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I will freely admit that for May and most of June I became a “pink hat” Boston Bruins 
fan – a term used to describe people who only started following the team once they 
started winning.  I got sucked into all the hype that surrounded the team, and found 
myself really enjoying being a bandwagon fan for a couple of months.  In particular I 
enjoyed cheering for one of the Bruins:  Tim Thomas, the goalie.  Every time I heard an 
interview with him he came across with a lot of grace, humility and a very down-to-
earth kind of personality.  As a sports fan who has spent (too) many hours watching 
sports and listening to interviews, his humility was striking because it’s so rare to find 
someone who actually comes across that way. 
 
As the Bruins were heading towards the Stanley Cup, they lost Game 5 in a 1-0 defeat.  
Thomas gave up the winning goal in part because he played a very aggressive style, and 
his style led him to give up a soft goal.  When the game was finished, the opposing 
goalie made a comment to the press about how it should have been an easy save, and if 
Thomas played more like he did, he wouldn’t have given up that goal.  Say what you will 
about the opposing goalie’s performance to that point in the series, but it was 
something that he probably knew he shouldn’t have said. 
 
Once the inevitable media firestorm broke out over the comments, Luongo started 
backpedaling and clarifying his comments.  But as he was clarifying his comments, he 
made another really childish remark:  “I’ve been pumping his tires ever since the series 
started. I haven’t heard any one nice thing he’s had to say about me, so that’s the way 
it is.”  He had been saying nice things about Thomas all series, but Thomas hadn’t said 
anything nice about him.  He was looking for the inflation, the ego stroke, the words of 
praise to be said about his performance. 
 
Of course, in fitting fashion (at least for a pink-hatted Bruins fan) the Bruins won the 
Cup because Thomas was better than Luongo.  He outplayed him for the entire series, 
and he refused at any point to descend into the back and forth about who was better, 
about pumping tires and inflating egos.  He just played his game, did his job, and gave 
his team the best chance to win that he possibly could.  He understood, I think, that you 
win hockey games on the ice, not in the press conferences before and after the games. 
 
We all probably identify with this situation by jumping towards the person who has been 
sleighted.  In sports we want to root for a good guy, and in life we want the same thing 
– we want to pull for the person who goes about their business humbly, the one who is 
the good teammate, who builds up others and doesn’t rise when the bait is being 
offered in front of them.  But we also know that it is really hard to be that person 
ourselves.  More often than not, we fall back into Roberto Luongo’s mold – wanting our 
tires pumped and maybe even at the expense of someone else. 
 
Shockingly enough, this can even happen in churches among church people.  We tend 
to invest a lot into our appearance in church world, making sure that people know that, 
at least spiritually, we seem to have it going for us.  Sometimes we are guilty of looking 
for someone else to pump our tires rather than taking the time to honestly build up a 
fellow believer, a teammate if you will.  And, to be honest, this happens progressively as 



we follow Jesus longer.  We start to feel like we understand God better, start to feel like 
we’ve figured out the rules that we have to follow and the ones that we don’t have to 
follow, and in the process we can lose sight of the people around us and how they need 
to be built up. 
 
The specific issue that Paul writes about in chapter 8 seems very removed from our daily 
lives.  We don’t really have a direct correlation with the food being sacrificed in temples 
to idols and then being sold in the meat markets in our city.  At the same time, 
however, we do have questions that come up from time to time about how to behave as 
a follower of Jesus in areas that are not specifically addressed in the Scriptures.  These 
are not necessarily sinful behaviors, but are the kinds of things that could become 
destructive in our lives, that could lead to sin for us and for others, so it is important for 
us to hear the framework that Paul sets up for the way Christians should behave when it 
comes to non-essential matters of conscience. 
 
As much as it pains some of us to admit, we have to acknowledge that when it comes to 
Christian behavior, there are some gray areas – things that are not sinful or not explicity 
prohibited in the Scriptures but which could be questionable for us.  These are the 
issues that Paul is writing about here, and that we really need to consider from the 
perspective of context – who is here with me, and how is my behavior going to be 
interpreted and even emulated by these people. 
 
