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Lessons From the Present and the Past  
(1 Cor. 9:24–10:10) 

Introduction 
My Dad told me one time that a preacher comes across better when he has that “lean, hungry look.” I think my 

Dad has something there, and unfortunately I wish I had that look now as I attempt to expound these verses in the 
ninth and tenth chapters of 1 Corinthians. I feel something like the woman in a weight loss group, who made this 
confession. She had lost a great deal of weight and was very pleased with herself. One of her bad habits had been 
stopping at a donut shop every morning on her way to work. There, she consumed more than her share of fat grams 
and calories. Now that she had gotten control of her eating, she was elated. On the way to work one morning, she 
was passing by the donut shop where she had failed so many times. On an impulse, she turned in to the shop. This 
time, it was going to be different. She was going to order a cup of coffee, and nothing else, and prove to herself that 
she finally had control of her eating. 

She ordered her cup of coffee and sat down to drink it. There, across the table from her, was a man who was not 
showing the same self-control. He was drinking coffee and eating donuts covered with powdered sugar. Suddenly, 
he stood up and left the table—leaving one sugar-covered donut sitting on the table right in front of her. It was too 
much! She could not let this donut go to waste. She snatched it up and snarfed it down, dropping tell-tale evidences 
of the sugar all over the front of her dress. Then, to her horror, the man returned. He had not left at all, but only 
gotten up to refill his cup. How could she deny that she had eaten his donut? How could she explain? 

All of us struggle with self-control. So do the Corinthians. In our text, Paul draws together all of his previous 
admonitions concerning the character and the conduct of the Corinthian saints. There are divisions and strife, with 
many looking down upon Paul as an apostle and upon his simplistic gospel of Christ crucified. There is immorality 
openly practiced by some of the saints, and some so vile that even the pagan Corinthians are shocked. Christians 
there are defensive of those things they consider their liberties, and they look to the secular law courts to protect 
their legal rights. Some Christians in Corinth are seeking to deal with immorality. 

In the immediate context, Paul has been dealing with the question of meats offered to idols. This issue is first 
raised in chapter 8. For the moment, Paul allows their premises to stand unchallenged. These are: (1) they have the 
right to eat meat offered to idols since there is only one God; (2) they are wiser and stronger than those who have 
scruples against eating such meats, and (3) because this is their right, they have no reason not to exercise it. Paul 
deals with the last premise first. In chapter 8, Paul indicates that their right to eat meat, based on their “knowledge” 
is to be set aside for the sake of their “weaker” brethren. To insist on exercising their rights by eating such meat to 
the detriment of their brother is not walking in love. 

In the first 23 verses of chapter 9, Paul contrasts his attitudes and actions with those who insist on eating these 
meats. He conclusively proves his right to “eat and drink” at the expense of the brethren to whom he ministers by 
citing biblical support from the Old Testament law, from secular life, from the practice of his fellow-apostles, and 
from the teaching of our Lord. In spite of his undeniable right to “eat and drink” at the expense of others, Paul sets 
this liberty aside, so that his ministry of the gospel will be enhanced. They insist on exercising a “right” which is 
wrong, and no right at all; Paul sets aside a “right” that is indisputable. 

At verse 24 of chapter 9, Paul begins to approach the subject of eating meats offered to idols from a very 
different perspective. His point is powerfully made, but it goes even beyond the issue of eating certain meats. Paul’s 
words in our text apply to every one of the problems of the Corinthian church mentioned in chapters 1-9. Paul will 
show his readers that the Corinthians’ problems are not new, but simply a repetition of the problems faced by the 
ancient Israelites, as they made their way from Egypt to the promised land. He will also sum up all of these common 
problems and show that they have a common denominator, that all are sins of self-indulgence. 

The problems of the ancient Israelites to which Paul refers, and the problems at Corinth which Paul has 
exposed, are precisely the same problems you and I face as Christians today. Let us listen to Paul’s words and learn, 
for to do so will avoid much needless failure in our Christian lives. 

All … but One …  
(9:24-27) 

24 Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but only one receives the prize? Run in 
such a way that you may win. 25 And everyone who competes in the games exercises self-control 
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in all things. They then do it to receive a perishable wreath, but we an imperishable. 26 Therefore I 
run in such a way, as not without aim; I box in such a way, as not beating the air; 27 but I buffet 
my body and make it my slave, lest possibly, after I have preached to others, I myself should be 
disqualified.  

The Corinthians who feel free to eat meat offered to idols thought that they were wiser and more spiritual than 
their “weaker brethren.” It is their superior knowledge on which their liberty to eat idol-meat is based. Paul’s 
words in our text must sting: “Do you not know … ?”1 If this is not enough, he will also say in verse 1 of chapter 
10, “I do not want you to be unaware, brethren … .” These smug saints prided themselves on their knowledge of 
the Old Testament, as seen from Paul’s words in chapter 8, verses 4-6. But they are ignorant. Paul takes them back 
to some important lessons they missed. But first Paul introduces this concluding section by an illustration from the 
Isthmian games.2 

Many run as contestants in a race, but there is only one winner. We know that to be true from our own 
experience with the Super Bowl. The San Diego Chargers found little consolation in coming in second. They are as 
deflated as the Dallas Cowboys, who lost to the San Francisco Forty-Niners the week before. Every contestant in the 
race seeks nothing less than to win the race. Only one runner receives the prize. The Corinthians should do no less 
than the contestants in the Isthmian games—they should run in such a way as to win. 

Paul is not talking about salvation here. He is not urging the lost to work hard in order to reach the goal of 
winning their salvation. He is challenging the Corinthian saints to strive to fulfill their calling as saints. Paul’s words 
here should be understood in the light of his words elsewhere, along with those of Peter: 

3 Suffer hardship with me, as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. 4 No soldier in active service 
entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he may please the one who enlisted him as 
a soldier. 5 And also if anyone competes as an athlete, he does not win the prize unless he 
competes according to the rules (2 Timothy 2:3-5). 
5 But you, be sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your 
ministry. 6 For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure has 
come. 7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith; 8 in the 
future there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will 
award to me on that day; and not only to me, but also to all who have loved His appearing (2 
Timothy 4:5-8). 
1 Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of 
Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, 2 shepherd the flock of God among 
you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and 
not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; 3 nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge, 
but proving to be examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive 
the unfading crown of glory (1 Peter 5:1-4). 

Races are not won automatically. The athlete who wins outperforms his fellow-athletes, who also want to win. 
The athlete who wins the race is that individual who most wants to win, who purposes to win, and who is willing to 
pay the price for winning. The thing which sets a winning athlete apart from the rest is his self-control. This self-
control is not simply evident in the race, nor is it restricted only to the realm of athletics. The winning athlete 
disciplines every area of his life so that he may win the race. The winning athlete will not stay up late watching 

																																																								
1 This is similar to the question our Lord asked the Jewish religious leaders:  “Have you not read … ?”  

See Matthew 12:3, 5; 19:4; 22:31. 
2 The Isthmian games were “held every two years under the patronage of Corinth and second only to the 

Olympics.”  They “were extravagant festivals of religion, athletics, and the arts, attracting thousands of competitors 
and visitors from all over the empire.  Its sponsors and greater athletes were honored in Isthmia itself by monuments, 
statues, and inscriptions.  Paul would have been in Corinth during the Games of A.D. 51 (in the Spring).  Since there 
were no permanent facilities for visitors until the Second Century A.D., they had to stay in tents.  Broneer (pp. 5, 10) 
conjectures that Paul would have had ample opportunity to ply his trade and share the gospel with the crowds 
visiting the Games of that year.”  Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, The New International 
Commentary, F. F. Bruce, General Editor (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987 [reprint, 
1993]), p. 433, fn. 1. 
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television or going out, because his body needs rest. He will not eat like everyone else, because many foods will 
only make him fat and flabby. Every aspect of the athlete’s life is disciplined, so that he may win the prize. 

If such discipline characterizes the athlete in the Isthmian games, how much more should the Christian be 
willing to exercise self-control to “win the race” set before him? In the Second Century A.D., the crown awarded the 
winner of the race was of pine or of withered celery.3 The Christian strives to win an eternal, unfading crown. How 
much more effort and sacrifice should we be willing to make in order to win so great a crown? 

All … but Two  
(10:1-5) 

1 For I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all 
passed through the sea; 2 and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea; 3 and all ate 
the same spiritual food; 4 and all drank the same spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a 
spiritual rock which followed them; and the rock was Christ. 5 Nevertheless, with most of them 
God was not well-pleased; for they were laid low in the wilderness.  

From the Isthmian games held near Corinth, Paul turns to the first generation of Israelites to leave Egypt, cross 
through the Red Sea, and begin to make their way toward the promised land. These ancient Israelites of Old 
Testament times are the counterparts of the Corinthians and Christians today. Paul refers to them as “our fathers” 
(10:1). While there are differences between Israel and the church, Paul wants his readers to sense the continuity. 
Their experiences are not that different from our own, and their failures are just like ours. 

There were those in Corinth who looked upon themselves as “strong” in the faith, and who looked down upon 
others as “weak.” Those who think themselves “strong” are those whom Paul is showing to be weak, and whom he 
will shortly warn that their over-confidence may lead to their own downfall (10:12). These Corinthians, like their 
Jewish counterparts (see Matthew 3:8-10; Romans 9:1-5f.; 11:17-24; Galatians 2:15), seemed to think their 
privileges guarantee that they would not fall, and that they would surely “win” the race before them. Paul turns their 
attention to the first generation of Israelites to leave Egypt, showing that while they were granted blessings which 
closely parallel those of the New Testament saints, they nevertheless fail to enter into the promised land. Their 
bodies were strewn throughout the wilderness, and while all those who left Egypt experience God’s divine 
provisions, only two finished their course by entering into the promised land (see Numbers 14:30-32). 

In the first five verses of chapter 10, Paul follows the same general theme he has introduced in 9:24-27, where 
he points out that in a race, all run, but one wins. Now, in 10:1-5 he turns to the ancient Israelites and points to the 
blessings which all experienced; yet most failed to enter the land, dying instead in the wilderness. The first blessing 
was that of divine deliverance, or we might say salvation. All were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea. 
In so doing, the Israelites escaped from their captivity, and the army which pursued them perished. As the Israelites 
looked back upon the Red Sea, through which they had just passed and which now caves in upon their enemies, they 
must have thought to themselves, “We’re saved.” The New Testament parallel is the salvation from sin and death 
through our identification with Christ by faith. 

The second blessing which all the Israelites experienced was that of “baptism.” Essentially, baptism refers to 
identification with something. The term was used of a garment which was immersed in a die, which identified with 
it by taking on that color. The Israelites of old were “baptized” too, in a sense. They were enveloped by the cloud 
and also by the sea as they followed Moses. As water baptism (by immersion) symbolizes our identification with 
Christ in His death, burial, and resurrection (see Romans 6:3; Galatians 3:27), so Israel’s immersion in the cloud and 
in the sea symbolized their identification with Moses, the one who is a prototype of the Messiah to come (see 
Deuteronomy 18:15). 

Israel’s third blessing was a counterpart to the Lord’s Supper or communion. At communion, we eat of the 
bread, and we drink of the wine. The bread symbolizes the sinless body of our Lord. The wine symbolizes the blood 
which He shed on our behalf, cleansing us from sin. The Israelites of old were blessed with eating and drinking 
which foreshadowed the communion we now celebrate by eating the bread and drinking the wine. They all ate of the 
spiritual food. This food was the manna, which God miraculously provided for the Israelites for 40 years. Our Lord 
indicated that He was like this manna, only vastly better, because He was the “bread which comes down out of 
heaven, and gives life to the world” (John 6:33).  

																																																								
3 Fee, p. 437, fn. 20. 
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The Israelites of old also had their own “spiritual drink.” This drink was the water God miraculously provided 
over the years which they spent in the wilderness. Jesus spoke of Himself as the source of this “water” (see John 
4:7-15; 7:37-39). Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 10:4 are indeed surprising. Here, Paul identifies Christ as the 
“spiritual rock which followed” the Israelites in the wilderness. This is a most amazing statement. There are any 
number of fantastic explanations of what Paul means. The simplest way to understand Paul is to recognize that he is 
not speaking of a physical rock, but of a spiritual rock. Christ was the source of the water, particularly on those 
occasions when Moses struck the rock. But more than this, Paul wants us to know that Christ was ever present with 
His people in their wilderness trek. He was there to care for His people, to meet their need for water. 

God supernaturally provided for all of the true needs of all the Israelites during their 40 years in the wilderness. 
He divinely provided for their salvation, for their protection, and for their guidance, by the cloud and by leading 
them through the sea. He “baptized” them, identifying them with Moses, His divinely appointed leader. God 
provided for the food and water which these Israelites required while in the wilderness. Yet in spite of all these 
divine provisions, the Israelites failed to enter into the land. Only two of all those wilderness wanderers ever entered 
the land of Canaan. Even Moses was not permitted to enter the land. Even though God provided for their essential 
needs, they did not please God, and they did not enter the land. Many left Egypt; all partook of divine blessings and 
privileges; only two entered the promised land. 

Divine blessings and privileges do not guarantee that one will “win the race.” No one can ever say that they 
failed to finish the race because they were not adequately provided for. Those who failed to enter into the promised 
land are those who failed to appropriate God’s provisions. More than this, those who failed to enter into the 
promised land were those who lacked self-discipline, and who fell due to their self-indulgence. In verses 6-10, Paul 
will identify those specific sins which plagued the ancient Israelites, resulting in their failure to please God and to 
possess the land of Canaan. Each of these failures is a sin of self-indulgence, and each points to a sin which is 
prominent in the Corinthian church of Paul’s day, as well as in our church today. 

