which Paul‘s wider society agrees in defining as sinful — so while
the rhetoric with which Paul‘s judgment is expressed is based on the notion of the
church as a pure entity from which polluting evil must be expelled, the moral
judgment is one which conforms to that of the wider society and does not set ‗church‘
in contrast to ‗world‘.
Other material worth noting includes the highly positive theological grounds
Paul offers for remaining in ‗mixed‘ marriages (1 Cor 7.12-16): children in such
marriages are sanctified by the Christian spouse and there is always the hope of the
other partner‘s salvation. Certainly there is no need for Christians to withdraw from
such relationships. Endogamy, marriage to another believer, is the preferable course
of action, given the choice (1 Cor 7.39), but the rejection of divorce forms a higher
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ethical principle than the ideal of unions only among those who belong to Christ. It is
interesting too that Paul envisages unbelievers being present during the church‘s
worship meetings (1 Cor 14.23), an important though neglected indication that these
were not expected to be the meetings of an entirely exclusivist sect.
In a nutshell, Paul effectively says, ‗you are a pure and holy community, and
the world is full of wicked, idolatrous people… but of course you can still go and
share meals with them, remain married to them, and generally accommodate
yourselves to the world so as not to cause offence‘. Within certain rather wide but
important absolute limits, this social interaction is limited above all by an over-riding
concern for the well-being of others, fellow believers in particular, for whose sake
extreme renunciation may be called for.
This conjunction of strong and stark ideological distinction and relatively open
social interaction might to some extent be illuminated using the distinctions John
Barclay draws between assimilation, acculturation, and accommodation. When related
to diaspora Jews, including Paul, these represent respectively the extent of social
interaction with Gentiles (assimilation); the degree of Hellenistic linguistic,
educational, and cultural influence (acculturation); and the use to which acculturation
was put, with either integrative and oppositional tendencies (accommodation).
Because of his extensive and intimate contacts with Gentiles, Paul ranks high on the
scale of assimilation; but because of his scripturally-based and apocalypticallystrengthened portrayal of the Gentile world in starkly negative terms he ranks low in
terms of accommodation, presenting an antagonistic stance towards Gentile culture.69
However, viewing Paul from the perspective of diaspora Judaism, it is mainly the
contacts Paul enjoys with Gentile Christians which Barclay adduces as evidence for
this high assimilation.70 Yet, as Barclay notes, from Paul‘s perspective this high
degree of intimate contact is explained by the fact that Paul moves ‗the chosen few
among the Gentiles into territory traditionally ascribed to Jews‘ — they are now
children of Abraham, God‘s children, his temple, even the Israel of God, and so on.71
From the point of view of other Jews, it is understandable that this was regarded as a
dangerous and apostasising level of intimacy with Gentiles; but from Paul‘s point of
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view these Gentiles have now become part of the community of God‘s people,
defined as all who are in Christ.
What is striking, however, from the evidence we have surveyed in 1
Corinthians, especially on the idolatry and idol food issues, is the extent to which
Paul‘s starkly antagonistic rhetoric contrasting church and world goes hand in hand
with a policy of quite open interaction with outsiders, albeit circumscribed by certain
clear limits. There is, then, in this case a distinction to be drawn between the rhetoric
which constructs a strong sense of group-identity and distinction, and the ways in
which social interaction is structured. A strong sense of ideological distinction does
not necessarily translate into strongly separatist or antagonistic social practice. Rather,
returning again to Barth, it translates into specific aspects of social practice, defined in
certain ways — for Paul in terms of avoiding incompatible unions — and not into
blanket isolation or antagonism.
Conclusions
In exploring, albeit briefly, Paul‘s general statements about idolatry and his specific
treatment of the issue in 1 Corinthians 8–10, a number of points have emerged that are
significant in understanding Paul‘s ethics. They may be summarised as follows.
(1) While Paul sets some clear and absolute limits in terms of what is
permitted and prohibited regarding idolatry and idol food, much of his focus is on the
relational moral concerns that arise because of the interests and concerns of others,
especially others within the .
(2) Paul bases his arguments on theological, and especially christological
grounds. In substantive terms, Christology provides a basis for Paul‘s focus on the
body, both individual and collective, as the key foundation for group-identity and
distinctiveness, and also for his emphasis on the need for self-giving and other-regard.
(3) In terms of the construction and preservation of a distinct group-identity
food does not serve for Paul as an marker of religio-cultural distinctiveness, while the
body does, specifically as perceived in relation to ideas of union, ,
participation and so on. The group‘s identity is marked on the positive side by the
practices of baptism and Lord‘s supper which initiate and confirm this union, and on
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the negative side by the avoidance of incompatible unions in sexual immorality and
idolatry.
(4) There is in Paul a collocation of on the one hand a strong rhetoric of
difference, with its stark contrasts between the idolatrous world and the pure
, which underpins a strong sense of group-identity and
separation, and on the other hand a concern for accommodation and peaceful
coexistence which permits a considerable degree of social integration and open
interaction.
This last point may bear some moral significance. What Barth relates as an
empirical observation — that distinct ethnic identities can be sustained along with
inter-ethnic interaction and co-operation — is also a pressing moral task, the task of
allowing ethnic and cultural difference to be treasured while at the same time building
human solidarity and reducing inter-ethnic hostility.72 In relation to this task, we
might judge Paul negatively, as someone who rants against a hostile and sinful world
while sharing more of its moral values and participating more in its life than he
admits. Or we might see in Paul, though not, of course, uniquely, some potential for
the co-existence of a strong sense of distinct group identity alongside a considerable
degree of social integration.

72

On this theme in Pauline studies, see D. Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity

(Berkeley & Los Angeles, CA: University of California Press, 1994); D.G. Horrell, ‗Solidarity and
Difference: Pauline Morality in Romans 14–15‘, SCE 15.2 (2002) 60-78.

