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LIFE IN THE LOCAL CHURCH: 1 CORINTHIANS 
Week 14: The Danger of Flagrant Disobedience 

 
IV. PROBLEMS COMMUNICATED BY OFFICIAL LETTER, 7:1–16:9 

A. Marriage and Related Matters, 7:1–40 
B. Food Sacrificed to Idols, 8:1–11:1 

1. The basis of Christian conduct—Love, not knowledge, 8:1–13 
2.  Paul’s own example, 9:1–27 
3. Conclusion—No going to the temples, 10:1–22 

Paul concludes his own example of self-sacrificial behavior and returns to the 
present problem—the insistence of some of the Corinthians on attending the cultic 
meals in the pagan temples. The problem is idolatry, pure and simple. So, Paul 
speaks directly to those who are opposing him on this matter. 
 
a. The example of Israel, 10:1–5 

In the preceding argument Paul urged the Corinthians to run the Christian life in 
order to obtain the prize, the “crown that will last forever” (9:25). The 
application of the imagery to himself in vv. 26–27 serves as a warning that those 
who fail to exercise “self–control” may also fail to obtain the prize Now, in 
10:1–13, Paul forcefully pursues that warning. 
 
The argument is divided into two parts. In the first section (vv. 1–5), Paul puts 
forth Israel as typical of those who failed to obtain the prize. 
 
In the second section (vv. 6–13), Paul applies this illustration from the life of 
Israel directly to the Corinthians. The nature of this argument suggests that 
possibly those who think they “are standing firm” (v. 12) do so on the basis of a 
somewhat magical view of the ordinances. 
 
(10:1) For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers and sisters, that 
our ancestors were all under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea. 
(10:2) They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. 

 
The word “for” that begins this chapter indicates that Paul is giving an 
explanation or further clarification from the preceding chapter where Paul spoke, 
using himself as an example, of the possibility of disqualification for the prize. 
 
In the discussion that follows, Paul relates Israel’s crossing of the Red Sea and 
their being sustained by manna and water from the rock as sort of analogous to 
Christian baptism and the Lord’s Supper. But in spite of Israel’s privileges, Paul 
concludes that the majority fell under God’s judgment in the desert.  
 
Paul begins his discussion by noting “that all…were under the cloud and that all 
passed through the sea” (Exod 14:19–22), which he then interprets as the 
Corinthians being “baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.” The point 
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seems to be that just as the Corinthians’ Christian life began with baptism, so 
Israel’s deliverance from Egypt began with a kind of “baptism.” However, as 
Paul will go on to say, that did not keep them from falling into idolatry and thus 
falling short of the prize. 
 
The language “baptized into Moses” should not be pressed to mean actual 
baptism. Christian baptism is an identification with Christ, the church’s 
deliverer. So, Moses was Israel’s deliverer. 
 
(10:3) They all ate the same spiritual food (10:4a) and drank the same spiritual 
drink;  

 
In the same way as the previous reference to baptism, Paul now describes Israel’s 
experience of the miraculous bread (Exod 16:4–30) and miraculous drinking of 
water from the rock (Exod 17:1–7; Num 20:2–13) as a form of “spiritual eating,” 
viewing it as an analogy of the Lord’s Supper: “They all ate the same spiritual 
food and drank the same spiritual drink.” 
 
(10:4b) for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that 
rock was Christ. 

 
Paul reinforces the fact that the Israelites received “spiritual food and drink” by 
interpreting their experience of water from the rock as being connected with 
Christ. By connecting the rock with Christ, Paul probably intends to indicate how 
guilty Israel really was. They rejected Christ himself in their following after 
idols. 
 
The “rock” is called “spiritual” in the sense just described as being from God—
supernaturally given by God. And, Paul says, it was ultimately the preexistent 
Christ who wan sustaining them. The incident with the rock is described in 
Exodus 17. 
 
Paul’s identification of the rock with Christ accomplishes two things. First, it 
emphasizes the analogical character of Israel’s experience with the Corinthians: 
both are nourished by Christ. Second, it stresses the continuity between Israel 
and the Corinthians, who by their idolatry are in the process of repeating Israel’s 
madness and thus are in danger of experiencing their judgment. 
 
(10:5) Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were 
scattered in the wilderness. 

