Does History Repeat Itself?

1 Corinthians 10:6-13
Does history repeat itself? I think the answer is, “it can.” When we study the successes and failures of those who’ve gone before us, we can learn. We can learn what works and what doesn’t. We can see things to avoid. We can find principles to help our life. No one wants to embarrass or humiliate someone who made a wrong choice, and yet sometimes those wrong choices serve as a learning tool for others. This past week, a professional baseball player was killed in a car accident. On Friday, they released the accident report. The player was pretty intoxicated and on his cell phone and driving a little too fast. During one of the newscasts, I heard a reporter say, “We don’t want to embarrass his family, but we hope people will learn from this.”
I remember listening to one of my former students describe the night she drank at a party and drove home. In a freak mishap, she hit and killed a woman. I remember her saying, “You don’t want to wake up every morning knowing you killed someone- someone’s mom, someone’s daughter.” WOW! What a powerful message. But she also told me, “I heard those stories when I was in high school, but I never thought they applied to me.” I think today she would tell you she wishes she had learned from someone else’s experiences.  
Our text this morning is somewhat like that. Paul uses the experiences of the Israelites from the Old Testament of the Bible to help teach a new church in the New Testament. Our text this morning is from the Bible book of 1 Corinthians, chapter 10. 1 Corinthians is actually a letter written by the apostle Paul to a church in Corinth. Corinth was a commercial port city between the Aegean and Adriatic Seas. Corinth boasted great wealth and was home to the great temple of Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of beauty and pleasure. Basically, Corinth was a sexually charged party town. What better place to start a church, right? Paul had started a church there and now he writes this letter to answer some questions and confront some issues the church is dealing with in light of their culture.  

In 1 Corinthians 10:6, Paul writes, 

(1 Corinthians 10:6 Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did.
He says almost the same thing a few lines later in verse 11.

(11 These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, …

So, let’s look at the examples he gives. Remember, these are examples for us to learn from.  

(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 pagan revelry." 

Israel struggled with idolatry several times. On this particular incident, Moses had gone up Mount Sinai to chat with God. But he had been gone for 6 weeks. The people became anxious and convinced Moses’s brother Aaron to make them a golden calf. Their thought was, if Moses isn’t around to lead us, the golden calf can. Probably something they learned in Egypt.  After the calf was built, the Israelites celebrated with a party. There was just one small issue. Israel had already agreed to follow the 10 commandments. One of those commandments reads…
(NIV Exodus 20:4 "You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below.

Oops! So, God sends Moses back down the mountain and Moses is so angry that he breaks the tablets God was writing on. So, Paul says, “do not be idolaters.” 

Paul continues in verse 8

(8 We should not commit sexual immorality, as some of them did-- and in one day twenty-three thousand of them died.
This particular incident occurred while Israel was wandering through the wilderness waiting to head into the Promised Land. Numbers 25 records this incident. 

(NIV Numbers 25:1 While Israel was staying in Shittim, the men began to indulge in sexual immorality with Moabite women, 2 who invited them to the sacrifices to their gods. 

This venture into sin resulted in a plague that killed 23,000 Israelites in one day and 24,000 total. 

Paul says, “We should not commit sexual immorality.” 

Paul continues in verse 9. 

(9 We should not test the Lord, as some of them did-- and were killed by snakes. 

What does it mean by “test the Lord?” Well, it seems to mean “Do not test the Lord’s patience.” This incident is recorded in Numbers 21. 

(NIV Numbers 21:4 But the people grew impatient on the way; 5 they spoke against God and against Moses, and said, "Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the desert? There is no bread! There is no water! And we detest this miserable food!" 6 Then the LORD sent venomous snakes among them; they bit the people and many Israelites died.

This is not the first time the Israelites have accused God. And it won’t be the last either. But something about this time crossed the line. Maybe it was harshness of their tone. Maybe it was the accusation that Egypt was a better place. Or maybe God had been patient long enough. But clearly, testing God’s patience did not work out too well for many of them. So Paul says, “We should not test the Lord.”
Paul continues with one more example in verse 10,
(10 And do not grumble, as some of them did-- and were killed by the destroying angel.   

This particular incident is a little less clear than the others. (There are actually many times that Israel complained or grumbled against God and His leaders. On one occasion, Israel sought to elect a new leader to take them back to Egypt. God intervened. At that point, he declared that people over a certain age would die in the wilderness for their unbelief and never get to see the Promised Land. On another occassion, a man named Korah rallied some men to come against Moses and Aaron. On that occasion, God destroyed Korah and his band of soldiers on the spot. In reading the OT, there are 2 things the Israelites complained about the most- their current circumstances and their leaders. It is unclear which circumstance Paul is referring to, but I am not sure it matters; Paul says, “Do not grumble.” 

