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1Corinthians 10


Paul devotes 3 chapters of this letter to deal with this issue of eating meat that’s been offered to idols.  If someone were to tell you, before you became the 1Corinthians scholar that you are now, that nearly 20% of 1Corinthians covered this issue, would you have believed them?  One out of every five words, on this issue?  Whether they should eat meat, or not?


Why do you think Paul spent so many words on this?


In chapter 10 we find out the reason why.  It turns out that Christians in the Corinthian church had not totally given up their old “idol worshipping” ways.  It turns out that many of them thought they could still go to the idol temples in town, worship there with the others, eat some of the food (including meat), maybe even engage in some of the temple sex that was part of it all – they could do all of this and still keep their Christianity.  It turns out that there was a lot more “at steak” here (pardon the pun) then whether the Christians of Corinth could keep buying their T-bone and Del Monicos at their local Wegman's, or not.  What was at stake was whether they could be both Christians and do what the idol worshippers were doing down in the old temple.


They thought they could.  They thought they had this great “knowledge” now that would protect them.  They thought they had a spiritual shield around them, because they’ve been baptized and because they partake of communion.  So Paul takes the time here, in chapter 10, to tell them that they are spiritually arrogant, spiritually over-confident, and are putting their salvation in jeopardy by going to the temples and communing with demons.  Whoa!  Where’d that come from?  "Communing with demons?"  Hang with me, and you’ll see.


Now, to show them that they are being spiritually arrogant and over-confident, Paul brings up the example of Israel, in the Old Testament.  He’s going to mention all of the spiritual advantages that Israel had, special things that God did only for them.  If any people should have been spiritual “giants” it should have been Israel.  But they failed at this.  And the point that Paul’s trying to make to the Corinthians is this:  “Watch yourself.  If even Israel could fall into sin, with all of the spiritual advantages that they had, so can you guys.”

Look at verse 1, and let’s count all of the things God did for Israel.


Read 1Cor. 10:1-4


How many things did God do for Israel?  

1. The cloud, to lead them by day.  A miracle.

2. The parting of the Reed Sea.  A miracle.

3. The manna, for food.  A miracle.

4. The water from the rock, for drink.  A what?  A miracle.

All these advantages.  But look at verse 5.

Read v. 5

Graphic image, isn’t it?  That generation, except for Joshua and his few faithful followers, that generation died out in the desert, spiritually immature and unfit to enter the Promised Land.  Paul is telling the Corinthians, “That can happen to you too, if you don’t stop playing with fire, by going to your temples.”


Now, we need to backtrack to make e a couple of things a little clearer in these first 5 verses.

1. Paul tells the Corinthians in verse one that the Israelites of the Old Testament are who?  “Our forefathers.”  Does that strike any of you as an odd thing to tell the Corinthians?  Were the Corinthians Jews?  No.  They were Greek Gentiles.  So how are the Israelites of the OT their “forefathers”?  They were in no way related.  Ah, that’s where we are wrong.  In Romans 11, Paul will explain how you and I, Gentiles who believe in the Jewish Messiah, Jesus, have been “grafted” into the Jewish family, like you’d graft a branch into an olive tree.  Because of our faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, you and I are now Jews.  The people of the OT are now our “forefathers” too, because we believe in their God and in their Messiah.  We kind of sense that when we study their lives, don't we?  When you read the pages of the OT, do you feel your connectedness to your ancestors there?

2. In verse 2, Paul writes of the people of Moses' time being “baptized into Moses”.  He doesn’t mean a literal baptism.  He means that their experiences of following Moses, (as he followed the pillar of cloud, as he led Israel through the Reed Sea), so bonded them to Moses that it was like they were baptized into him.  Paul is countering those Corinthians who were saying, “We can keep going to the temples because we’re baptized.  We won’t be punished for our sin.  Our baptism will save us.”  Paul needs them to understand that baptism alone doesn’t save a person.  And all they need to do to believe that is to look at Israel - baptized into Moses, yet punished for their sins.

3. In verse 3, Paul refers to a spiritual rock that “accompanied” Israel in the wilderness.  Strange as it sounds to us, Paul’s talking about a literal rock that moved wherever Moses moved.  That’s what the rabbis in Paul's day taught, in their tradition – that the rock that Moses tapped to get water from in the wilderness literally traveled with the Israelites from place to place.  That’s not in the Bible.  But it was in the rabbis’ traditions.  Weird, huh?  Paul spiritualizes the whole thing by simply saying, “That rock was Christ.”
Let’s go on.  In verse 6, Paul shows us the correct way to read the Old

Testament.  We should read it in order to find examples of right and wrong living.