Israel’s Besetting Sins  
(10:6-10) 

6 Now these things happened as examples for us, that we should not crave evil things, as they also 
craved. 7 And do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written, “The people sat down to 
eat and drink, and stood up to PLAY.” 8 Nor let us act immorally, as some of them did, and 
twenty-three thousand fell in one day. 9 Nor let us try the Lord, as some of them did, and were 
destroyed by the serpents. 10 Nor grumble, as some of them did, and were destroyed by the 
destroyer.  

In verse 1, Paul speaks of the Israelites as “our fathers,” stressing the continuity of the people of God, Old 
Testament and New. Now, in verse 6, Paul writes that the experiences of “our fathers” is for us. He may even be 
saying that their experiences are examples of us.4 Again, in verse 11, Paul stresses the importance of these Old 
Testament stories as they directly bear on our lives. The overall lesson to be learned from Israel’s wilderness 
wandering is that we should not crave evil things. Craving evil things is that self-indulgence which keeps us from 
“winning the race” and which kept the Israelites from entering the land of Canaan. Self-control is the discipline we 
impose on our flesh so that we can win the race. In verses 6-10, we will see that Paul links the experience of the 
ancient Israelites directly to the experience of the Corinthians (and us). They lacked self-control, and they craved 
evil things. Each of the failures Paul highlights from the history of the first generation of Israelites is a failure of 
self-indulgence. And each of the failures is associated with eating and drinking, with food. Food—that is, meat 
offered to idols—is still the issue at hand, and Paul now shows us what we can learn about food and self-indulgence 
from the Israelites of old. 

The first offense of the Israelites, as we have already mentioned, is “craving evil things.” This seems to be 
a general heading under which the other failures are listed as specific transgressions. This “craving” of evil things is 
linked with eating: 

1 Now the people became like those who complain of adversity in the hearing of the Lord; and 
when the Lord heard it, His anger was kindled, and the fire of the Lord burned among them and 
consumed some of the outskirts of the camp. … 4 And the rabble who were among them had 
greedy desires; and also the sons of Israel wept again and said, “Who will give us meat to eat? 5 

																																																								
4 Fee (p. 451, fn. 7) indicates that the original expression may just as well be rendered “examples/types for 

us” as “examples/types of us.”  Surely we can see ourselves in the attitudes and actions of the Old Testament saints. 
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“We remember the fish which we used to eat free in Egypt, the cucumbers and the melons and the 
leeks and the onions and the garlic, 6 but now our appetite is gone. There is nothing at all to look 
at except this manna.” 7 Now the manna was like coriander seed, and its appearance like that of 
bdellium. 8 The people would go about and gather it and grind it between two millstones or beat it 
in the mortar, and boil it in the pot and make cakes with it; and its taste was as the taste of cakes 
baked with oil. 9 And when the dew fell on the camp at night, the manna would fall with it. … 34 
So the name of that place was called Kibroth-hattaavah, because there they buried the people who 
had been greedy (Numbers 11:1, 4-9, 34, emphasis mine). 
13 They quickly forgot His works; They did not wait for His counsel, 14 But craved intensely5 in 
the wilderness, And tempted6 God in the desert.  15 So He gave them their request, But sent a 
wasting disease among them (Psalm 106:13-15, emphasis mine). 

How tragic is this description of the Israelites in the wilderness. It was not that they lacked food to eat, for God 
provided for their bodily needs. They grumbled because they found God’s provisions unsavory. They wanted 
something tastier, something spicier. And in so doing, they came to despise God’s provisions and to longingly look 
back to the days of their slavery, as though they were the “good old days,” simply because they then had tastier 
food. The unbridled craving, the fleshly desires of the Israelites which they sought to satisfy, led to their death in the 
wilderness. Self-discipline would have enabled them to finish their course, to win the race. 

The second failure of the Israelites in the wilderness was that of idolatry; “And do not be idolaters, as some 
of them were; as it is written, ‘The people sat down to eat and drink, and stood up to PLAY.’”  

1 Now when the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people 
assembled about Aaron, and said to him, “Come, make us a god who will go before us; as for this 
Moses, the man who brought us up from the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of 
him.” 2 And Aaron said to them, “Tear off the gold rings which are in the ears of your wives, your 
sons, and your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3 Then all the people tore off the gold rings 
which were in their ears, and brought them to Aaron. 4 And he took this from their hand, and 
fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it into a molten calf; and they said, “This is your god, O 
Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt.” 5 Now when Aaron saw this, he built an altar 
before it; and Aaron made a proclamation and said, “Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord.” 6 So 
the next day they rose early and offered burnt offerings, and brought peace offerings; and the 
people sat down to eat and to drink, and rose up to play (Exodus 32:1-6). 

What is interesting about Paul’s words in reference to idolatry is that when he refers to the incident described 
above in Exodus 32:1-6, he does not mention the fashioning of the golden calf, but only the fact (described in verse 
6) of Israel’s sitting down “to eat and to drink,” and then their rising up “to play.” The idolatry of the Israelites 
was clearly prohibited, and it was a most evil thing which they did. Paul seems intent upon pointing out not only 
their idolatry, but what accompanied it. Their idolatry was associated with eating and drinking. They offered 
sacrifices to the idol, and then they sat down to eat and to drink of these foods, which were a part of the heathen 
sacrificial service. Following this meal (including the eating of idol-meat), they arose to “play.” They were not 
playing “ring around the rosey”; the “play” which is referred to here is sexual in nature. And so both the eating and 
drinking of things involved with idol worship and immorality were a part of Israel’s idolatry. One further note 
should be made concerning this idol worship of the Israelites, which Moses described in Exodus 32:25: in their 
worship, the Israelites had cast aside all self-control. Their worship was not only heathen, it was unrestrained 
indulgence. There was no self-discipline here, and this is the kind of self-indulgence which kept the Israelites from 
entering the land. 

The third failure of the Israelites of old is that of immorality: “Nor let us act immorally, as some of them 
did, and twenty-three thousand fell in one day.” 

1 While Israel remained at Shittim, the people began to play the harlot with the daughters of 
Moab. 2 For they invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed 

																																																								
5 In the Greek Translation of the Old Testament (the Septuagint), the texts in Numbers 11 and Psalm 106 

employ the same root word as Paul has employed twice in 1 Corinthians 10:6.  In verse 25, the psalmist speaks of 
their grumbling, as Paul does in 1 Corinthians 10:10. 

6 Notice that the psalmist also mentions the Israelites putting God to the test, as Paul does in 1 Corinthians 
10:9. 
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down to their gods. 3 So Israel joined themselves to Baal of Peor, and the Lord was angry against 
Israel. 4 And the Lord said to Moses, “Take all the leaders of the people and execute them in 
broad daylight before the Lord, so that the fierce anger of the Lord may turn away from Israel.” 5 
So Moses said to the judges of Israel, “Each of you slay his men who have joined themselves to 
Baal of Peor.” … 9 And those who died by the plague were 24,0007 (Numbers 25:1-5, 9). 

The important thing to note here is that, once again, immorality is viewed as a part of the package of idolatry. 
The Israelites fell into immorality with the Moabite women as they joined with them in their idol worship. The 
people “ate and bowed down to their gods” (25:2). Here they were, sinning so as to be laid low in the wilderness, 
and this sin of immorality was linked with idolatry and with the eating of idol-meat. 

The fourth failure of the Israelites in the wilderness according to Paul was that of “trying the Lord” or 
“putting the Lord to the test.”  “Nor let us try the Lord, as some of them did, and were destroyed by the serpents.” 

There were at least ten such occasions when the Israelites put the Lord to the test (see Numbers 14:22). Some of 
these incidents are recorded in the Old Testament: 

1 Then all the congregation of the sons of Israel journeyed by stages from the wilderness of Sin, 
according to the command of the Lord, and camped at Rephidim, and there was no water for the 
people to drink. 2 Therefore the people quarreled with Moses and said, “Give us water that we 
may drink.” And Moses said to them, “Why do you quarrel with me? Why do you test the Lord?” 
3 But the people thirsted there for water; and they grumbled against Moses and said, “Why, now, 
have you brought us up from Egypt, to kill us and our children and our livestock with thirst?” 4 So 
Moses cried out to the Lord, saying, “What shall I do to this people? A little more and they will 
stone me.” 5 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Pass before the people and take with you some of the 
elders of Israel; and take in your hand your staff with which you struck the Nile, and go. 6 Behold, 
I will stand before you there on the rock at Horeb; and you shall strike the rock, and water will 
come out of it, that the people may drink.” And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel. 7 
And he named the place Massah and Meribah because of the quarrel of the sons of Israel, and 
because they tested the Lord, saying, “Is the Lord among us, or not?” (Exodus 17:1-7) 
18 And in their heart they put God to the test  By asking food according to their desire (Psalm 
78:18, emphasis mine). 

Putting God to the test was demanding that God meet their perceived needs, in the way which they demanded. 
The question of Exodus 17:7 sums it up: “Is the Lord among us, or not?” The way the Israelites determined God’s 
presence among them was by “counting their blessings.” If they were thirsty, they demanded that God satisfy that 
thirst, or they threatened not to believe He was with them. According to the psalmist, they demanded that God 
supply them with the food they craved to prove He was among them.  

The specific instance Paul has in mind is recorded in the Book of Numbers: 
5 And the people spoke against God and Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die 
in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we loathe this miserable food.” 6 And 
the Lord sent fiery serpents among the people and they bit the people, so that many people of 
Israel died. 7 So the people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned, because we have spoken 
against the Lord and you; intercede with the Lord, that He may remove the serpents from us.” And 
Moses interceded for the people. 8 Then the Lord said to Moses, “Make a fiery serpent, and set it 
on a standard; and it shall come about, that everyone who is bitten, when he looks at it, he shall 
live.” 9 And Moses made a bronze serpent and set it on the standard; and it came about, that if a 
serpent bit any man, when he looked to the bronze serpent, he lived (Numbers 21:5-9).  

Here, the specific cause for Israel’s grumbling was the menu. They put Moses on notice that they were sick and 
tired of the food God provided. The result was the plague of fiery serpents, whose poisonous tongues (so to speak) 
were illustrative of the tongues of the Israelites (compare Psalm 140:3; Romans 3:13). 

You will remember that Satan’s first temptation of our Lord was an effort to entice Him to cause stones to 
become bread. God had led Him into the wilderness to be without food or water. Satan’s assumption was the same 

																																																								
7 There are all kinds of explanations offered for the discrepancy of 1,000 souls between Paul’s account and 

that of Moses in Numbers 25.  It may be worth noting that Paul gives the number as 23,000 who died in one day.  
Moses tells us that a total of 24,000 died.  Perhaps 23,000 died in a 24-hour period, but there were 1,000 more who 
died after the initial 24 hours passed. 
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as the Israelites—if God was really with someone, they would not lack anything they needed or desired. 
Consequently, Satan sought to persuade our Lord to make stones into bread. Later on in His wilderness testing, 
Satan sought to convince our Lord to jump from the pinnacle of the temple, reminding Him of the biblical assurance 
of angelic protection. Jesus, still dealing with Satan from the context of the early chapters of Deuteronomy, 
reminded Satan of the evil of putting God to the test, of trying to make God jump through our hoops. Once again, 
Israel’s sin of putting God to the test was closely associated with eating and drinking. 

Finally, the ancient Israelites failed by grumbling: “Nor grumble, as some of them did, and were destroyed 
by the destroyer.”  

2 And the whole congregation of the sons of Israel grumbled against Moses and Aaron in the 
wilderness. 3 And the sons of Israel said to them, “Would that we had died by the Lord’s hand in 
the land of Egypt, when we sat by the pots of meat, when we ate bread to the full; for you have 
brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with hunger” (Exodus 16:2-3). 
41 But on the next day all the congregation of the sons of Israel grumbled against Moses and 
Aaron, saying, “You are the ones who have caused the death of the Lord’s people.” 42 It came 
about, however, when the congregation had assembled against Moses and Aaron, that they turned 
toward the tent of meeting, and behold, the cloud covered it and the glory of the Lord appeared. 43 
Then Moses and Aaron came to the front of the tent of meeting, 44 and the Lord spoke to Moses, 
saying, 45 “Get away from among this congregation, that I may consume them instantly.” Then 
they fell on their faces. 46 And Moses said to Aaron, “Take your censer and put in it fire from the 
altar, and lay incense on it; then bring it quickly to the congregation and make atonement for them, 
for wrath has gone forth from the Lord, the plague has begun!” 47 Then Aaron took it as Moses 
had spoken, and ran into the midst of the assembly, for behold, the plague had begun among the 
people. So he put on the incense and made atonement for the people. 48 And he took his stand 
between the dead and the living, so that the plague was checked. 49 But those who died by the 
plague were 14,700, besides those who died on account of Korah (Numbers 16:41-49). 

In Exodus 16, the grumbling of the Israelites was about food. They recalled the “meat” they had eaten in Egypt 
and grumbled against Moses and God for leading them into the desert to starve them to death. The incident Paul 
seems to have in mind is recorded in the 16th chapter of Numbers. Korah, Dathan, Abiram and 250 others from 
among the leaders of Israel rose up against Moses, protesting against his prominence and authority. In the events 
that followed, these rebels were swallowed up alive by the earth, along with their families (16:28-35). God’s act of 
discipline, performed at the hand of Moses, did not strike fear into the hearts of the people, who on the following 
day grumbled against Moses, blaming him for the deaths of those who had perished for their rebellion (16:41). Only 
the intervention of Moses and Aaron stopped the plague which commenced against the grumblers, but not until after 
14,700 perished (16:49). 

This incident is especially pertinent because the grumbling of the Israelites was occasioned by the exercise of 
divine discipline. The Israelites blamed Moses for the deaths of those who rebelled against God. In the church at 
Corinth, a man is known to be guilty of living in sin with his father’s wife, yet the Corinthians do nothing about it. 
Rather than mourn over this sin, they are proud of it (see 1 Corinthians 5:1-5). Paul, even though at a distance from 
them, exercises discipline on his own, and urges the church to follow his example. If the church at Corinth is 
anything like the people of God in Moses’ day, they will grumble over Paul’s response to sin in the church. And thus 
the Corinthians find yet another point of contact with the ancient Israelites.  