He said earlier in chapter 8 that the eating of this food offered to idols is NOT sinful.  He 
knows, and many of them know that the idols to whom this food has been sacrificed 
don’t mean anything – they are not real gods, not real lords because there is only one 
God and Lord.  Those idols are just statues so they have no real power, and the food 
that is sacrificed to them isn’t defiled because they are ultimately meaningless.  But he 
also knows that not everyone in their church, or in their community at large, sees things 
from the same perspective.  Some of them are still too close to their former way of life 
where those idols really did seem powerful and really did seem significant, and so when 
they are sitting there knowing that the food they are about to eat has been offered to 
an idol, it is tempting them back towards an old way of life. 
 
His larger point is for us to pay attention to who we are with and how we look at the 
things that we call freedoms, but which, to a large extent, often look like the bondages 
that some of the people around us have left behind.  When we exercise what we see as 
a freedom because we’re enlightened Christians, we should be sure that we are not 
leading someone else whose conscience isn’t quite as strong as our own into a sin.  And 
we should be careful particularly about whether or not we encourage someone else into 
a particular path when we don’t know for sure how our example will affect them. 
 
What looks like freedom to you may look like a past addiction for someone else.  You 
may say it’s one glass of wine with your dinner, but the person who has been an 
alcoholic in the past may see that as the first drink that leads them back into a lifestyle 
of addiction.  You may say it’s just a movie with a little too much sex in it, but the 
person who has lived that life in the past may see it as glorifying the kind of life that 
they used to live but are trying to break free from.  You may say it’s just the sacrifice 
you make to get the new promotion at work, while someone else sees it as a reminder 
of the way that they neglected their family in pursuit of one more step up the corporate 



ladder.  Those gray areas that we don’t tend to talk about are the ones we really need 
to think deeply about.  And it’s not a question of becoming legalistic, because Paul 
certainly had his issues with legalism, but it is a matter of taking care that your liberty 
doesn’t become the cause of someone else falling into sin. 
 
The concern Paul has is not to tell you not to have the glass of wine with your dinner, 
but to be careful how you use your liberty and how it is perceived by others around you.  
If they think that they could do as you do, but you are leading them in a direction that’s 
not healthy for them, then you have some serious thinking to do. 
 
And that is, I think, the force of the passage. Would you think before you act?  Would 
you think about the person who is watching you and ask yourself if it is still good for 
you?  Beyond that, would you ask yourself if it is good for them?  If nothing else, I think 
it would slow down the decision for us, may be give us one extra step to think about 
before we exercise what we see is our liberty.  We should be asking not just “can I do 
this”, but “should I do this?”  And we should be asking that question not just with 
respect to how it will affect us, and whether we want to do it or not, but with respect to 
its impact on the good of our friends in the church community as well.  If I exercise my 
liberty here, is that going to lead a friend to stumble into sin?  Because if it is, then I 
have not only sinned against them, but I’ve actually sinned against Christ.  It’s a far 
greater level of responsibility and accountability than most of us want, but it’s the 
expectation Jesus has for our treatment of his church. 
 
Verse 13 is, for me, the key to the entire passage because it gives us the bottom line for 
these gray areas and matters of conscience.  If my freedom comes at the expense of 
someone else’s conscience, then I will gladly set aside my freedom for the good of the 
other person.  And if I can’t give up my freedom for the sake of someone else, then I 
probably need to ask whether it’s really a freedom, or whether it is something that has 
me in its power.  If I’ve been so used to pumping my own tires about how liberated and 
free I am as a Christian but haven’t stopped to think how my behavior affects my 
brothers and sisters then I’ve got a problem.  Instead, I want to live by the law of love 
which builds up both me and others around me.  Knowledge inflates my ego, but love 
lets me see the effect of my actions on the world around me. 
 
Let’s be clear about a couple of things as we put it in our own context.  There are 
certain things that are expressly forbidden by the scriptures and they should be avoided 
at all costs.  Paul has already laid down the law on sexual immorality, so we can’t call 
that a gray area.  And when it comes to alcohol, there is an absolute prohibition on 
getting drunk, so that’s not a gray area either.     
 
And we’ll also add that the stumbling block argument is not there so that people who 
want to be legalistic can run around saying they are “offended” by someone else’s 
behavior.  But it is there so that we stop to think about how our actions affect those 
who are watching us, and to move us away from the kind of spirituality that doesn’t 
think through its effect on the wider church community.  I want to be the one who goes 
about my business the right way, with a healthy respect for the community God has 
given me and my influence on them. 