 
In v. 5 Paul draws a strong contrast to what is has said in vv. 1–4. 
“Nevertheless,” Paul concludes that despite the Israelites’ spiritual privileges that 
were similar in many ways to the Corinthians, including the presence of Christ 
himself to nourish them with spiritual drink, they failed to obtain the prize. 
 
About Israel, Paul says, “God was not pleased with most of them,” as is 
evidenced by the fact that “their bodies were scattered in the wilderness.” All of 
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them had experienced a kind of “baptism” and “Lord’s supper,” yet the vast 
majority of them experienced God’s judgment and failed to gain the prize. 
 

b. Application of the example—warning against idolatry, 10:6–13 
This section continues the narration of the events of the Exodus by explaining 
that the reason for this review is to warn the Corinthians (vv. 6, 11–12). 

 
(10:6) Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts 
on evil things as they did. 

 
This verse ties the examples that will follow to the OT analogy that has just 
preceded. Paul says, “Now these things occurred as examples,” referring to vv. 
1–5. Their purpose was to “keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they 
did.” 
 
“These things” in v. 6 refer to the two concerns of vv. 1–5. On the one hand, 
Israel had spiritual privileges comparable to those of the Corinthians; on the 
other hand, most of them fell under God’s judgment in the desert and thus failed 
to obtain their form of the eschatological prize. 
 
(10:7) Do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written: “The people 
sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in revelry.” 

 
Paul begins, “Do not be idolaters, as some of them were.” One might argue that 
this is a general exhortation against idolatry, were it not for the text that Paul 
chooses to cite, Exodus 32:6b: “The people sat down to eat and drink and got up 
to indulge in revelry.” More specifically related to “idolatry” per se would be 
Exodus 32:6a, “The people rose early and sacrificed burnt offerings and 
presented fellowship offerings.” or v. 31c, “They have made themselves gods of 
gold.” Instead Paul chooses to cite that portion of the narrative which specifically 
indicates that the people ate in the presence of the golden calf. 
 
(10:8) We should not commit sexual immorality, as some of them did—and in one 
day twenty-three thousand of them died. 

 
Paul now gives his second example: “We should not commit sexual immorality, 
as some of them did.” This example is also specifically related to the Corinthian 
situation—in this case their problems with sexual morality (cf. 5:1–5, 10–11; 
6:9–10, 12–20). Apparently, the feasting of the Corinthians in the idol temples 
also at times involved sexual play. 
 
(10:9) We should not test Christ, as some of them did—and were killed by 
snakes. 

 
The third example, “We should not tempt Christ, as some of them did—and were 
killed by snakes,” refers to the Israelites’ complaint in Numbers 21:4–7 (cf. Ps 
78:18), where they “spoke against God and against Moses” because they had to 
eat manna rather than more ordinary food. Paul adapts this illustration to the 
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Corinthians’ present conflict with him over the “right” to attend the cultic meals 
in the pagan temples. 
 
(10:10) And do not grumble, as some of them did—and were killed by the 
destroying angel. 

 
This last example was probably prompted by the previous one, in which the 
people complained against both God and Moses. The image of grumbling 
characterizes the whole wilderness experience of Israel (Num. 14:36; 16:41, 49; 
17:5, 10) but is particularly associated with putting God to the test (Exod. 17:2–
3). Their grumbling about food kindled God’s anger against them (Num. 11:1; 
14:2–4). 
 
(10:11) These things happened to them as examples and were written down as 
warnings for us, on whom the culmination of the ages has come. 

 
Paul concludes the four examples of judgment in the desert with a very direct 
application: “These things happened to them as examples and were written down 
as warnings for us.” These accounts of Israel should serve as cautionary tales for 
the Corinthians. “Warnings” (“admonitions”) are a means God uses to bring 
about our spiritual maturity. The Old Testament is not simply interesting ancient 
history; it is God’s history of redemption, which is relevant to those “on whom 
the culmination of the ages has come.” The final clause, “on whom the 
culmination of the ages has come,” indicates that through his death and 
resurrection Jesus Christ marks the turning of the ages; the old is on its way out, 
the new has begun (2 Cor 5:17). 
 
(10:12) So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!  

