
Christian Ethics

The Ethics of Eating

I Corinthians 10.31



By way of introduction

•My plan is to spend 2 weeks on this. The 
second lesson will be more Biblical in its 
focus—this lesson will be more historical and 
contextual in its focus

•This is not an attempt to discredit food 
allergies—or any other impact of food

•Neither is it an attempt to exalt “organic” food

•And neither is it an attempt to exalt food 
obtained from the industrial food complex 



I have 2 pastoral concerns

•One is that when it comes to eating, we 
(and I include myself) are unashamedly 
worldly.

•The other is that when it comes to 
eating, we (and I include myself) are 
unintentionally hypocritical.



How could we be unintentionally 
hypocritical?

•1Timothy 4:3 Forbidding to marry, and 
commanding to abstain from meats, 
which God hath created to be received 
with thanksgiving of them which believe 
and know the truth.

•1Timothy 4:4 For every creature of God 
is good, and nothing to be refused, if it 
be received with thanksgiving:



•Most Christian “give thanks” before they 
eat

•And then spend a disproportionate time 
being guilt ridden about the food: it has 
too much fat, too much sugar, too many 
calories, not enough fiber, too many 
chemicals, etc. 

•If—as Jesus says— “out of the 
abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaketh,” then are we grateful for 
God’s food or not?



How could we be unashamedly 
worldly?

•We tend to trust food scientists, who often get 
treated as infallible.

•Or the “anti food scientists,” who often talk as if 
“healthy eating” is the pathway to eternal life. 

• In his book, In Defense of Food, author Michael 
Pollen posed this question: “I  mean, what other 
animal needs professional help in deciding what 
it should eat?” (page 2)



These are real issues, with a real history

•For most of human history, people just 
ate. They ate what they grew up eating. 
Nutrition wasn’t an issue—survival was.

• Long term food preservation was 
limited, so you ate what was available at 
the time. 

•All food was (and still is) organic, and 
there were no preservatives (except salt), 
and little processing (cooking and 
baking)



•And yet people still got sick, had diseases, 
and died. 

•In the 19th century the Industrial 
Revolution came to America

•And soon it came to the food industry: 
giving us large scale food production of 
both meat and bread

•These innovations were not always 
welcome, especially among Christians



This is Sylvester 
Graham



•He lived 1794-1851, and was a 
Presbyterian minister

•He came to believe that that “adulterated” 
foods contributed to lust

•And so he advocated a diet of 
vegetarianism, and whole grains (he hated 
white bread)

•His preaching led to the development of 
the Graham Cracker (which was later 
adulterated into the sweet cracker we now  
eat (by Nabisco)



This is John Harvey 
Kellogg



•He lived 1852-1943

•He was a doctor and nutritionist—an early 
adherent of the new “germ theory of 
disease”

•A follower of Graham, he too believed that 
bland diets (and avoiding meat) 
encouraged sexual purity

•Today, Kellogg is one of America’s largest 
food marketing companies. Sales in 2017 
were close to 13 billion dollars



Were these men right?



• Industrialization’s greatest impact has 
probably been on corn

•The development of hybrid strains made it 
commercially viable. If you can grow your 
own seeds, you don’t need a seed company. 
If it has one you can’t grow, you buy it. 

• In 1947, the Federal government began to 
turn left over ammonium nitrate (used to 
make explosives) into chemical fertilizer

•Chemical fertilizers were particularly 
effective for corn, and corn harvests 
boomed



•Increased corn harvests drove the 
research into new corn products: high 
fructose corn syrup, corn oil, 
maltodextrin, ascorbic acid, caramel color, 
xanthan gum (one scientist called 
Americans “corn chips with legs”)

•It was used to feed animals: cows, pigs, 
and even fish

•So an entire industry was built around 
corn

•Also, after World War II, heart disease 
become common



•Animal fats (saturated fats—fats that are 
saturated with hydrogen molecules. 
Saturated fats are usually solid at room 
temperature) in our diet were blamed

•And more vegetables were turned into oils 
(unsaturated fats)  and trans-fats (oils 
with hydrogen added to make them solid)

•And so we were put on low fat diets, and 
our blood fats were carefully measured 
and monitored



•Because the food scientists told us this 
was healthy

•But the evidence for this is less than 
clear

•Between 1968-1973, Dr. Ivan France led 
one of the most meticulous studies of 
the effects of cholesterol upon heart 
disease. 

•His findings? Low fat diets do reduce 
cholesterol, but cholesterol levels have 
no impact on heart disease



This is Christopher 
Ramsden



•Dr. Ramsden has held several posts at the 
National Institutes of Health
•His research now shows that linoleic acid—
a polyunsaturated fat—is more dangerous 
than animal fats:
•Re-evaluation of the traditional diet-heart 
hypothesis: analysis of recovered data from 
Minnesota Coronary Experiment (1968-73)
•BMJ 2016; 353 doi: 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.i1246 
(Published 12 April 2016)
•Cite this as: BMJ 2016;353:i1246



What Should we eat?

•Whatever we want, as long as the way we 
eat is Biblical

•Eat what you want, just be careful about 
insisting that it’s what God wants us to eat