Conclusion 
Now the real issue is out in the open. It is not really about what is right, or even about one’s rights; the issue is 

self-indulgence. All of the problems which have been exposed in the Corinthian church are really matters of self-
indulgence. The little cliques are based upon some kind of mental self-indulgence; attaching oneself to a leader who 
is slick, smooth, and prestigious means that one gains status in the eyes of his (or her) peers. Often, I fear, “leaders” 
whom the Corinthians choose to follow are false teachers (see 1 Corinthians 4:6; 2 Corinthians 11), whose appeal is 
fleshly indulgence (see 2 Peter 10). The man living in an incestual relationship (chapter 5), and those sleeping with 
prostitutes (chapter 6), are indulging their flesh, as are those who go to court to protect their “rights” (chapter 6).  

The problem with the ascetics, who advocated abstaining from sex and marriage, is that their self-flagellation 
often leads to greater immorality (see 1 Corinthians 7:5). The kind of legalistic self-abuse which the ascetics and 
legalists impose does not really deal with the flesh. In the first place, many practice a form of “self-denial,” which is 
but a mere outward appearance. They do it to appear spiritual and thus win the applause of their peers, thereby 
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indulging themselves in man’s praises. While the outward appearance is that of self-control, the old lusts are not 
really dealt with, for they are still deeply imbedded on the inside: 

2 “When therefore you give alms, do not sound a trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the 
synagogues and in the streets, that they may be honored by men. Truly I say to you, they have 
their reward in full. 3 But when you give alms, do not let your left hand know what your right 
hand is doing 4 that your alms may be in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will repay you. 
5 And when you pray, you are not to be as the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the 
synagogues and on the street corners, in order to be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have 
their reward in full. 6 But you, when you pray, go into your inner room, and when you have shut 
your door, pray to your Father who is in secret, and your Father who sees in secret will repay you. 
7 And when you are praying, do not use meaningless repetition, as the Gentiles do, for they 
suppose that they will be heard for their many words” (Matthew 6:2-7). 
25 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the outside of the cup and of the 
dish, but inside they are full of robbery and self-indulgence” (Matthew 23:25). 
23 These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and 
self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly indulgence 
(Colossians 2:23). 

While self-abasement is futile and fraudulent, Paul is consistent with the rest of the Bible in calling us to a life 
of discipline. Discipleship is, after all, founded on discipline, not only in its terminology, but in its essence and 
expression. When Jesus preached, He did not offer an easy path nor did He promise earthly prosperity. He spoke of 
taking up one’s cross and of selling one’s possessions and hating one’s family. He was careful never to give the 
impression that following Him was going to be easy. He did not conceal the “cost of discipleship.” 

But more than this, Jesus Himself practiced the very self-discipline and self-denial which He advocated, and 
which Paul requires in our text. From the very beginning, Jesus knew that He had come to this earth to serve, rather 
than to be served, and He gave His life as a ransom for many (Mark 10:45). He consistently purposed to fulfill His 
calling and to carry out the will of His Father. The fulfillment of His calling was to die a most agonizing death on the 
cross of Calvary, and thus to make atonement for our sins. Never was there anyone who better exemplified the will 
and self-sacrifice to win better than our Lord. And it is because He completed His course that you and I may fulfill 
our calling as well. Christ’s victory over sin, death, and the grave is the basis for our sure victory as well. 

Our Lord’s temptation in the wilderness, described by both Matthew (4:1-11) and Luke (4:1-12), is best 
understood in the light of those Old Testament events which Paul calls to our remembrance in our text. Throughout 
that 40-year period, the Israelites were constantly stiff-necked and rebellious. They continually sought to indulge 
their fleshly appetites, and as a result, they often rebelled against God and were stricken with various disciplinary 
plagues. Except for two men, Joshua and Caleb, the entire generation which crossed through the Red Sea failed to 
enter the land of Canaan. 

Our Lord’s temptation in the wilderness was a deliberate “replay” of that period of time. As Israel, God’s “son,” 
was brought forth from Egypt, so was our Lord (Matthew 2:13-15; see Hosea 11:1). As Israel was tested in the 
wilderness for forty years (Deuteronomy 8:2), so was our Lord. But where Israel failed, our Lord triumphed. It is not 
by virtue of Israel’s faithfulness that we have hope, but by virtue of our Lord’s faithfulness. Israel was allowed to 
hunger and thirst (Deuteronomy 8:3), but they craved evil things and demanded that God give them what their 
fleshly appetites desired, loathing His provision of manna and water. Jesus was content to be hungry and to thirst, 
refusing to turn stones into bread. Our Lord succeeded where Israel failed. His success is the basis for our salvation, 
and thus for our successfully finishing our course. This is the case with Paul: 

7 I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith; 8 in the future 
there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award 
to me on that day; and not only to me, but also to all who have loved His appearing (2 Timothy 
4:7-8). 

It can also be the case for us. This is the basis for Peter’s exhortation of the elders in his first epistle: 
1 Therefore, I exhort the elders among you, as your fellow elder and witness of the sufferings of 
Christ, and a partaker also of the glory that is to be revealed, 2 shepherd the flock of God among 
you, exercising oversight not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of God; and 
not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; 3 nor yet as lording it over those allotted to your charge, 
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but proving to be examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive 
the unfading crown of glory (1 Peter 5:1-4). 

The Old Testament is strewn with the wreckage of those whose lives were ruined by self-indulgence. Our Lord 
and Paul not only call us to a life of self-discipline and self-denial, they model it for us. Let us purpose to win the 
race, to finish the course which God has set for us. Let us deny ourselves and discipline our bodies, for our own 
good, for the good of our brethren, and for the advancement of the gospel. 
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Lessons We Must Learn From Our “Fathers”  
(1 Cor. 10:11-14) 

Introduction 
I had just finished preaching in a humble Methodist church in Baroda, a city in the state of Gujarat in north-

western India. The pastor invited me upstairs to the humble dwelling where he and his wife lived, above the church. 
While we were drinking a cup of tea, a couple appeared at the door. They were invited in and asked to join us at the 
table. I could tell that they were having trouble. The pastor asked me if I would mind assisting in counseling them. 
This couple began to pour out their story. They could not speak a word of English. The pastor would translate, as I 
sought to counsel them. I will never forget the sense of “sameness” in their situation. The culture was vastly 
different from my own in the Western world. Their language was a complete mystery to me. Yet even before 
hearing the translation provided by the pastor, I gained a fairly accurate sense of what was going on between this 
couple. The husband drank, and this was obviously a part of the problem. He was angry with his wife, and she was 
not that happy with him.  

I was struck by the “sameness” I sensed as this unusual counseling session began to unfold. There were so many 
differences between this couple and their culture and mine, and yet their problems were really the same ones I 
constantly face in counseling with couples in America. Neither great distances in space nor in time change men. 
This is why seemingly sophisticated Christians in America can read the ancient accounts of Israel’s experiences in 
the wilderness and learn much from them.  

Some Corinthians had raised the question of whether or not they were permitted to eat meats offered to idols. In 
chapter 8, Paul allowed his readers the luxury of assuming, for the time being, that they were correct in thinking that 
“strong” Christians could eat meat offered to idols, and that those who had scruples about such meats were “weak.” 
Even if these supposedly “strong” saints did have the right to eat meats offered to idols, they would be wrong to do 
so, Paul taught, when their liberty became a stumbling block to the weak. Knowledge should not take precedence in 
such matters, but love. Love would never exercise a liberty at the expense of a brother. Even if these “strong” saints 
were right doctrinally in assuming they had the liberty of eating meats offered to idols, they were found wrong by 
love’s standards when they insisted on exercising their rights at the expense of their brother. 

In chapter 9, Paul drew the Corinthians’ attention to a genuine right (as opposed to their incorrect liberty to eat 
idol-meats): the right to be supported as an apostle and a minister of the gospel. After supplying overwhelming 
support for this right, Paul reminds his readers that he refused to exercise it in his ministry to them. While they of all 
people should be supporting him, Paul chose not to be supported, but to provide for himself by working with his 
own hands. He did this so that no one could ever accuse him of putting his own interests above those to whom he 
ministered. He refrained from receiving support so that his preaching of the gospel might incur the least resistance 
from those who heard it. 

Having contrasted his decision to forego his right to be supported with the insistence of some Corinthians on 
exercising their rights regardless of its impact on others, Paul now turns to the root problem of the Corinthians, the 
lack of self-control. Self-indulgence lay at the root of every other Corinthian problem mentioned up to this point. 
The solution to self-indulgence is self-control. Paul begins by showing how self-control sets the winner of the race 
over and above all the rest of the runners. He then turns back to the time of Israel’s wilderness wanderings, to show 
that self-indulgence was the cause of the nation’s failure to reach the promised land. The same failures which 
prevented the first generation of Israelites from reaching the promised land are those which endanger the church 
today. 

From the failure of the Israelites in the past, Paul draws two lessons for the readers of his Epistle. The first is a 
word of warning, recorded in verses 11 and 12. If so many Israelites failed to reach their goal despite God’s 
presence and provisions, we too should not presume that we will stand in times of testing. Second, Paul gives a word 
of encouragement and instruction in verses 13 and 14. He assures us that while falling seems to be the rule in 
Israel’s wilderness wanderings, it need not be. He cites several reasons for us to be encouraged in the midst of our 
trials and tests. And then he concludes by instructing us to flee from idolatry. Now the cat, so to speak, is out of the 
bag. Paul in no way sanctioned the eating of meats offered to idols in chapters 8 and 9. Finally, beginning at verse 
14, he explains why idol-meats are deadly and dangerous, and thus prohibited. It will not be until our next lesson 
that we will consider verse 14 in the light of the verses which follow it. For now, we will seek to understand it in the 
light of those verses which precede it. 

Our passage contains one of the most well-known and often quoted verses in 1 Corinthians:  
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No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will not 
allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the way of 
escape also, that you may be able to endure it (1 Corinthians 10:13).  

Nearly all of us understand this verse in isolation rather than in the light of its context. In this lesson, we will 
seek to understand this verse in context. Let us look to this passage to warn us and to encourage us, so that we will 
purpose to run to win, and so that we will flee from every form of idolatry. 

The Structure of Our Text 
Our text contains two major elements: (1) Paul’s admonition or warning, in verses 11 and 12; and, (2) Paul’s 

encouragement and instruction in verses 13 and 14. Verse 11 lays down the premise of Paul’s lesson in verse 12, 
introduced by “therefore.” Verse 13 establishes the foundation for Paul’s command in verse 14, once again 
introduced by the word “therefore.” The structure of these verses can thus be summarized: 

• The link between Israel’s experience and the Corinthian’s conduct—verse 11 
• Paul’s warning, based upon Israel’s failures, as recorded for the church—verse 12 
• Israel’s failures need not be our own, due to the faithfulness of God—verse 13 
• Paul’s command to flee from idolatry—verse 14 

Other Crucial Texts 
Our text should be interpreted and applied in the light of two other biblical passages which bear on the same 

subject. Allow me to bring these texts to your attention as we begin this lesson: 
1 “All the commandments that I am commanding you today you shall be careful to do, that you 
may live and multiply, and go in and possess the land which the Lord swore to give to your 
forefathers. 2 And you shall remember all the way which the Lord your God has led you in the 
wilderness these forty years, that He might humble you, testing you, to know what was in your 
heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not. 3 And He humbled you and let you be 
hungry, and fed you with manna which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He 
might make you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but man lives by everything 
that proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord. 4 Your clothing did not wear out on you, nor did your 
foot swell these forty years” (Deuteronomy 8:1-4). 
2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of 
your faith produces endurance. 4 And let endurance have its perfect result, that you may be perfect 
and complete, lacking in nothing. … 12 Blessed is a man who perseveres under trial; for once he 
has been approved, he will receive the crown of life, which the Lord has promised to those who 
love Him. 13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God”; for God cannot be 
tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt anyone. 14 But each one is tempted when he is 
carried away and enticed by his own lust. 15 Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth to sin; 
and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth death (James 1:2-4, 12-15). 

A Lesson to Learn From Our Link With Israel  
(10:11-12) 

11 Now [all]8 these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our 
instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. 12 Therefore let him who thinks he stands 
take heed lest he fall. 

The moral failures of the ancient Israelites brought divine judgment. In each of the instances of Israel’s sin, 
there was a dire consequence of divine judgment. Paul means for us to understand that only two of the Israelites who 
escaped from Egypt and passed through the Red Sea entered into the promised land, while the rest died in the 
wilderness. But he is not focusing here on those who died of old age in the wilderness, but on those who were 
smitten of God for their sin, those who were “laid low” (10:5), “fell” (10:8), and “were destroyed” (10:9, 10). In 
the light of all this, I understand Paul’s words in verse 11 to read this way, “Now all these things happened as an 
example to them, and they were written for our instruction, … .” When God struck some of the nation dead for their 

																																																								
8 A considerable number of Greek manuscripts include the word all. This all would include not only all of 

the incidents referred to by Paul in verses 1-10, but all of Israel’s experiences. 
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sin, it was meant as a lesson for the rest. It was an example to all the rest, not to follow their peers in sinning against 
God by indulging themselves. The principle underlying Paul’s words is expressed in the Old Testament Book of 
Proverbs: “When the scoffer is punished, the naive becomes wise; But when the wise is instructed, he receives 
knowledge” (Proverbs 21:11). 