Read v. 6


And Paul’s going to mention four specific “evil things” that Israel did.  Why these four?  Because the Corinthians of Paul's day were being tempted to do the same four things, by their insistence that they can go to the idol temples and do anything they wanted to there.


Read v. 7


The first "evil thing" that Paul warned the Corinthians to avoid was idolatry.  What is "idolatry"?  It's whenever we give any person, place or thing the devotion, time or money that should only go to God.  Verse 8.


Read v. 8


Sexual immorality was the second "evil thing" that Paul warned them to avoid.  In this case, "sexual immorality" was fornication with the temple prostitutes downtown.  Not only were these Corinthians participating in the worship services at their temples, they were having sex with the temple prostitutes.  And they saw nothing wrong with it.  They thought they were strong Christians, who had this freeing knowledge that idols were bunk and it’s OK to do what the idol worshippers were doing because the Corinthians didn’t mean anything religious by it.  [By the way, whereas Paul says 23,000 were killed, Numbers 25:9 says that 24,000 were killed on this day.]

Verse 9.


Read v. 9


Testing the Lord was the third "evil thing" that Paul warned them to avoid.  How were they testing the Lord?  They were testing God’s love, forgiveness and patience by:


- participating in the worship of idols, in the idol temples.


- committing fornication, over and over again


- refusing to see that they were doing anything wrong. 

How do we test God? 

Now, I’m sure they didn’t want to hear any of this from Paul.  I’m sure they grumbled and groused about it.  They were defiant, as Israel was.  “We’re gonna live any way we want to live.  Who is God, or Paul, to tell us how to live?”  Which plays right into the fourth "evil thing" that Israel did, in verse 10.


Read v. 10

Grumbling against God was the fourth "evil thing" that Paul warned them to avoid.


Do you ever grumble against God's will for your life?


Verse 11.


Read vv. 11-12a


“So . . .”  Circle that word.  Because here’s Paul’s point.  


Read v. 12


Paul is trying to warn them that if Israel could “fall” through their idol worship, back in the OT times, so could these modern Corinthians “fall” through their participation in the worship services, banquets and sexual practices in the temples of their town.


Paul says, again, that the people of the OT are “examples” (types) for us to learn from, both good and bad.  Do you look at them that way?  What have you learned from them?

Let me mention some people from the OT.   You tell me what example their life has left for you to follow, or not to follow:

Eve – beware of wanting to be like God and decide for yourself the difference between what’s good and what’s evil.

Cain – beware of jealousy, especially jealousy of other believers who appear to be more “blessed” by God.

Noah – do what God asks of you, despite all evidence to the contrary.

Abraham – it may take 25 years, but God will do what he’s promised to do.  Be patient.

Moses – do what God asks of you and God will provide a way, where there seems to be no way.

The next verse that Paul writes is one of the most helpful verses in the whole Bible.  It’s Paul’s famous verse on temptation.  If you have your own Bible, circle verse 13.  And write in the margin next to it the word, "Temptation".    
Paul is trying to assure the Corinthians that they don’t have to follow their old desires and give in to the temptation of idol worship and temple sexual activities.  And what he wrote to them about these particular temptations also applies to the temptations that we face today.  Let’s read this verse out loud, together.  Verse 13.

Read v. 13

In your study notes are 6 things that I think Paul is teaching, in just this one verse, on the subject of temptation.  Can you figure out what words go in the blanks?  Anyone want to try one?

1.  The Greek word that Paul uses for “temptation” means “to stress something in order to make it stronger.”  A good example of this idea is  weightlifting.  In weightlifting you stress your muscles.  Why?  In order to make them stronger.  And that’s the idea behind the Greek word for “temptation”.  God does not send temptations to us.  James 1:13 makes that clear.  (“When tempted, no one should say, ‘God is tempting me.’  For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt anyone.”)  But, God does allow the Devil to tempt us.  Or, he allows us to tempt ourselves.  (James 1:14 explains, “But each one is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed.”)  Why?  God allows us to be tempted for the same reason a weightlifter puts stress on his, or her, muscles – in order to make us stronger.  Think about that the next time you get frustrated with a temptation with which you are struggling.  Think about how much stronger you will be, having faced and conquered (with God’s help) this temptation.

[Interesting question – if God doesn’t tempt anyone, and if God allows us to be tempted for a good reason, (to make us stronger) why should we pray, “And lead us not into temptation”, as in Mt. 6:13?]

