The Book of 1 Corinthians

Lesson 8: Lessons from Israel; Flee Idolatry -- 1 Corinthians 10:1-33

There is a dangerous kind of confidence that creeps into people who have been religious for a
long time. It whispers that we are past the danger now, that we have enough history with God,
enough experiences, enough knowledge, that we could never really fall. Paul knew that whisper,
and he answers it by taking the Corinthians back to the oldest story in their Bible. Look at Israel,
he says. Look at that whole generation that walked out of Egypt on the night God split the sea.

And what a generation they were. Every one of them passed through the cloud and through the
sea. Every one of them, Paul says, was baptized into Moses. Every one of them ate the same
spiritual food, the manna from heaven, and drank the same spiritual drink, water from the rock,
and Paul adds a stunning line: that Rock was Christ. They had it all. Deliverance, guidance,
miraculous provision, the presence of God himself. And then comes the hammer blow of verse
5: “Nevertheless, with most of them God was not pleased, for they were overthrown in the
wilderness.” They had every privilege, and most of them never reached the Promised Land.

Why does Paul drag the Corinthians, and us, through this graveyard in the desert? He tells us
plainly: “Now these things took place as examples for us.” The bodies in the sand are a warning
written across the centuries. The Corinthians were sure they could flirt with the idol feasts and
the immorality of their culture and remain perfectly safe because they had knowledge and they
had baptism and they had the Lord’s Supper. Paul says, so did Israel. “Let anyone who thinks
that he stands take heed lest he fall.” Privilege is not the same as perseverance.

But this is not a chapter of despair. Right in the middle of the warning, Paul plants one of the
most comforting promises in all of Scripture: no temptation has overtaken you that is not
common to man, and God is faithful, and he will always provide a way of escape. And he holds
up the alternative to the idol’s table: the Lord’s table, the cup of blessing and the bread we
break, our participation in the body and blood of Christ, the one loaf that makes us one body.
Read this chapter and let it do both things at once. Let it sober you out of careless confidence,
and let it steady you with the faithfulness of God and the fellowship of the Lord’s table.

Group Discussion: Paul reminds the Corinthians that the Israelites had every spiritual privilege,
yet “with most of them God was not pleased, for they were overthrown in the wilderness”
(10:5). Why is it so easy for people who have a long history with God, or many spiritual
experiences, to grow overconfident, and what does Israel’s story warn us about presuming we
are beyond the danger of falling?

Personal Reflection: Paul writes, “Let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall”
(10:12). Is there an area of your life where you have grown overconfident, sure you could never
give in there? How might that very confidence be leaving you exposed, and what would humble
watchfulness look like in that area?



Read 1 Corinthians 10:1-33

Study Questions

1.

Paul says the Israelites were all under the cloud, all passed through the sea, all “were
baptized into Moses,” and all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink,
“for they drank from the spiritual Rock that followed them, and the Rock was Christ” (10:1-
4). What do these verses teach about the spiritual privileges Israel enjoyed, and what does it
mean that Christ himself was present with them as their Rock?

Israel had remarkable spiritual experiences and privileges, and yet most still fell. Are you
ever tempted to rest on past spiritual experiences, your baptism, a powerful season, your
church background, as if they guaranteed your standing today? Where do you need to move
from resting on the past to walking faithfully in the present?

Paul says these things “took place as examples” and “were written down for our instruction”
(10:6, 11), pointing to Israel’s idolatry, sexual immorality, testing of Christ, and grumbling.
Why does God preserve the record of Israel’s failures, and what does it tell us about how
the Old Testament Scriptures are meant to instruct Christians today?

Among the sins Paul names is grumbling against God and craving evil things (10:6, 10).
Where does grumbling, complaining, or craving what God has not given show up in your
own heart? What does that discontent reveal about your trust in God, and what would
gratitude put in its place?

Paul warns, “Let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall,” and immediately
adds that “God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but with
the temptation he will also provide the way of escape” (10:12-13). How do these two verses
hold together the sobering warning about falling and the comforting promise of God'’s
faithful provision in temptation?

God promises a way of escape in every temptation, but we must actually take it. Think about
a temptation you face again and again. What is the “way of escape” God has likely already
provided, and where have you been ignoring it or walking right up to the edge instead of
fleeing? What would taking the escape look like?

Paul commands, “Flee from idolatry” (10:14), and points to the Lord’s Supper: “The cup of
blessing that we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of Christ? The bread that we
break, is it not a participation in the body of Christ? ... we who are many are one body, for
we all partake of the one bread” (10:16-17). What does this teach about the meaning of the
Lord’s Supper as a real participation in Christ and a sign of our unity as one body?

Idolatry is rarely about literal statues for us; it is about whatever competes with God for our
deepest devotion. What “idols” most tempt you today, money, status, comfort, approval,
control, a person? What would it look like this week to flee, rather than negotiate with, the
idol that has the strongest grip on you?

Paul insists, “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” (10:21), and he sums it up:
“whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God” (10:31). Why does



fellowship with Christ at his table demand a clean break with idolatry, and what does this
teach about the exclusive devotion the Lord rightly claims over every part of our lives?

10. Look back across the whole chapter. Paul warns us with Israel’s fall, comforts us with God’s
faithfulness, and calls us to flee idolatry and live wholly for God’s glory. Name one specific
way you sense Jesus forming you through these verses. What is the single truth from 1
Corinthians 10 that you most need to carry into this coming week?

Now or Later

Reflect on these passages: Numbers 14:26-35, the generation overthrown in the wilderness;
Hebrews 3:12-19, taking care lest an unbelieving heart fall away as Israel did; 1 Corinthians
11:23-26, the Lord’s Supper as proclaiming the Lord’s death; Philippians 4:11-13, contentment
and strength in Christ; Colossians 3:5-10, putting to death the idolatry of covetousness