In addition to instructing the Israelites not to sin, the recording of these events made it possible for those in 
future generations to learn from Israel’s mistakes as well. According to the NASB, Paul writes, “… and they were 
written for our instruction.” This translation is surely amazing. In the Book of Romans, Paul also referred to the 
Old Testament Scriptures when he wrote, “For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, 
that through perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4, emphasis 
mine). Here, the Greek term which is rendered “instruction” is the normal term for instruction, which we would 
expect. But in 1 Corinthians 10:11, the term is not that which we would expect to find to convey the idea of 
instruction. It is, rather, the term which Luke uses of Paul’s words in Acts, and which Paul employed in 1 
Thessalonians 5:12 and 14. “Therefore be on the alert, remembering that night and day for a period of three years I 
did not cease to admonish each one with tears” (Acts 20:31, emphasis mine). 

12 But we request of you, brethren, that you appreciate those who diligently labor among you, and 
have charge over you in the Lord and give you instruction,9 13 and that you esteem them very 
highly in love because of their work. Live in peace with one another. 14 And we urge you, 
brethren, admonish the unruly, encourage the fainthearted, help the weak, be patient with all men 
(1 Thessalonians 5:12-14, emphasis mine). 

Surely we can see that “admonition” or “warning” is what Paul had in mind here. The sins of the Israelites in 
the wilderness, which provoked God to wrath, should have instructed the people of God in ancient times and served 
to warn us today. The fine points of these words may be disputed, but the main point Paul wishes to make is that we 
should be warned and sobered by the sins of our “fathers” (see 10:1), and the wrath of our Father. 

The apostles do not make the distinctions between the Old Testament and the New which some do today. Some 
think that because the Old Testament Scriptures were penned before the coming of Christ, they do not measure up to 
the New Testament Scriptures. Some dispensationalists minimize the importance of the Old Testament, and even the 
Gospels. They link the Old Testament texts with “law” and contrast them with the New Testament Scriptures which 
they associate with “grace.” Paul finds (and condemns) legalism, whether it is found in the Old Testament period or 
the New. Paul, and Peter as well, believe that the Old Testament Scriptures were written for the benefit of the New 
Testament saint:  

4 For whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that through 
perseverance and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope (Romans 15:4). 
8 I am not speaking these things according to human judgment, am I? Or does not the Law also 
say these things? 9 For it is written in the Law of Moses, “You shall not muzzle the ox while he is 
threshing.” God is not concerned about oxen, is He? 10 Or is He speaking altogether for our sake? 
Yes, for our sake it was written, because the plowman ought to plow in hope, and the thresher to 
thresh in hope of sharing the crops (1 Corinthians 9:8-10). 
6 Now these things happened as examples for us, that we should not crave evil things, as they also 
craved (1 Corinthians 10:6). 
10 As to this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that would come to you made 
careful search and inquiry, 11 seeking to know what person or time the Spirit of Christ within 
them was indicating as He predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow. 12 It was 
revealed to them that they were not serving themselves, but you, in these things which now have 
been announced to you through those who preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from 
heaven—things into which angels long to look (1 Peter 1:10-12; see also 2 Timothy 3:13-17). 

The final statement of 1 Corinthians 10:11 is noteworthy: “upon whom the ends of the ages have come.” We 
are those upon whom the ends of the ages have come. So were the Corinthians, and they lived nearly 2,000 years 
ago. How could they and we both live at the “ends of the ages”? From the perspective of the Old Testament saint, 
the last days would begin with the coming of the Messiah. They, of course, did not distinguish between His first and 
His second comings. When Jesus came to the earth, died on the cross for lost sinners, and then was raised from the 

																																																								
9 Here, the editors of the NASB give a marginal note, indicating that “admonition” may be the proper 

rendering. In verse 14, the same Greek term is now rendered “admonish.” 
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grave and ascended to the Father, the last act of God’s eternal plan commenced. It is a long act, I grant, but it is the 
final act. As Peter reminds us, a thousand years is as one day with God (2 Peter 3:8).10  

The writer to the Hebrews looks on the coming of Christ as the consummation: “Otherwise, He would have 
needed to suffer often since the foundation of the world; but now once at the consummation of the ages He has been 
manifested to put away sin by the sacrifice of Himself” (Hebrews 9:26). The coming of Christ was, to this inspired 
writer, the “consummation of the ages,” or in Paul’s words, the coming of the “ends of the ages.” When Paul 
writes to the Roman believers, he underscores the urgency of watchful living, in the light of the shortness of the 
time: 

11 And this do, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now 
salvation is nearer to us than when we believed. 12 The night is almost gone, and the day is at 
hand. Let us therefore lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 13 Let us 
behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in sexual promiscuity and 
sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. 14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision 
for the flesh in regard to its lusts (Romans 13:11-14). 

When we lose sight of the shortness of the time and the fact that we live in the end times, we are tempted to 
think we have lots of time, and thus we become sloppy and sluggardly. This is the very thing our Lord warned 
against: 

42 And the Lord said, “Who then is the faithful and sensible steward, whom his master will put in 
charge of his servants, to give them their rations at the proper time? 43 Blessed is that slave whom 
his master finds so doing when he comes. 44 Truly I say to you, that he will put him in charge of 
all his possessions. 45 But if that slave says in his heart, ‘My master will be a long time in 
coming,’ and begins to beat the slaves, both men and women, and to eat and drink and get drunk; 
46 the master of that slave will come on a day when he does not expect him, and at an hour he 
does not know, and will cut him in pieces, and assign him a place with the unbelievers” (Luke 
12:42-46). 

Consistent with Paul’s view of the people of God, verse 11 underscores the continuity of God’s program, Old 
Testament and New. Here in chapter 10, Paul has referred to the ancient Israelites as our “fathers” (10:1). He has 
likened their salvation and sanctification in the wilderness to ours. He has previously (9:9-10; 10:6) and now (10:11) 
indicated that our experiences are very much the same, and that we can learn much from those people of God who 
lived long before us. And now, by speaking of the “ends of the ages” having come, Paul seems to be saying that 
while Israel’s liberation from Egyptian slavery was an early chapter in God’s plan for the ages, we are those in 
whose days the events of the last chapter are taking place. It is one program, in which both Old Testament Israelites 
and New Testament believers play a part. 

The warning, to which Paul referred in verse 11, is spelled out in verse 12: “Therefore let him who thinks he 
stands take heed lest he fall.” We must understand to whom Paul is referring when he warns the one who “thinks he 
stands.” Several observations should help us to grasp the meaning of Paul’s words: 

(1) The terms “stand”11 and “fall”12 are not used casually elsewhere in the Scriptures, nor are they here. To 
“stand” is to persevere in the faith; to “fall” is to fall from the faith. 

(2) The one who “thinks he stands” is thinking wrongly, for he is in the greatest danger of falling. 
(3) The one who wrongly thinks he stands is often the one who thinks he stands strongly. Those who are most 

confident that they stand are those who feel strongly about it. The unbelieving scribes and Pharisees had no doubts 
about their salvation, wrong as they were (cf. Matthew 7:20-23). Our level of confidence about our security is not 
necessarily indicative of our actual salvation. How we feel about something does not determine how things really 
are. How things are should affect our feelings on the matter. 

(4) The one who thinks he stands is the one who thinks himself to be “strong.” Chapter 8 spoke of the “strong” 
and the “weaker” brothers. The “stronger” brother of chapter 8 is certainly the one who “thinks he stands” in 
chapter 10. 

																																																								
10 Peter says this in response to those who lived in his day, who reasoned that since such a long time had 

passed, the second coming of our Lord was suspect (see 2 Peter 3:3-4). 
11 See Matthew 12:25; Romans 5:2; 11:20; 1 Corinthians 15:1; 1 Peter 5:12; Jude 1:24; Revelation 6:17. 
12 See Isaiah 8:14-15; 28:13; 31:3; Jeremiah 50:32; Romans 11:11; 14:4. 
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(5) The one who thinks he stands is also the one who thinks he can (eat idol-meats). Paul is really turning the 
tables here. He allowed the one who ate idol-meats to continue to view himself as the stronger brother from chapter 
8, until now. Now Paul warns these “stronger” brethren, who were confident that they were spiritual enough to eat 
idol-meats and not fall, that they are the ones most likely to fall. Spiritual pride leads to over-confidence, and over-
confidence in one’s own standing and abilities sets one up for a big fall.  

The Israelites of old were warned against such smug self-confidence. The Jewish religious leaders of Jesus’ day 
were also self-righteous and self-confident. They thought that having Abraham as their forefather, that being set 
apart by God, that being the stewards of the revealed Word of God, proved them to be better than others, and thus 
they began to think of themselves as invincible. A drunken man will often get in a wreck, not only because his 
perception and reactions are impaired, but because he thinks he actually has greater abilities than he does. Those 
who carry firearms on their person or in their cars often are involved in violence because they become over-
confident in their weapon.  

The events in the history of Israel (our fathers, verse 1) which Paul has reviewed in the first 10 verses of chapter 
10 should humble all of us, for even though divinely delivered, divinely provisioned, and constantly in God’s 
presence, they failed and they fell (verse 8) in the wilderness. The warning Paul sounds here is not just of the danger 
of falling, but of the severe consequences for falling, as seen in the events which took place in the wilderness. Let 
the “strong” Corinthians take heed and beware. Their attitude was self-defeating and self-destructive. 

Israel’s Past as the Basis for Our Encouragement  
(10:13-14) 

13 No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man; and God is faithful, who will 
not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will provide the 
way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it.  

In the early chapters of Deuteronomy, Moses reviews the experiences of the first generation of Israelites, who 
were delivered from slavery, and yet who failed to enter and possess the promised land. If Israel’s failures drive 
home a solemn warning to us, cautioning us against smug self-sufficiency and security, God’s faithfulness to this 
wayward people should afford us a great deal of comfort. Man fails, but God is faithful. The amazing thing is not 
that God destroyed some in the wilderness, but that He did not destroy everyone instantly, and that He brought the 
Israelites into the land. In spite of one failure after another on the part of the Israelites, God was faithful to His 
promise. God did not allow the failures of His people to cause His promises to fail.  

In verses 13 and 14, Paul has some very encouraging words for the Corinthian saints, and for us. His 
encouragement is based upon two foundational truths: (1) that all temptation is “common to man”; and, (2) that 
God is faithful to us in relation to our temptations. Let us consider these matters more fully, beginning with some 
observations related to self-indulgence and temptation. 

Foundational	Principles	
(1) God never tempts men to sin (1 Corinthians 10:13; James 1:13). James says it as clearly as it can be said: 

“… God cannot be tempted by evil, and He Himself does not tempt any one” (1:13b). Paul very carefully words 
verse 13 to say that temptation may overtake men, but there is no indication that this temptation comes from God. 

(2) The same Greek word (peiradzo) is translated “tempt” and “test” in the New Testament. In one sense, 
temptation is very different. Temptation never comes from God, but from our own flesh, or from Satan.13 (James 
1:12-14; Matthew 4:1-11; 1 Corinthians 7:5). God does “test” us, to prove and to enhance our faith. Temptation has 
as its goal sin and death (James 1:13-15). Testing has as its goal our purification and sanctification, and eternal life 
(James 1:12; 1 Peter 1:6-9). Testing leads to faith and obedience; tempting leads to doubting God and disobeying 
His commandments. 

Having pointed out the great difference between “testing” and “tempting” in the Bible, let us also take note of 
the similarities. Both temptation and testing are prompted by trials and adversity.14 Both tempting and testing expose 
what is in our hearts (Deuteronomy 8:1-2; James 1:12-15). The same circumstances which result in unbelief and 
disobedience for one person, produce a deeper faith and greater obedience in another. If Paul has shown the 
difficulties of the wilderness to have resulted in failure and divine discipline in our text, the writer to the Hebrews 

																																																								
13 Satan is thus called “the tempter.” See Matthew 4:3; 1 Thessalonians 3:5. 
14 We are also tested by prosperity, but that is another topic altogether. 
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commends men and women in the “hall of faith” who trusted God and obeyed His Word in chapter 11, the great 
faith chapter of this Epistle. 

(3) It is in times of adversity that we may persevere through the time of testing and grow stronger in our faith, 
or we may surrender to temptation and sin. Suffering and adversity is the context for both testing and growth and for 
temptation and sin. The difference is who we are, and what is within us. Somebody once said that suffering is like 
boiling hot water; it makes a potato soft and an egg hard. Because the Israelites had hard hearts and stiff necks, their 
adversity seemed almost always to lead them to doubt God and to disobey Him. For Paul, suffering and adversity 
was a context for service, and a means of knowing Christ more intimately (see 1 Corinthians 4:9-13; 9:1-23; 
Philippians 3:10). 

(4) The only way to know how the term peiradzo should be understood is by understanding the context in which 
it is employed. In the examples below, the context indicates how we should translate and understand the word as it is 
employed in each instance:  

1 Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil (Matthew 
4:1). 
6 And this He was saying to test him; for He Himself knew what He was intending to do (John 
6:6). 
5 For this reason, when I could endure it no longer, I also sent to find out about your faith, for fear 
that the tempter might have tempted you, and our labor should be in vain (1 Thessalonians 3:5). 
17 By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac; and he who had received the promises 
was offering up his only begotten son (Hebrews 11:17). 
12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your 
testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you (1 Peter 4:12). 

Temptations	Are	“Common	to	Man”	
Paul’s words, “common to man,” are pregnant with meaning, meaning on which we must meditate and reflect, 

meaning which is spelled out in other biblical texts.15 
(1) Temptation is “common to man,” and as such, it will overtake the Christian. The Christian is not above 

being tempted (after all, our Lord was “tempted” by Satan.16) We should probably go on to say that being tempted 
is not a sin. Sin occurs when we allow our fleshly lusts to respond to temptation. 

(2) Christians are human, and thus they were not exempt from being tempted nor prevented from falling. Paul 
warns those who wrongly think themselves strong, because they are capable of falling; indeed, they are the most 
vulnerable to temptation and falling. 

(3) Temptation stems from, and appeals to our humanity; that is, from our fleshly desires (see James 1:13-15; 
4:1-3). 