2.  There are no unique tempting situations.  Every temptation you will ever face has been faced by men and women from the beginning of time.   Now, there’s two ways of looking at this fact: 

   a.  If this is true, which excuse we do no longer have for giving in to a temptation?  The excuse, “But my situation is special.  I had no choice.  I had to do it.”  Ah, no.  Your situation was not special.  People have been tempted to do what you did from the beginning of time.  Sorry.  

   b.  How does knowing that zillions of other believers have faced the same temptation we're facing give us inspiration to be victorious over it?  If they could face our temptations head on and win then so can we!   


3.  God never allows us to be tempted beyond our strength to resist it.  God knows our breaking point.  And he will never allow the Devil to tempt us with something that we can’t resist.  Now, there’s two ways of looking at this fact:

   a.  If this is true, which excuse we do no longer have for giving in to a temptation?  The excuse, “I couldn’t help myself.  I was too weak to resist it."  Sorry.  God will never allow us to be put in a situation where we are too weak to resist.

   b.  How does knowing this inspire us to conquer our temptations?  Knowing that we can conquer it can inspire us to conquer it.


4.  Temptations will come to everyone of us.  Notice Paul’s language as he begins his last sentence:  “But when you are tempted.”  Not “if” we are tempted.  “When.”  Knowing that, what can we do?  Verse 12.


Read v. 12.


5.  With every temptation, God provides a way out of it.  The Greek word that Paul uses for “a way out” is an interesting one.  “Ekbasis” means literally “out” (ek) and “foot” or “to step” (basis).  Put them all together and you get “to step out on foot”.  It’s a word used to describe a mountain pass that you go through to escape an enemy that is coming after you.  And in this instance it means that no one has to carry us out of danger, out of the temptation.  We don’t need anyone else’s assistance.  We can escape on foot, on our own, if we follow the way that God will always give us.  Now, there’s two way of looking at this fact:

   a.  If this is true, which excuse we do no longer have for giving in to a temptation?  The excuse, “There was nothing else I could have done."  Sorry.  God will never allow us to be put in a tempting situation where we only have one option.  He will always give us a way of escape.
   b.  How does knowing this inspire us to defeat our temptations?  Knowing that there is always a way of escape will inspire us to keep looking for it until we find it.  Usually, we don’t even have to look for very long.


6.  God expects us to stand  up under the weight of our temptations.  Notice that Paul doesn’t say that God will remove our temptations from us.  He won’t surround us with angels so that we’re never tempted to sin ever again.  No.  Temptations are here for a reason.  What is that reason?  They make us stronger.  Standing up under the weight of a temptation and not giving in to it is like standing up under the weight of a 300 pound bar bell and not falling down.  It makes us stronger.  So God expects us to stand up under the weight of them.


Pretty cool, huh?  Six teachings on temptation al in just one verse.  How could anyone who studied the Bible closely walk away not believing that this is an inspired book?  There is so much in here!


Any questions?


Having said all that he did about Israel falling into sin, in spite of all of the spiritual advantages that they had, and all that he just said about God providing a way out (an “ekbasis”) of every temptation, Paul brings his point home in verse 14, and he provides one more reason.


Read vv. 14-17


Bringing up communion at this point appears to be a strange tactic.  Remember, Paul is trying to persuade the Corinthians not to go to their old  idol worship services anymore.  So why bring up communion?  Well, it all has to do with the word “participation”.  Guess what word we also use to translate the Greek word for “participation”?  Another translation is the word “communion”!  The Greek word is “koinonia”.  "Koinonia" means 
“to become one with”.  It’s where we also get the word “fellowship”.  “Koinonia” means to unite two things together into one.  In other words, "koinonia" means communion, or participation.  


Paul is saying that when we drink the wine at communion we are becoming one with Jesus.  Have you ever thought of communion in that way?  You are becoming one with Jesus through the juice.  Have you ever thought of communion in that way?  You are becoming one with Jesus through the bread.  It’s a life-changing way of looking at communion.  Why any Christian would refuse to come forward for communion is way beyond my comprehension.  I want to have koinonia with Jesus every chance I get!
In addition, in verse 17, Paul says we also unite (we also "koinonia") with one another, in communion.  This is all good.  And it’s similar to what happened when Jews in the OT made sacrifices on the altar – they united with the God of the altar.  Verse 18.


Read v. 18.