 
The word “So” indicates that Paul is bringing his review of Israel’s history to a 
conclusion by directly applying these warnings to the Corinthian situation. Those 
who think they are “standing firm” refers back to vv. 1–4, to those who possibly 
think their participation in the Christian ordinances has placed them above 
danger in regard to attending the cultic temple meals—especially since they also 
have argued that such “gods” do not exist (8:4–6). The warning, which began 
with the analogies in 9:24–27, is that they, too, might “fall,” just as the Israelites 
who had their own form of “ordinances.” This means that the Corinthians might 
also, as Israel, fail to win the eschatological prize, in this case, eternal salvation. 
 
The danger for the Corinthians it that they are placing themselves in this 
jeopardy through their idolatry. In the next section (vv. 14–22), Paul will come 
right out and prohibit the idolatry in which they are engaged in the strongest 
possible terms. But before he does that, Paul does not want to leave the 
impression with the Corinthians that there is no hope for them. So, he transitions 
to the next section with a word of encouragement in v. 13. 
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(10:13) No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind. 
And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. 
But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can endure 
it.  

 
This verse is a transition between the present section and what follows. On the 
one hand, it is a continuation of the warning in vv. 1–12. On the other hand, it 
serves as a word of assurance leading up to the prohibition to “flee from 
idolatry” in v. 14. Paul seems to be saying to his Corinthian friends that there is 
no risk of them “falling” (v. 12), that is, failing to win the eschatological prize, as 
long as we are dealing with the ordinary trials of the Christian life. God will help 
them through those that are “common to mankind.” But they must “therefore, 
flee from idolatry” (v. 14). The clear implication of what Paul is saying is that 
one cannot expect divine aid when one is “testing” Christ in the way the 
Corinthians were currently doing (v. 9). 

 
Paul first says, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.” 
The noun translated “temptation” and the verb “tempted” can have either the 
meaning of “temptation,” that is, an enticement to sin, or they may refer to what 
we often call a “trial,” an outward test. 
 
These two different meanings are most clearly seen in James chapter 1. We are 
told in v. 2: “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters, whenever you face 
trials of many kinds.” Then, in v. 13, we read: “When tempted, no one should 
say, ‘God is tempting me.’ For God cannot be tempted by evil, nor does he tempt 
anyone.” James is saying that God does not tempt us in the sense of enticing us 
to sin, but he does send various trials our way in order to mature us. In fact, our 
whole earthly life after we come to Christ is one great trial. 
 
In reality, temptations and trials are two sides of the same coin. They always go 
together. They’re really inseparable. Every temptation is ultimately a trial and 
every trial brings a temptation. For proof, we need look no further than the 
temptation of Christ in the desert. Matthew 4:1 tells us that “Jesus was led by the 
Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil.” From Satan’s perspective, 
this was a temptation to get Jesus to sin, but from God’s perspective—remember 
Jesus was led by the Spirit into this encounter with Satan—from God’s 
perspective, it was a trial, an opportunity to demonstrate his Son’s holy 
character. 

 
The kinds of trials and temptations that Paul says the Corinthians can expect 
deliverance from are those “common to mankind,” the common ordinary ones of 
life. This is expressed by the phrase “common to mankind,” and the verb 
“overtaken.” That is, in the normal course of life, these trials and temptations 
simply overtake us. However, God does not promise deliverance when we 
knowingly rush headlong into sin as the Corinthians were doing by attending 
meals in the pagan temples. There is a difference between true testing and those 
who test God. 
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The divine alternative to succumbing to temptation that Paul offers is to remind 
the Corinthians of God’s prior faithfulness on their behalf. When it comes to the 
trials common to this human life, “God is faithful”; he can be counted on to help 
them, and this in two ways. First, God has pledged that he “will not allow you to 
be tempted beyond what you can bear.” In other words, temptation is not 
irresistible. We may feel it is irresistible, but it is not. That does not mean it is 
harmless or easy to resist, but only to say that temptation can be resisted. 
 
Second, when we are tempted, God “will also provide a way out so that you can 
endure it” This sounds like a contradiction in terms: “provide a way out so that 
you can endure it.” There is “a way out” or end to whatever temptation or trial 
we may undergo; but that has to be seen from the divine perspective. God has a 
“way out” so that we will not fall, but it is often not a complete escape from the 
experience itself. God’s “way out” often requires a period of endurance on our 
part. 