(4) Temptation is the enticement to choose to do what our flesh desires, even though it is wrong. Temptation 
appeals to our fleshly desires, and we must decide whether to indulge our flesh or not. Satan does not overpower us, 
forcing us to sin; he tempts us, seeking to persuade us to choose to sin.  

Let me try to illustrate what I mean. Suppose I am walking down the street and a man approaches me with a 
gun, demanding that I give him my wallet. I have not “yielded to temptation” by giving him my money; I have been 
forced to give up my wallet. But a con artist works to get my money in a different way. He does not use force to 
make me give him my money; he uses subtlety and deception to cause me to want to give him my money. The con 
man appeals to my fleshly lusts.17 Usually, my sinful lust is greed. I think that if I give him my money, I will get 

																																																								
15 Especially critical passages are Psalm 106:6-39; Proverbs 24:10; Acts 14:21-22; Romans 5:1-5; 1 

Timothy 4:7-16; 2 Timothy 2:1-13; Hebrews 11; 12:1-13; James 1:1-18; 1 Peter 1:6-9. 
16 Satan sought to tempt our Lord; it was his intent to tempt our Lord and to cause Him to fail. In one sense 

Jesus was “tempted” because this was what Satan sought to do. In another sense, this whole temptation event served 
only to demonstrate that Jesus could not be tempted, He was “untemptable.” The reason is that in His perfect 
humanity, there was no fleshly lust which was attracted to Satan’s self-indulging proposals. 

17 Some con artists take advantage of our gullibility or our ignorance, but this is not the point I am trying to 
illustrate here. 
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even more money, and so I gladly hand him what I have. I almost force him to take my money! Satan is not an 
armed robber as much as he is a con artist. The devil didn’t make me do it; the devil tempted me to want to do it. 

If we could be forced to do evil, it would not be sin. When we are enticed or tempted to do evil, and we choose 
to do what is wrong, we do sin. The person who is raped is not guilty of immorality in the Bible. The rape victim is 
pitied, because it was not a matter of choice; the adulterer is stoned. 

(5) We don’t have to sin when we are tempted, but when we yield to temptation we become enslaved to sin. We 
are never forced to sin, but we choose to yield to temptation. In Paul’s words to the Romans, we “present ourselves 
to someone as slaves for obedience,” thus becoming “slaves of the one whom we obey” (Romans 6:16; cf. 
Ephesians 3:1-3). 

The Israelites of old were enslaved to their cruel taskmasters, the Egyptians. When God brought them out of 
Egypt, He freed them from their bondage. When they faced difficulties on their journey to the promised land, they 
began to look back upon their slavery in Egypt as the “good old days.” They began to see life in Egypt as the good 
life. They actually wanted to return to their bondage. In Romans 6, Paul draws a spiritual parallel in the life of the 
New Testament Christian. When we are saved by faith, we are freed from the bondage of sin. When we choose to 
yield to temptation and to return to the sinful ways of our former lives, we are choosing to return to slavery. 

(6) Because no temptation comes to us except those which are “common to man,” none of our temptations are 
unique to us. Throughout human history, men have grappled with the same temptations which plague us today. 
Some have failed and fallen in these temptations, and some have persevered and endured. Often, we are “tempted” 
to think that the trials we face are totally unique, unlike those anyone has ever faced before. When we think this 
way, we have already begun to formulate an excuse for our failure and sin. Many have faced the same temptations 
before. Many have failed, and by this we should be warned. Many have overcome, and by this we should be 
encouraged. 

(7) Being human (“I’m only human …”) is not an excuse for yielding to temptation, nor is it an excuse for our 
sin.  

Let us now seek to determine the more precise meaning of the first statement which Paul makes in verse 13 in 
the context of 1 Corinthians. All of Israel’s failures, to which Paul has referred in 10:6-10, are in response to the 
difficulties into which God has led the Israelites under Moses. God was not “tempting” the Israelites, but “testing” 
them (Deuteronomy 8:1-2). As a result of Paul’s teaching regarding the failures of the first generation of Israelites to 
leave Egypt, the Corinthians should conclude that their “trials” could hardly be compared to the adversity faced by 
their “fathers.” Further, the Corinthian saints should recognize that any trial or temptation they might face would not 
be unique, but would find its precedent in the events recorded in the Old Testament Scriptures. In other words, no 
test or temptation which the Corinthians would ever face was new, but rather it was the common experience of many 
who lived before them. The Corinthians did not need to repeat the sins of their fathers, but they could learn from 
them so as to avoid the same mistakes. 

Right now, I am learning to use a new piece of software on my computer. Frankly, I am having some 
difficulties. One of the ways the software company helps me deal with my problems is to set up a bulletin board, 
where the problems faced by others are described, along with their solutions. I can learn from the mistakes of 
those who have gone before me. My problems are not new, and thus I can learn from those who have been down the 
same path ahead of me. 

Paul’s words, “No temptation has overtaken you but such as is common to man,” have another encouraging 
message for me. The problems, tests, and temptations which I must face in my Christian life are truly “human 
problems.” Think about this for a minute. We are tested and even tempted with regard to our humanity. The 
Israelites were tested with regard to eating and drinking, to following divinely appointed leaders, and obeying God’s 
commands. The testings of our Lord were tests of His humanity. When Satan tempted our Lord, it was in the context 
of His doing without food or water for many days. Satan sought to entice our Lord to provide Himself with food, 
even though God had led Him to do without it. Satan sought to tempt our Lord to test God’s faithfulness by forcing 
Him to rescue Him (by plunging from the pinnacle of the temple). Satan sought to tempt our Lord to establish His 
rule by submitting to him, rather than by submitting to the Father and undergoing the suffering He had appointed on 
the cross of Calvary. Our Lord’s temptations were, so to speak, human temptations, temptations rooted in His 
humanity. 

If every trial and temptation (lumping them all together) which comes upon us is a trial of our humanity, then 
Christians should be most encouraged, because God has provided divine enablement with which we can not only 
escape from sin, but by means of which we may endure temptation and trial, to the glory of God and to our own 
spiritual growth. This divine enablement is the subject to which Paul now turns in the remainder of verse 13. 



Deffinbaugh	Notes	 1	Cor	10	 Nov	30,	2015	

	 17	

Trials,	Temptations,	and	the	Faithfulness	of	God	
And God is faithful, who will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the 
temptation will provide the way of escape also, that you may be able to endure it. 

In the first part of verse 13, Paul addressed the subject of sin and temptation from the standpoint of our 
humanity. Now, he speaks of sin and temptation from the perspective of our union with Christ. For those who have 
come to a saving faith in Jesus Christ, we have much more than human gumption to enable us to overcome 
temptation. We are now united with Him who was tempted to the limit, yet who did not sin: “For we do not have a 
high priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but One who has been tempted in all things as we are, yet 
without sin” (Hebrews 4:15). The One who was “tempted in all things as we are, yet without sin” is the One who 
is faithful, and who provides the means for our not only surviving testing and temptation, but thriving in the midst of 
it. 

One can hardly overstate the significance of God’s faithfulness to this matter of testing, trials, and temptation. 
When we surrender to temptation, it is usually due to doubt. In the temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden, Satan 
first cast doubt in her mind concerning God’s faithfulness. Though God had said that eating of the forbidden fruit 
would surely bring about death, Satan assured her that she would not die. Eve was deceived so that she doubted 
God’s faithfulness, and she trusted Satan. She obeyed the one she trusted. 

When the Israelites were being led through the wilderness, they surrendered to temptation and fell into sin 
because they doubted God’s faithfulness. They doubted that God was with them, and so they demanded that God 
perform miracles to prove Himself and His presence among them. They doubted that God could sustain them in the 
wilderness, or that He would safely lead them to a land of “milk and honey,” so they sought to replace Moses and 
to elect another leader who would take them back to Egypt. We sing the song, “Trust and Obey,” and in doing so, 
we should see that obedience does stem from trust, just as disobedience flows from a lack of trust. Those who are 
listed in the “hall of faith” in Hebrews 11 are those who obeyed God because they trusted in Him and in His 
promises, in spite of what they saw at the moment. The faithfulness of God is the foundation for trusting and 
obeying Him. And God is faithful. 

The faithfulness of God is evident in several ways as we come to times of testing and of temptation. First of all, 
God is faithful to keep us from any situation in which we would have no choice but to fall. God never puts us in 
situations in which we must fall. He will not allow us to be tested or tempted beyond our capacity to stand. When 
our Lord was tested, He was tested to the ultimate extreme. When we are tested, it is a measured testing. Some, like 
Job, face greater tests than others. But whatever tests and trials come our way, we can be sure that God has allowed 
them, knowing that we are not being tested beyond our ability to stand. That ability does not come from within us, 
but from Him: 

24 Now to Him who is able to keep you from stumbling, and to make you stand in the presence of 
His glory blameless with great joy, 25 to the only God our Savior, through Jesus Christ our Lord, 
be glory, majesty, dominion and authority, before all time and now and forever. Amen (Jude 
1:24-25). 

Let us be very careful to note here that God never promises us that we cannot fall, but rather He encourages us 
that we need not fall. The Book of Jude contains a great deal of warning, for there are many false teachers who are 
denying the gospel. Jude writes the words above to assure us that God is the source of our strength, so that we need 
not fall into sin. But the book is also an encouragement to guard the purity of the faith, and to make use of the 
resources which God has provided. We will not fall when we trust and obey, when we appropriate the resources 
which God Himself has provided. 

There is a reason we can be sure that our trials and tests are not beyond our ability. With every test, God 
provides “the way of escape.”18 Paul does not speak of “a way out,” but rather “the way out.” I am inclined to think 
that Paul has employed the definite article (“the”) here to underscore the fact that there is a “way out,” and that this 
“way out” is not ambiguous, but specific. Every temptation and trial which comes into our life comes with its “way 
out.” 

We need to be precise here, as I believe Paul is. The “way of escape” is mentioned as an encouragement, so that 
we are assured that we do not have to fail. It is not pointed out as an incentive to live carelessly, but as an 

																																																								
18 The Greek term, here rendered “way of escape,” is used but once by Paul in its verb form (“cast out”), 

and employed only one other time in the form it is found in our text. There, in Hebrews 13:7, the term is used of the 
“end” or “outcome” of the lives of the leaders whom the saints are to follow.  
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encouragement to those who fear that enduring the trials and temptations of life is impossible. God has not promised 
to get us out of trouble, if we carelessly wander into it. Too many times, I have heard people misuse this promise as 
an excuse to toy with temptation. We continue to pursue a course of action we know to be wrong, falsely confident 
that God will bail us out of trouble at the last moment. To live in this way is to “put God to the test.” 

Neither is the “way of escape” a promise that God will remove us from our trials. The question is, “What is it 
that we escape?” Some seem to think that Paul is promising that we will escape testing and tribulation. This is not 
the case, as many, many biblical texts make clear.19 Israel did not escape the hardships of the wilderness, because 
these were a crucial part of the test which God was giving His people. What God promises Christians a way of 
escape from, is sin. Sin was the rule, rather than the exception for the Israelites. Their persistent failure should serve 
as a warning to those who are overconfident. But it is not intended to cause us to throw up our hands and give in to 
sin, as though it were inevitable. With every test, and with every temptation, God provides “the way” to escape sin, 
often without escaping the pain and hardship of the situation. This is certainly Paul’s meaning, because he concludes 
by saying, “… that you may be able to endure it.” God provides the means to escape sin while enduring the test. 

What form does this “way of escape take?” How will we know what it looks like? How will we recognize this 
way of escape? Broadly stated, the way of escape is to love God and therefore to trust and obey Him. Did the 
Israelites grumble against Moses and Aaron, and therefore against God? They were “baptized unto Moses” by the 
cloud and by the sea. The “way of escape” was to follow the leaders whom God had appointed, remembering how 
God had already delivered them through these same leaders. 

Did the Israelites “try the Lord” by demanding that He provide for them in a certain way? The way of escape 
was to trust in the Lord, and to pray that He would provide for their real needs. Did the Israelites act immorally? 
What was the solution? One solution to immorality was a godly marriage. This is precisely what Paul says. Marriage 
is a preventative to burning. Further, the Israelites would not have engaged in immorality if they had faithfully 
obeyed His commandments, which not only forbade immorality but also those things which are often associated 
with it. Did the Israelites suffer divine judgment for idolatry? The Law forbade idolatry, and further, the Law 
prescribed how the one true God was to be worshipped. Did the Israelites want to have a visible “god” which they 
could see with their eyes? Let them escape by knowing that God is invisible, and that He cannot be fashioned by 
human minds or hands. Did the Israelites “crave evil things”? Let the Israelites learn to exercise self-control in their 
lives, so that fleshly self-indulgence is not the pattern of their lives. 

All of a sudden, the argument begins to come full circle. Some of the Corinthians, thinking themselves to be 
both “wise” and “strong,” insisted on exercising their “right” to eat idol-meat, regardless of the fact that the 
apostles had forbidden it, and that their “weaker brethren” were hindered by their “liberty.” The bottom line 
reason for the insistence of some to practice their liberties was that they were self-indulgent, and they could not say 
“no” to their fleshly appetites. When one develops a lifestyle of self-indulgence, any denial of fleshly appetites 
seems like a horrible deprivation. The Israelites of old expected to get to the “land of milk and honey”⎯without 
breaking a sweat, without paying a price. In New Testament terms, they knew nothing of the lifestyle of the disciple. 
They were unwilling to deny themselves in this life, in order to enter into the blessings of the coming age. Instead, 
they demanded that God provide kingdom blessings now, and threatened to turn back to Egypt if God didn’t bless 
them with prosperity and ease. 