Now Paul is ready to apply this “koinonia” image to what goes on during the worship services inside the idol temples of Corinth.  But, first, he needs to repeat his position that there really are no idols.  Idols don’t exist, so sacrifices to them don’t really mean anything.  Verse 19.


Read vv. 19-20


Circle that word “participants” in verse 20.  Then circle the word “participation” that’s found twice up in verse 16.  Then draw a line connecting the three words.  Who can tell me what Paul is saying here?  He’s saying that just as we become one with Jesus when we worship during communion, so we also become one with “demons” when we worship in the idol temples.  Even if we think we’re strong enough not to be influenced by the demons who are behind the idols, we bond with demons (“koinonia) in temple worship just as we bond with Jesus in communion.  And this is a major no-no.  Christians can’t have it both ways.  They can’t claim to love the one true God and, at the same time, unite/bond/commune/participate/have fellowship with demons.  The two just do not go together.  Verse 21.


Read vv. 21-22


In the culture of Corinth, this was radical counsel.  It was commonplace in that day for people to dabble in all kinds of religions, and not think anything of it.  But the God of the Bible requires us to love him and him alone.  Why?  Because he is the one who made us.  And he gave his one and only Son to save our souls.  In return, he asks complete and exclusive loyalty and devotion.  


Can you think of any activities that Christians may be tempted to do today that could fall into this category?


It's often said that our God is a jealous God.  And these verses show us that this view is correct.  What is God jealous of?  He’s jealous of anything, or anyone, that we love more than, or equal to, him.  

What do you think of that?  

Should God be jealous?  [Yes, because only God is our Creator.]

Whenever we skip church to do something that we could have done some other time, God is jealous of that activity that we obviously love more than him.  Whenever we watch TV instead of spending 10 minutes reading his Word, God is jealous of that television show that we love more than him.  Whenever we sleep instead of pray, God is jealous of that bed that we love more than him.  Whenever we spend our money on luxuries that we really don’t need instead of returning to him his tithe, God is jealous of those possessions that we love more than him.  Did you know that about God?  Be careful.  To use Paul's words in verse 22, we don’t want to “arouse the Lord’s jealousy”.  

Why not?


You may remember back in chapter 6 Paul quoted the Corinthians from the letter they sent him.  Look back to 6:12.


Read 6:12


In verse 23 he’s going to quote them again – sort of putting parentheses around this whole section of the letter.


Read vv. 23-24


Will you say that last sentence with me:  "Nobody should seek his own good, but the good of others." 


With this thought, Paul is going back to his earlier argument when he first began answering their questions about whether they should eat meat that’s been offered to idols, or not.  The bottom line is this – think of others before you think of yourself.  If your eating meat that’s been sacrificed to idols tempts a weaker Christian to go against their conscience and eat it too, then do not eat it.  Seek the good of others, before you seek your own good.


But – and I love Paul for these next few verses – Paul says not to get carried away with this.  It’s OK to eat any meat you want to eat in private, or if no one objects.  Look at verse 25.


Read vv. 25-26


By saying “without raising questions of conscience” what Paul means is, “Don’t ask the butcher if the meat’s been sacrificed to an idol.  Just don’t ask.  Just buy it and eat it in the privacy of your own home.  It’s food!  God made it to be eaten.  Everything belongs to God in this world.  Eat it and enjoy it.”  This is the original “Don’t ask, don’t tell,” policy.  Just eat it without any questions.  And enjoy it.


This counsel would upset two categories of people in Paul’s life.  Who?  First, the Jews.  They had strict laws about what meat you could and couldn’t eat.  And Paul was ignoring them all, showing how clean his break from his Jewish roots he had made.  

But, second, the “weaker” Christians within the Corinthian church.  They felt that eating any meat that’s been offered to an idol is wrong, no matter who knows about it.  It’s just wrong.  To them, Paul says, “Lighten up.  Not everyone is going to think like you think, and that doesn’t make them unchristian.”  I thank God for these verses.  They free me to see a movie on a Sunday if I want to – if I see nothing wrong with it.  They free me to play cards if I want to – if I don’t think it’s a sin.  

When something is not strictly prohibited in the Bible (like “Thou shall not kill,” and “Flee from idolatry”) then Paul is teaching us that it is up to our conscience to tell us right from wrong.  Because our conscience is the voice of the Holy Spirit in us.


That means I can’t tell you if it’s right or wrong for you to go to a bar, or for you to drink a beer, or for you to play the lottery, or Bingo.  I can’t tell you because none of these things are strictly prohibited in the Bible.  It’s up to your conscience.  And, (here’s my favorite part), you can’t tell me if it’s right or wrong for me to do any of these things.  It’s up to my conscience to tell me that.


Any final thought on this?


Paul then teaches the same principle of “don’t ask, don’t tell” when it comes to someone giving the Corinthians meat in their home.  Don’t ask where the meat came from.  Just eat it.   Verse 27.


Read v. 27


This counsel would, again, have made the Jews so angry at Paul.  A Jew never ate in the home of a non-Jew.  Remember one of the biggest criticisms that the Jews leveled against Jesus?  It was that he “ate with sinners”.  Jews only ate with other Jews.  Paul is saying, “Lighten up.  Eat with anyone who invites you.  How else are we going to win them to the Lord, but by being their friend, and breaking bread with them?  And go ahead and eat whatever they give you.”

With this one exception – if someone tells you that the meat you’re about to eat has been offered to an idol, don’t eat it.  Verse 28.


Read vv. 28-29a


Why should they eat it?  Because the only reason someone would mention that it’s sacrificed meat is because their conscience is wavering.  Don’t eat it if they tell you this, because then you’ll be tempting them to eat it and sin against their conscience.


Refraining from eating this meat will be for your benefit you in the long run.  For doing this will prevent anyone from judging you and denouncing you as a meat-eating sinner.  Verse 29.


Read vv. 29b-30


OK.  Here’s the bottom line.  Verse 31.


Read vv. 31-11:1


“Do not cause anyone to stumble.”  That means, don’t do anything that you know is OK to do if someone who feels it may not be OK to do will see you do it.  Because then they’ll be tempted to do it, go against their conscience and “stumble” into sin.  

You and I enjoy great freedom as Christians.  We’re no longer bound by food laws.  Everything we eat is OK to eat.  We’re no longer bound by 500 Sabbath laws.  It’s OK to do things that help others on the Sabbath, even if it’s work.  We’re not bound by regulations about what clothes we have to wear, or who we have to marry, or most of the so called “laws” that a lot of other religions have.  But there is a limit to our freedom in Christ.  Whenever our freedom bumps up against someone else’s conscience, our freedom has to take a back seat, and we must not do that thing.  The freedom that we enjoy as Christians must never be used to tempt another person to go against their conscience, and sin.


In verse 32, Paul mentions three categories of people to be concerned about.  Let’s take them in reverse order.

A. Those in “the church of God” – we need to be careful not to do anything in front of a fellow Christian that they feel is a sin, or we’ll be tempting them to do it too, and they will sin by going against their conscience.  That includes doing questionable things in front of our children too, parents.  Do your kids look at you funny when you drink a beer in front of them?  When you smoke in front of them?  When you swear in front of them?  Or watch things on TV that they aren't allowed to watch?  Ouch.  Our kids are part of this first category of people, "the church of God".
B.  “Greeks” – by them Paul means anyone who is not of your faith, or not of any faith at all.  "Thanks a lot, Paul," right?  This principle of not causing anyone to stumble doesn’t just apply to fellow Christians.  He’s saying we need to be careful not to do anything in front of an unbeliever (a "Greek"), that they feel is wrong to do, or we’ll be tempting them to do it too, and they will sin by going against their conscience.  

C.  “Jews” – by them Paul means our “enemies”.  We shouldn’t even do something in front of an enemy that they feel is wrong to do, or we’ll be tempting them to do it too, and they will sin by going against their conscience.


This is extreme, whenever you think about things like going to movies on Sundays, or drinking a beer, buying lottery tickets, playing Bingo or hunting.  They’re OK to do in private, or with people who have no problem with them.  But if we know that someone else thinks they’re sinful, then we can’t do any of them in front of them, or with their knowledge.


Why did Paul have this extreme position?  One reason, and one reason only.  Look at the sentence right before the first verse of chapter 11:


“For I am not seeking my own good but the good of many, so that they may be saved.”

It comes down to that.  How much does your heart burn within you for others to know Jesus as their Savior:

· Your co-workers who may see you smoking on your break and be tempted to go against their conscience and smoke too?

· Your children who may see you drink a beer and be tempted to go against their conscience and drink with their friends too?

· Your enemy who may see you treat them like dirt and be tempted to treat people that way too, against their conscience?

This is radical living.  It puts others’ salvation ahead of our rights.  

It puts following the example of Paul and, more importantly, following “the example of Christ” ahead of doing what we want to do, just because we want to do it.

Are you ready for this radical way of living?  Or are you going to selfishly insist on your rights instead?