The Christian is to view the Christian life as the athlete viewed the race. There was a goal to reach and a price to 
pay in order to reach it. An athlete attains the prize only if and when he or she is willing to deny fleshly appetites 
and bring them under control. Those who serve the flesh are enslaved to it, and thus to Satan. The Christian must 
strive to make their physical bodies serve them as they seek to fulfill their calling. The more self-indulgent we are in 
our daily lives, the more we react to trials and testings, and the greater the temptation when we experience trouble. 
Being a disciple is about being disciplined, so that we deny fleshly lusts in order to serve God and others. 

Conclusion 
It may seem inappropriate, but the analogy is clear and compelling, so I will mention it here. Many Christians 

are very distressed (and rightly so!) over the way our culture deals with sexual immorality. If we as a nation were 
characterized by self-control, rather than self-indulgence, we would deal with AIDS and other STD’s by practicing 
abstinence. But that is not the spirit of the age. And so we find authorities urging people to “use protection,” rather 
than to exercise self-control. We advocate the use of condoms rather than abstinence. 

																																																								
19 See footnote 8. 
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Some of the Corinthians were just like this, and so are many, many Christians today. We look at the gospel as 
“protection,” and the promises of God’s Word in passages like ours, as the basis for loose living, expecting God to 
bail us out of trouble. Paul is telling us that God’s “way of escape” is His divinely-provided means for escaping 
from sin by fleeing from it, rather than by flirting with it and expecting a miraculous deliverance.  

The “way of escape” which God promises us should not be thought of in terms of a miraculous intervention on 
God’s part, due to deliberate folly on our part. Jesus was tempted by the Devil in the wilderness, and there He 
“escaped” from sin. Satan was so bold as to seek to distort the promise of divine protection, making it instead a 
reason to put God to the test. God promised to protect His own, did He not, and especially His Messiah? So then, 
Satan reasoned, why not use this promise to check out God’s faithfulness, by our Lord casting Himself down from 
the pinnacle of the temple, causing God to miraculously intervene? Our Lord refused, and it should not be difficult 
to see why. The promise of divine protection should never be misapplied as a pretext for carelessness or even 
precipitous actions, which would require a miraculous intervention of God. Such actions seek to force God to act, 
making Him submit to our will, rather than us submitting to His. 

The “way of escape” should not be thought of in terms of spectacular, miraculous interventions. Some such 
events do happen, but these are due to circumstances beyond the control of the Christian. For example, Daniel (in 
the case of his prayers) and his three friends (in the case of their being ordered to bow down in worship of the king’s 
golden image) had no choice but to disobey the king’s orders, if they were to be obedient to God. They endangered 
themselves by being obedient to God, while being disobedient to men. Even in these instances, they did not demand 
that God miraculously rescue them, although they knew He was able. The rescue of these saints was miraculous and 
spectacular, but they did not deliberately endanger themselves to force God to come to their rescue. 

The “way of escape” is often much more mundane than it is miraculous. For those who are unmarried, and 
“burn” with sexual passion, the solution may be marriage. This was Paul’s counsel in 1 Corinthians 7:9. For those 
who are married, and who find themselves “oppressed” by an insensitive husband, or “harassed” by a nagging wife, 
the way of escape is not divorce, but bearing one’s cross silently, as our Lord did (see 1 Corinthians 7:10-14). In the 
most general terms, the way of escape is to love God and man, and to trust and obey Him. 

The “way of escape” in many cases should come early, and not late; it should be a preventative course of 
action, rather than a prescriptive course of action. An alcoholic knows that there are certain people and certain 
places that are too dangerous. You don’t have to walk by the liquor store, or to call up those with whom you drink. 
Better to stay out of trouble than to get into trouble, expecting God to rescue you. Developing a lifestyle of self-
discipline and self-control is one of the best “escapes” there is. That is what Paul is challenging us to do, to realize 
our own vulnerability to sin, and then to purpose to fulfill our calling in Christ, and therefore to pay the price which 
it requires. 

If the Christian life is one in which we “take up our cross and follow Christ,” if it is a life of discipline and of 
denying fleshly lusts⎯and it is⎯then surely our efforts to evangelize should not seek to deceive unbelievers by 
“luring them” or should we say “tempting them,” to trust in Jesus Christ for fleshly self-indulgence. Jesus was very 
clear on this to those whom He invited to follow Him. 

34 “Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring peace, but a 
sword. 35 For I came to set a man against his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a 
daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; 36 and a man’s enemies will be the members of his 
household. 37 He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who 
loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. 38 And he who does not take his cross 
and follow after Me is not worthy of Me. 39 He who has found his life shall lose it, and he who 
has lost his life for My sake shall find it” (Matthew 10:34-39). 
42 And calling them to Himself, Jesus said to them, “You know that those who are recognized as 
rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and their great men exercise authority over them. 43 But it 
is not so among you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; 44 
and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all. 45 For even the Son of Man did 
not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:42-45). 
57 And as they were going along the road, someone said to Him, “I will follow You wherever You 
go.” 58 And Jesus said to him, “The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests, but the 
Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head.” 59 And He said to another, “Follow Me.” But he said, 
“Permit me first to go and bury my father.” 60 But He said to him, “Allow the dead to bury their 
own dead; but as for you, go and proclaim everywhere the kingdom of God.” 61 And another also 
said, “I will follow You, Lord; but first permit me to say good-bye to those at home.” 62 But Jesus 
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said to him, “No one, after putting his hand to the plow and looking back, is fit for the kingdom of 
God” (Luke 9:57-62). 

Why is it then that when we proclaim the gospel, we tend to disguise or set aside the fundamental issues of sin, 
righteousness, and judgment? Why is it that we say we are appealing to “seekers,” but those who are “seeking” are 
looking for some form of self-indulgence? They want God as the means to better relationships, a healthier self-
esteem, ridding them of psychological pain, and taking them out of suffering. They want the very kind of gospel 
which the “good life gospeleers” offer. The problem is that it is “another gospel.” Let us seek to proclaim to lost 
sinners a gospel which saves men from sin and judgment, but which calls men to a life of discipleship, a life of 
taking up one’s cross, not a life of self-indulgence. 

And let us, as Paul has earlier urged, purpose to “finish our course,” to “finish the race” which God has set 
before us, willing to endure trials and difficulties, willing to pay the price. Let us remember that our Lord was our 
example, in that the cross comes before the crown. The cross is the way to the crown. Let us choose then to take up 
our cross, and follow Him. To win the race is to bring glory to God, to build up believers in their faith, and to win 
the lost to Christ. Let us not fail to win because we cannot say no to fleshly lusts. And let us run the race, knowing 
that the time is short, for we are those “upon whom the ends of the ages have come”: 

8 Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled 
the law. 9 For this, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, 
You shall not covet,” and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, “You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.” 10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the 
fulfillment of the law. 11 And this do, knowing the time, that it is already the hour for you to 
awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we believed. 12 The night is 
almost gone, and the day is at hand. Let us therefore lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the 
armor of light. 13 Let us behave properly as in the day, not in carousing and drunkenness, not in 
sexual promiscuity and sensuality, not in strife and jealousy. 14 But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts (Romans 13:8-14). 

	
	 	



Deffinbaugh	Notes	 1	Cor	10	 Nov	30,	2015	

	 21	

Table Talk  
(1 Cor. 10:14-33) 

Introduction 
A few years ago, my parents spent a year in Taiwan, where my dad taught in an American school, and my mother 

assisted. They came to know a young Chinese man whose name was Johnny. He did not know English very well, and 
my dad agreed to teach him—from the Gospel of Matthew. Johnny was saved at chapter 16. Over time, they got to 
know Johnny quite well. He began to speak of having them over for dinner, and that he had something very special to 
serve.  

One evening, my dad and Johnny were walking home and were passing through an alley when a dog began to 
bark incessantly. Johnny finally yelled something at the dog in Chinese, and suddenly it was quiet. As they continued 
on, my dad pressed Johnny to tell him just what he had yelled at the dog. Johnny told him that he told the dog to shut 
up or he would eat him. Johnny was serious. As Johnny began to speak more often about the meal he planned to serve 
my folks, it came out that the special dish was a dog. As politely as they could, my folks explained that in America we 
looked at dogs as our friends, and so we would not think of eating one. That seemed to put the matter to rest. 

What we eat really does matter a lot to us, doesn’t it? When one of our children was asked to spend the night at 
the home of a friend, our daughter had one important question to ask: “What are we having for dinner?” The answer to 
this question was usually the determining factor in her decision. The Corinthians seemed to have divided over what 
certain people ate for dinner. Some Corinthians felt they were free to eat any meat whatsoever, even meats offered to 
idols. They were so liberated in their thinking and behavior that they had no scruples about eating idol-meats at a meal 
that was part of a pagan religious idol worship ritual. Other Corinthians were much more particular. In fact, some 
were so sensitive on this matter that they would not eat anything without first knowing its origin. Every meal must 
have been like an inquisition, with the host being grilled (pardon the pun) concerning the origin of the meat being 
served. 

The issue of meats offered to idols was first introduced in chapter 8. There, Paul did not debate the question of 
whether or not a Christian was at liberty to eat idol-meats, but allowed the assumption of some to stand that idol-meats 
were a matter of Christian liberty. Some seemed to be eating this meat and making a point of it, even though it caused 
some to stumble and follow their example, but still with pangs of conscience. In chapter 8, Paul sought to establish the 
principle that while one’s knowledge may cause him to conclude that he is free to eat idol-meats, love for the weaker 
brother should prompt him to forego his rights in deference to the one who may be caused to stumble. 

In chapter 9, Paul uses himself as an example of this kind of love. Instead of referring to the dubious liberty of 
eating idol-meats, Paul cites a much clearer liberty, one universally agreed upon without dispute—the right of an 
apostle to be financially supported in ministry. In spite of a host of authenticating proofs of this liberty, Paul reminded 
the Corinthians that he refused to exercise it, knowing that this would not only enhance his eternal reward, but that it 
would also promote the proclamation of the gospel. Out of love for God and men, Paul refused to exercise a liberty 
which would be detrimental to his calling as an apostle. And so the principle laid down in chapter 8 is now illustrated 
in particular in 9:1-23. 

In 9:24–10:19, Paul sought to expose the root problem behind some of the Corinthians’ insistence of eating idol-
meats and to propose a better way. The underlying problem behind the eating of idol-meats was a lack of self-control. 
Many of those who refused to forego their right to eat idol-meats and insisted on eating these meats regardless of the 
negative impact on others, were those who simply lacked the self-discipline and self-control to deny themselves any 
sensual pleasure, including that of eating a certain piece of meat. 

Paul first illustrated the need for self-discipline by likening the Christian life to the running of a race in the 
Isthmian games. While many contestants run in such a marathon, only one person will win the race. The one who wins 
the race is the person who has purposed to do so and who is prepared to pay the price for victory. The price of victory 
is self-control in every area of one’s life. Self-indulgence is not the way to win races; self-control is.  

Turning from the athletic events of his own day, Paul moves on to the history of the first generation of Israelites 
to leave Egypt, and the lessons which can be learned from their failures in the wilderness (10:1-13). They partook of 
divine provisions, similar to our own. They experienced divine deliverance (salvation) from their bondage in Egypt, as 
we have been saved from our bondage to sin. They had their own baptism, which identified them with Moses, as we 
have a baptism which identifies us with Christ. They ate and drank of the “spiritual food and drink” which God 
provided in the wilderness, just as we eat and drink of the bread and the cup in communion. Christ was present in their 
midst, as He is present in ours. Yet in spite of all these divine provisions, the Israelites failed to “finish the race,” let 
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alone win it. They all perished in the wilderness because they succumbed to the temptations of the flesh. They failed 
in exactly the same ways that the Corinthians did and that we continue to do today. They gave in to their craving for 
evil things, they acted immorally, they worshipped idols, they put the Lord to the test, and they grumbled; for each of 
these, a number of the Israelites perished as a result of an outbreak of divine wrath. The remainder of that generation 
died in the wilderness without entering into the land of Canaan. 

We are to learn several important lessons from our “fathers,” the Israelites of old. We can learn from them when 
we realize that they, and we, are all a part of one eternal plan for mankind. They lived their lives as the first chapter, 
and we find ourselves living out the final chapter. We share our humanity with them, and thus not only their failures, 
but their victories are directly applicable to us. We should be warned about being over confident in our own strength, 
realizing that an entire nation failed to reach their appointed goal, with the exception of two men. We should be 
edified by seeing that their areas of failure are the same pitfalls we face today. But even though we are admonished by 
Israel’s failures, we should also be encouraged by the faithfulness of God, which is evident in Israel’s history. While 
the Israelites failed, God was faithful, and He saw to it that His purposes and promises were fulfilled, in spite of 
Israel’s failures. We need not fail. We need only to embrace the “way of escape” which God, in His faithfulness, 
brings with every trial and temptation. 

Verses 14-33 spell out Paul’s bottom line in the matter of idol-meats. In these closing words of instruction and 
counsel, Paul practically applies what he has been teaching in principle by addressing three situations which the 
Corinthians would face: (1) The question of whether a Corinthian Christian should eat idol-meat at a meal that is a 
part of a heathen worship ritual (verses 14-22). (2) The question of whether a Corinthian should eat meat purchased at 
the meat market, the origins of which are not known (verses 25-26). (3) The question of whether a Corinthian 
Christian should accept a dinner invitation from an unbeliever (verses 27-28).  

Interspersed in these verses are the general guiding principles which should govern every decision pertaining to 
idol-meats, and any other question regarding our conduct in a pagan world. Let us listen and learn from our “fathers,” 
as we are instructed from the inspired Word of God.  

Dining With the Devils  
Eating Meat in a Pagan Worship Ritual  

(10:14-22) 
14 Therefore, my beloved,20 flee21 from idolatry. 15 I speak as to wise men; you judge what I say. 
16 Is not the cup of blessing which we bless a sharing in the blood of Christ? Is not the bread which 
we break a sharing in the body of Christ? 17 Since there is one bread, we who are many are one 
body; for we all partake of the one bread. 18 Look at the nation Israel; are not those who eat the 
sacrifices sharers in the altar?22 19 What do I mean then? That a thing sacrificed to idols is anything, 
or that an idol is anything? 20 No, but I say that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice, they 
sacrifice to demons,23 and not to God; and I do not want you to become sharers in demons. 21 You 
cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons; you cannot partake of the table of the Lord 
and the table of demons. 22 Or do we provoke the Lord to jealousy? We are not stronger than He, 
are we?  

For some, the logic of 1 Corinthians 8:4-5 gave them license to eat idol-meats, and under virtually any set of 
circumstances. Paul takes a very different approach to this matter in the verses above. Paul first sets the scene in verse 
14. The “therefore” of verse 14 connects what he is about to say with what has just been said. The ancient Israelites 
engaged in idolatry, for which they were severely disciplined. If the Corinthians should learn anything from their 
ancient “fathers,” it was that idolatry was not only wrong, it was deadly. The Corinthians should do what their fathers 
failed to do—flee from idolatry. Now just exactly what does this mean, to “flee from idolatry”? Paul will explain 
what he means in the following verses. 

But before we get to these verses and their instruction to us, let us pause for a moment to savor the word 
“beloved” in verse 14. Here is a group of Christians who are far from what they should be. They not only look down 

																																																								
20 A term of endearment, employed six times by Paul in his Corinthian Epistles.  See 1 Corinthians 4:14. 
21 Used by Paul only in 6:18 (immorality—becoming one flesh with a harlot); 10:14 (idolatry); 1 Timothy 

6:11 (false doctrine, disputes, greed); 2 Timothy 2:22 (youthful lusts). 
22 See Exodus 12:43-49; 24:9-11; Deuteronomy 14:22-27. 
23 See Leviticus 17:7; Deuteronomy 32:17; Psalm 106:37; Revelation 9:20. 
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upon Paul and the other (true) apostles, they are beginning to look down on the gospel. I can think of a lot of names by 
which the Corinthians could be identified or described, but “beloved” is not one of them. What we see here is that 
while many of the Corinthians had little regard for Paul, he still loved these saints. What he is about to say to them is 
written with the kindest of intentions, the deepest of affections. He is speaking to those whom he loves. 

Paul does not patronize his readers either. They thought themselves to be wise and strong. They thought less of 
Paul. But in spite of this, Paul speaks to them as though they were wise. He informs them that they will have to reach 
for what he is about to say, and he encourages them to critically consider what he is about to say to them. What he will 
say can bear scrutiny and reflection. What others may be saying won’t. 

In verses 16-22, Paul sets the table, or rather two tables, side-by-side. The Lord’s table is the table around which 
the Corinthians gather every week to commemorate the death, burial, and resurrection of our Lord by partaking of the 
symbols of the bread and the wine. Some of the Corinthians have felt at liberty to sit at another “table,” the table 
which is served as a part of a heathen ritual, at which idols are worshipped, and to which sacrifices are made. The 
things which are eaten at this table have been sacrificed to the idol, or they are at least a part of the heathen ritual. In 
dealing with this matter, Paul establishes several principles upon which he bases his conclusion. 

(1) To partake of the cup at the Lord’s table is to symbolically partake of what the cup represents. To partake of 
the cup is to symbolically commemorate the fact that we have become partakers in the shed blood of Jesus Christ and 
the forgiveness of sins which it accomplished, through faith in His atoning death on the cross of Calvary. This is what 
Jesus taught before His death. 

47 “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has eternal life. 48 I am the bread of life. 49 Your 
fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. 50 This is the bread which comes down out 
of heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. 51 I am the living bread that came down out of 
heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, he shall live forever; and the bread also which I shall give for 
the life of the world is My flesh.” 52 The Jews therefore began to argue with one another, saying, 
“How can this man give us His flesh to eat?” 53 Jesus therefore said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to 
you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in yourselves. 
54 He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last 
day. 55 “For My flesh is true food, and My blood is true drink. 56 He who eats My flesh and drinks 
My blood abides in Me, and I in him. 57 As the living Father sent Me, and I live because of the 
Father, so he who eats Me, he also shall live because of Me. 58 This is the bread which came down 
out of heaven; not as the fathers ate, and died, he who eats this bread shall live forever” (John 
6:47-58). 

The drinking of the cup symbolizes the believer’s participation in the work of Jesus Christ by faith in His shed 
blood for the forgiveness of sins. The cup symbolizes the New Covenant, which was inaugurated by His death, burial, 
and resurrection. 

(2) To partake of the bread at communion is to symbolically proclaim that we have identified with our Lord’s 
body. We have identified with Christ, not only in His incarnation, and in His bodily death, burial, and resurrection, but 
we have identified ourselves with His “body,” the church. The one loaf symbolizes one body, of which all Christians 
have partaken and are thus a part. When we partake of the bread, we remind ourselves of our union with His body, but 
also in His incarnation, and in His spiritual presence now, through the church. 

(3) Communion commemorates our union with the person and work of Jesus Christ. It commemorates our union 
with Christ by faith at the time of our salvation and for all eternity. It commemorates our union with Him in His 
bodily death, burial, and resurrection. It signifies our union with the church, His body. Communion symbolizes our 
union with Christ, then (at the cross of Calvary) and now (in His body, the church). 

 (4) There is more than one “communion.” The Old Testament saints had communion, too. Eating of what has 
been sacrificed on the altar not only unites the one eating with the sacrifice, it unites him with those who share in the 
meal with him. The Old Testament saints had their own form of communion at which they ate a portion of what had 
been sacrificed. The sacrificial meal joined the participant to the sacrifice and to those who shared with him in eating 
of it. 

(5) The pagan ritual of eating a meal, of which a portion is that which was sacrificed in heathen worship, was a 
“communion service” as well. The heathen worshipper is celebrating a communion service when he eats of what was 
sacrificed to an idol. In eating the things sacrificed to the idol, he is identifying himself with the pagan sacrifice and all 
that it means. Those who eat the meal together identify not only with the pagan sacrifice, but also identify themselves 
with all those sitting at the table with them. 
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(6) When the pagans worship idols by sacrificing to them, they are worshipping demons. Here is an amazing fact, 
which the Corinthians had overlooked. There are no other gods. Idols are nothing, because they represent gods which 
don’t exist. But false worship is not thereby rendered harmless and insignificant. This is where the Corinthians went 
wrong. Paul says that the worship of idols is the worship of demons. Is this some new truth, a mystery not revealed 
until Paul’s writing? Far from it! 

7 “And they shall no longer sacrifice their sacrifices to the goat demons with which they play the 
harlot. This shall be a permanent statute to them throughout their generations” (Leviticus 17:7). 
17 “They sacrificed to demons who were not God, To gods whom they have not known, New gods 
who came lately, Whom your fathers did not dread” (Deuteronomy 32:17). 
37 They even sacrificed their sons and their daughters to the demons (Psalm 106:37). 

The Corinthians who reasoned that they were at liberty to eat idol-meats did so based upon principles they 
derived from the Old Testament Book of Deuteronomy (see 1 Corinthians 8:4-5). What they failed to take into 
account was the rest of the book, where it is clear that idol worship is not trivial, but the worship of demons. 

(7)	When	Christians	participate	in	the	pagan	sacrificial	meal	by	eating	the	idol-meats,	they	
unite	themselves	with	the	pagan	sacrifice	and	with	the	heathen	with	whom	they	are	eating.	Just	
as	biblical	communion	unites	the	meal-sharer	with	the	sacrifice,	and	with	those	sharing	in	
the	meal,	so	the	one	who	participates	in	a	pagan	festive	meal	becomes	a	sharer	in	the	
heathen	sacrificial	altar,	and	a	co-participant	with	those	eating	the	meal.	One	does	far	more	
than	have	dinner	when	one	attends	a	pagan	sacrificial	meal.		

(8)	Christians	cannot	become	partakers	of	two	tables,	for	one	is	the	table	of	the	Lord	and	
the	other	is	the	table	of	demons.	Just	as	no	man	can	serve	two	masters	(Matthew	6:24),	
neither	can	a	Christian	participate	at	two	religious	tables	or	partake	of	two	sacrificial	meals.	
The	Lord’s	Supper,	and	all	that	it	symbolizes,	is	diametrically	opposed	to	the	“table	of	
demons.”	It	is	amazing	that	some	Corinthians	could	so	casually	explain	away	their	presence	
at	the	table	of	demons,	while	at	the	same	time	regularly	observing	the	Lord’s	table.	The	
inconsistency	is	intolerable.		

(9)	When	the	Corinthians	eat	idol-meats	while	participating	in	pagan	idol	worship,	they	
provoke	the	Lord	to	jealousy.	Paul	has	instructed	the	Corinthians	to	“flee	idolatry”	in	verse	
14.	Now	we	know	exactly	what	he	means.	To	sit	at	the	table	of	demons	and	to	participate	in	
this	pagan	worship	by	eating	idol-meats	is	to	practice	idolatry.	This	is	exactly	the	way	the	
ancient	Israelites	fell	into	idolatry,	by	joining	themselves	with	the	pagans	at	their	“table.”	No	
wonder	God	gave	the	Israelites	such	strict	food	laws;	this	kept	the	Jews	from	eating	with	the	
Gentiles,	and	thus	from	participating	in	their	idolatry.		

Idolatry	is	a	most	serious	offense	to	God,	even	if	it	was	not	a	serious	transgression	to	the	
Israelites	or	to	the	Corinthians.	The	Israelites	were	“laid	low	in	the	wilderness”	(10:5)	
because	God	poured	out	His	wrath	by	various	plagues.	The	Israelites	were	to	have	learned	
from	the	example	of	those	who	died.	The	Corinthians	(and	us)	were	to	be	warned	by	the	
outpouring	of	God’s	wrath	on	idolaters.	To	practice	idolatry	is	to	provoke	the	Lord	to	
jealousy,	and	this	is	a	most	serious	situation.	Those	who	were	so	cavalier	in	eating	idol-
meats	at	pagan	celebrations	should	certainly	be	shaken	by	Paul’s	words.	

Is Market Meat Idol-Meat?  
(10:23-26) 

23 All things are lawful, but not all things are profitable. All things are lawful, but not all things 
edify. 24 Let no one seek his own good, but that of his neighbor. 25 Eat anything that is sold in the 
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meat market, without asking questions for conscience’ sake; 26 for the earth is the Lord’s, and all it 
contains.24  

There	are	two	major	divisions	in	verses	14-33,	verses	14-22	and	verses	23-33.	Verses	
14-22	address	the	subject	of	meats	offered	to	idols	in	the	context	of	one’s	relationship	to	God	
through	Jesus	Christ	and	symbolized	by	one’s	partaking	in	communion.	Verses	23-33	
address	the	subject	of	idol-meats	in	the	context	of	one’s	relationship	to	his	own	conscience	
and	to	others.	The	two	questions	of	(1)	eating	meats	purchased	in	the	market	place,	and	(2)	
of	accepting	a	dinner	invitation	from	an	unsaved	acquaintance,	are	both	addressed	in	this	
second	section.	But	both	at	the	beginning	(verses	23-24)	and	at	the	end	(verses	31-33)	of	
this	section,	Paul	underscores	the	guiding	principles	which	should	govern	our	actions	with	
regard	to	these	questions.	

Paul’s words in verses 23 and 24 should sound familiar to us because they are not new: 
12 All things are lawful for me, but not all things are profitable. All things are lawful for me, but I 
will not be mastered by anything. 13 Food is for the stomach, and the stomach is for food; but God 
will do away with both of them. Yet the body is not for immorality, but for the Lord; and the Lord is 
for the body (1 Corinthians 6:12-13). 

The context in which verses 12 and 13 (above) are found is that of lawsuits between Corinthian believers. It 
seems to me that in this context, Paul may be using the term “lawful” in relation to secular laws, not divine law. On 
this lowest level of morality (there are many sins which are not crimes), one still must ask whether an action which is 
legal is one which edifies. But immediately following verse 12, Paul begins to speak about matters of biblical 
morality, and not just of legality. He speaks first of foods and then of sexual immorality, the same subjects which are 
again picked up by Paul in chapter 10. When Paul repeats the words of chapter 6 in chapter 10, we should not be 
surprised. The principle of profitability (or edification) underlies the teaching of the entire book. We find it in chapter 
6, again in chapter 8, now in chapter 10, and again in chapters 12-14. The law of love obliges us to act in a way that 
benefits or edifies our brother, and, if possible, the lost (by leading to their salvation). 

The man or woman who does not purpose to “win the race” (9:24-27), who does not purpose to deny fleshly lusts 
and to overcome trials and temptations, is the one who is intent upon indulging the lusts of the flesh. The one who 
lives their life to indulge themselves is the person who is willing to sacrifice the well-being of their neighbor for their 
own self-satisfaction. The Christian is to be the person who is willing to sacrifice his or her own self-satisfaction in 
order to become a blessing to others. Before Paul gives specific instruction on the two questions before him in verses 
23-33, he first sets down the guiding principles, principles he will repeat again at the end of this text. Having reiterated 
the guiding principles, Paul now sets out to answer the two questions, explaining how the command, “flee from 
idolatry,” applies to market meats and invitations to dinner from unbelieving acquaintances.  

 Can the Christian eat meat purchased in the market place, knowing that it could possibly have been sacrificed to 
an idol? The issue at hand seems to be as follows. The Christians purchased their food supplies at the market place. In 
addition to fruits and vegetables, this included meat. It was possible that some of the meat sold in the market place had 
been offered to an idol. It appears that the question pertains to meats whose origins are not known and are not 
immediately apparent. Should the Christian buy no market meats because of the possibility of obtaining idol-meats? 
Or, should the Christian seek to satisfy his sensitive conscience by inquiring about the origin of the meat? In this case 
and the next, Paul seems to change his focus. In verses 14-22, Paul was addressing those “liberated” saints who had no 
qualms at all about idol-meats and felt free even to participate in the pagan ritual meals where the sacrifices were 
made. Paul’s purpose in these earlier verses was to quicken the consciences of those who were far too casual about 
idolatry. But now in verses 23-33, he seems to be speaking to the other extreme, to those who were overly sensitive 
about eating any meats with “a bad or dubious background.” 

I have been in some of the market places of the eastern world, especially in some of the remote villages of India. I 
have to confess that I had great interest in what was being purchased there. (I was not buying the food, but I often 
accompanied the person who was doing the shopping.) My questions were not those which some of the Corinthians 
asked. I wanted to know just what kind of meat it was. I also was interested to know how long it had been dead. The 
flies which swarmed over the dead carcasses were not doing much for my appetite. I was most concerned about 
whether I would live after eating these meats, and how they would taste on the way down. At least some of the 
																																																								

24  See Psalm 24:1; 50:12. 
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Corinthians were interested in where these meats had been before they reached the market. Were these meats in any 
way involved in heathen worship? If so, should they be eaten? How hard should one try to find out about the origin of 
these meats? 

Paul’s answer is really quite simple. In today’s jargon, Paul would have said, “Chill out; relax!” The fact is, it 
didn’t really matter. Biblical separation required that the Corinthian Christians have no part in the idol worship of their 
pagan peers. It was not necessary that the meat they ate have no such association. Whether or not a Christian should 
knowingly purchase idol-meats is not asked or answered. But when the origin of the meat is not known, the Christian 
is not to make an issue of it. They are not to “ask questions.” Such questions, I believe, would only be distractions, 
and Paul’s desire was to “secure undistracted devotion to the Lord.” Some Christians are so meticulously “straining 
at gnats” that they are “swallowing camels” pertaining to holiness. 

Are the Corinthians concerned about the immediate origins and associations of the meat they purchase? They 
need not be. And the reason is to be found in the ultimate origin of such food: God created it. If God created it, we 
know it is good. And if we partake of it gratefully and with prayerful thanksgiving, we can be sure that it is sanctified: 

1 But the Spirit explicitly says that in later times some will fall away from the faith, paying attention 
to deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons, 2 by means of the hypocrisy of liars seared in their own 
conscience as with a branding iron, 3 men who forbid marriage and advocate abstaining from foods, 
which God has created to be gratefully shared in by those who believe and know the truth. 4 For 
everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected, if it is received with gratitude; 5 
for it is sanctified by means of the word of God and prayer (1 Timothy 4:1-5). 

Should I Dine With My Pagan Neighbor?  
(10:27-28a) 

27 If one of the unbelievers invites you, and you wish to go, eat anything that is set before you, 
without asking questions for conscience’ sake. 28 But if anyone should say to you, “This is meat 
sacrificed to idols,” do not eat it, for the sake of the one who informed you, and for conscience’ 
sake;  

Now, Paul provides us with another specific application to his instruction to “flee from idolatry.” Does “fleeing 
from idolatry” mean that I should never go to dinner with an unsaved neighbor, for fear that I might be served idol-
meats? The assumption here seems to be that the invitation is to the home of an unbeliever and not to a heathen 
temple, where the meal would be a part of a heathen religious ritual involving idols. This case seems quite similar to 
the one preceding it in that the apprehension of the Corinthian Christian is the possibility of eating meat which could 
have been offered to an idol.  

As we read Paul’s words here about eating a meal at the table of an unbeliever, we are reminded of what Paul has 
already said on this point, as recorded in 1 Corinthians 5: 

9 I wrote you in my letter not to associate with immoral people; 10 I did not at all mean with the 
immoral people of this world, or with the covetous and swindlers, or with idolaters; for then you 
would have to go out of the world. 11 But actually, I wrote to you not to associate with any 
so-called brother if he should be an immoral person, or covetous, or an idolater, or a reviler, or a 
drunkard, or a swindler— not even to eat with such a one. 12 For what have I to do with judging 
outsiders? Do you not judge those who are within the church? 13 But those who are outside, God 
judges. Remove the wicked man from among yourselves (1 Corinthians 5:9-13). 

Biblical separation does not require the Christian to avoid all contact with unbelievers. It does not even prohibit 
the Christian from enjoying the hospitality of an unbeliever by accepting a dinner invitation. Biblical separation is not 
meant to keep the Christian isolated from the world (which we are to evangelize), but to keep us separate from those 
who profess to know Christ and who live like pagans. 

Paul’s answer is similar to his response to the previous question: “Don’t ask!” The Corinthians should not make 
an issue of the origin of the meat or food they are eating. They should eat all of it.25 Eating a piece of meat that was 

																																																								
25 Mothers may delight to find this verse and use it, and perhaps they should.  Why does Paul tell his readers 

to eat everything placed before them?  I think it is simple.  To do otherwise is to needlessly offend your unsaved 
neighbor.  To fail to eat what is served is an offense to your host, and thus an unnecessary hindrance to your witness.  
Do you not like what is served (I say this with fear and trembling)?  Be master of your body and sacrifice your own 
selfish interests and eat it, all of it!  I do not think I am going too far with Paul’s words. 
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offered to an idol will not defile the Christian. What defiles the Christian is participating in heathen worship. If eating 
a piece of idol-meat does not defile the Christian, there is no need to make an issue of it. This simply exercises an 
overly-sensitive conscience and introduces an unnecessary affront to the hospitality of the host. 

The law of love does require an exception to this instruction, however. If one’s host volunteers that the meat has 
been offered to an idol, then the Christian should refrain from eating it. When the host makes an issue of the origin, it 
is because it is important to him, or because he thinks it may be important to his guest. If the host informs you that the 
meat is idol-meat, he thereby indicates that this is important to him and to you. For his sake, do not eat of the meat. 
And if there happens to be another Christian present whose conscience is weak in this regard, the Christian should 
refrain from eating the meat for his benefit. 

It is not all that clear just who might inform us that the main dish is idol-meat, but whether it be an unbeliever or a 
weaker brother, we should refrain from eating the meat for their sake. If they did not consider eating the meat a 
problem, they would not have brought the matter up. If no one makes a point of the origin of the meat, then the 
question should not be raised by us. The origin of the meat, once again, does not really matter. 

Perplexing Words  
(10:28b-30) 

28 But if anyone should say to you, “This is meat sacrificed to idols,” do not eat it, for the sake of 
the one who informed you, and for conscience’ sake; 29 I mean not your own conscience, but the 
other man’s; for why is my freedom judged by another’s conscience? 30 If I partake with 
thankfulness, why am I slandered concerning that for which I give thanks?  

The general sense of what Paul is saying is clear, but the specifics are a matter of some speculation. It seems as 
though we must distinguish between the one who informs the believer about the idol-meat and the “other man” 
whose conscience is affected. The first seems not to have any personal hesitation about eating the meat, but assumes 
that the Christian would or should. The second seems to have personal qualms of conscience, and for his sake the 
Christian should refrain from eating the idol-meat. 

Paul now asks two questions in the second half of verse 29 and in verse 30. First, Paul asks why his freedom 
should be scrutinized and restricted by the conscience of another. Second, he seems to asks why, even though he can 
partake of the meal with thankfulness, he should be spoken against as though he were doing wrong. I am inclined to 
understand these as the questions which prompt Paul not to partake of idol-meats, after their presence at the table has 
been pointed out. He does not wish to offend the conscience of another, and so any indication that another guest 
would have his conscience wounded by his eating is sufficient reason not to eat the idol-meat. Even though he could 
eat that meat with thanksgiving, he will not do so because he would be evil spoken of for having done so by another. 
In either case, Paul stands to lose much more by eating than he could possibly gain by eating. 

Guiding Principles Reiterated  
(10:31-33) 

31 Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. 32 Give no 
offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God; 33 just as I also please all men in all 
things, not seeking my own profit, but the profit of the many, that they may be saved. 

Having expressed his commitment not to eat idol-meats at the table of an unbeliever under certain circumstances, 
Paul now concludes by explaining his response in terms of two guiding principles, principles which should guide 
every Christian concerning the exercise of their Christian liberties. The first principle governs our actions in terms of 
our relationship to God. The next governs our actions in terms of our relationship to men. 

The goal of history, and of God’s eternal plan, is to bring glory to Himself. The guiding principle by which the 
exercise of every liberty must be determined is that whatever we do, it must bring glory to God. Eating everything set 
before us at the home of a heathen can bring glory to God because our presence is to be a manifestation of His 
excellencies to lost men: 

9 But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a HOLY NATION, a people for God’s own 
possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into 
His marvelous light (1 Peter 2:9). 
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It may be by our witness at the dinner table that we are able to share our faith and be instrumental in leading lost 
souls to faith in Christ.26 

The second guiding principle is that our every action should be done for the edification and upbuilding of others. 
For the lost, we should act in a way that most facilitates the gospel and the salvation of the lost. For those who are 
saved, our actions should be those which build up our brothers and sisters in their faith, and which enhance their daily 
walk with Him. 

Conclusion 
We have come full circle, as it were, in Paul’s dealing with the subject of meats offered to idols. Some of the 

Corinthians thought they had this matter well in hand. Based on the truth that there is but one God, the God whom we 
worship and serve, they concluded that idols were nothing at all. They were so confident about this that based on their 
superior knowledge, they “dined at an idol’s temple” (8:10), even though this had a detrimental impact on other 
brethren. To begin with, Paul instructed these saints that even if they did have the right to eat meat offered to idols, 
their love for their brethren should compel them not to exercise it. He then illustrated this by pointing out how he set 
aside his right to be supported, so that his proclamation of the gospel might be enhanced (9:1-23). Then, from 9:24–
10:13, Paul exposes self-indulgence as the real reason the Corinthians refused to forego the dining pleasure of eating 
of idol-meats. The Corinthians didn’t set aside the eating of idol-meats because they were not in the habit of denying 
their fleshly appetites. 

The grand finale comes next. Paul had allowed the assumption to stand unchallenged that the Corinthians could 
eat idol-meats, even by dining in an idol’s temple (8:10). Now, that assumption must fall, and fall it does. Paul shows 
the inconsistency of sitting at the Lord’s table in their Christian worship, and then sitting at the table of demons in 
their fellowship with unbelievers at an idol’s temple. One cannot symbolically commemorate partaking of the work of 
Christ on Calvary and also participate in the worship of demons. Dining at an idol’s temple was not a liberty at all, but 
a sin of the most serious order. These meat-eaters who ate dinner at an idol’s temple were wrong across the board.  

In our text we find, once again, the summation of the Old Testament Law and of our guiding principles as New 
Testament Christians boiled down to two basic commands: Love God and love our fellow man. 

35 And one of them, a lawyer, asked Him a question, testing Him, 36 “Teacher, which is the great 
commandment in the Law?” 37 And He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ 38 This is the great and foremost 
commandment. 39 The second is like it, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ 40 On these two 
commandments depend the whole Law and the Prophets” (Matthew 22:35-40). 
8 Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the 
law. 9 For this, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not steal, You shall 
not covet,” and if there is any other commandment, it is summed up in this saying, “You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.” 10 Love does no wrong to a neighbor; love therefore is the fulfillment of 
the law (Romans 13:8-10). 

In verses 14-22, Paul addressed the subject of idol-meats from the perspective of our love for God. If we love 
God, we will not engage in idolatry, which provokes Him to jealousy. Instead, we will refrain entirely from eating 
meats in the context of heathen idol worship. Our union with Christ, commemorated by our communion at the Lord’s 
table, prohibits us from entering into an illicit communion at the table of demons. In verses 23-33, Paul wishes us not 
to be distracted from our devotion to Christ by an obsession with the origin of every piece of meat we may eat. But 
when others point out that the meat set before us is idol-meat and we know that they would be hindered by our 
partaking of it, we forego that liberty for their benefit.  

If those who ate idol-meats at the idol’s temple were wrong in what they were doing, those who were overly 
sensitive about idol-meats were also in need of correction. They were to “lighten up,” and quit making the purchase of 
meat or the acceptance of a dinner invitation an occasion for an inquisition. It was not the meat itself which was the 
source of defilement, but the environment in which the meat was eaten. It was wrong to eat that meat as a participant 
																																																								

26 Someone might ask why this opportunity to be a witness to the lost might also justify sitting at the table 
with the lost, while they participate in a heathen sacrificial ritual.  The answer is quite simple.  In so doing, we would 
deny the gospel and our union with Christ by sharing in the table of demons.  But when the dinner table is in the home 
of the unsaved, and when we are not denying the gospel, then we can be a witness.  We can surely witness to harlots, 
drug dealers, and thieves as we encounter them in the course of our lives, but we can hardly be a Christian witness by 
becoming one of them. 
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in the heathen ritual, but it was not wrong to eat the meat as the guest of an unsaved neighbor. The only time to 
abstain from eating the meat outside of the idol’s temple was when someone made a point of informing you that this 
meat was offered to idols. 

We live in a culture characterized by self-indulgence. The advertising industry is constantly urging us to buy what 
we do not need, but what they say we should want. Merely wanting something is all the reason we need for justifying 
getting it. Credit cards enable us to buy what we don’t need with money we don’t have. We have all too few examples 
of denying ourselves for the moment in order to have real pleasure in the future. This is what the Christian life is all 
about. It is about our identification with Christ, who denied Himself and suffered in our place so that we might be 
forgiven, and that we might live eternally in fellowship with Him. His death on the cross of Calvary not only procured 
our salvation, it provided us with a pattern for this life. Let us walk in His steps, taking up our cross, for the joy that is 
set before us. 

In the specific context of our text, let us be very certain that those things we consider Christian liberties are really 
matters of liberty. And if indeed we do have the liberty to enjoy certain things, let us be willing to set aside the 
momentary pleasure we might gain from the exercise of our liberty for the good of our brother, the sake of the gospel, 
and the glory of our Lord. 

	
	