So, Paul’s message seems clear: (no idolatry, no immorality, no testing God and no grumbling. If I stopped right here, my big idea might be, “Sinning will kill ya.” But we are not quite done yet. Clearly Paul wants the church at Corinth to learn something from these 4 examples. But why these 4 examples? There are tons of things we can learn from the OT. Why did Paul pick these 4 things? I think it’s possible these 4 things might have been occurring in the church at Corinth. Paul uses them because the church is in the heart of a sexually charged party town. Idolatry, immorality, testing God’s patience and grumbling about their surroundings certainly seems feasible. We know sexual immorality was an issue. In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul addresses the issue of a church member sleeping with his father’s wife. Idolatry is not a stretch at all considering the town they lived in. Testing God and grumbling are not specifically listed. But if testing God is pushing the limits of God’s patience, then a church who ignores blatant sin could certainly fall into that category. And in 2 Corinthians, Paul feels compelled to defend his own apostleship and authority to speak. I wonder if he did that because the Corinthian were not taking to well to what God was having Paul say. We don’t really know for sure, but it is safe to assume that Paul knew what the church needed to hear. But what is the emphasis of his examples. I don’t believe these examples are Paul’s main point, and I don’t believe the big idea of this passage is, “Obey or God might smite you.” Let me explain why. 

The NIV version of the Bible I am using today does a less than adequate job of translating the word for “warnings” in verse 11. The word actually means, “to put in the mind.” It is often translated instruction. Warning almost sounds like this will happen if we disobey. And the truth is, there are places in the NT where it seems as though a Christian has died because of his sinful life. But that is not the normal way God works with Christians. We are not Israel. God and Israel had a deal, a contract. We call it the Mosaic Covenant. God promised blessings and cursing based on Israel’s behavior. But Christians today are not required to obey the Mosaic covenant. Paul was explaining things that were not pleasing to God. For Israel, the consequences were death. For Christians, Paul does not explain the consequences. I think he leaves it out because there is something more important to teach. 

In verse 12, Paul gets to the heart of his teaching. Let’s read verse 12.       
(12 So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall! 
Paul’s warning is not “You’ll die if you sin.” Paul’s warning is, “Be careful.” There seems to be a contrast in this verse. You can stand firm or fall. Fall here does mean die. You can stand up to temptation to sin or you can fall to temptation to sin. I think that’s Paul emphasis. Not that God might kill you, but that temptation to sin has 2 options: stand firm or fall. 
If we look at the larger context of this letter, Paul wants something from the church at Corinth. He wants them to succeed. He wants them to stand against their sinful community by not behaving like them. If we look back at chapter 9 Paul is talking about doing whatever he can to win people to Christ. And he does this because there is a reward in heaven for doing it. You can’t earn heaven. Heaven is the gift that God offers for believing in his son. But there will be rewards in heaven. Some will get them; others won’t. Those rewards seem to be based on how well we live on earth. Paul ends chapter 9 with this verse:

(NIV 1 Corinthians 9:27 “…I beat my body and make it my slave so that after I have preached to others, I myself will not be disqualified for the prize.”

Preaching the gospel and winning the prize: that’s what Paul is teaching. Chapter 10 begins with a quick history of Israel. He lists many things that God provided for Israel: food, direction, miracles, and water fountains coming out of rocks. But in verse 5, Paul says, 
(NIV 1 Corinthians 10:5 Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were scattered over the desert.

All Israelites experienced the same things- the same food, the same miracles, the same provisions- yet some of them collapsed under the temptation to blame God, do their own thing or simply look for another God. Likewise, the church at Corinth will be tempted or is being tempted with similar experiences. Just because you have believed in Jesus for eternal life doesn’t mean you won’t be tempted and doesn’t mean you aren’t capable of falling. 
Then Paul says something designed to be very encouraging for the Corinthians and for us. And this is why I believe Paul is talking about standing and falling instead of consequences.  
(13 No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. 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 stand up under it.

As we close this morning, I would like to offer 4 insights from this verse that I believe can make a difference in everyday life. 

First of all, temptation is (common to all people. That’s what Paul means when he says, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.” You do not experience temptation that others don’t experience. Sure, the circumstance may be different and the degrees may be different, but your temptation is no different. For someone to admit they are temopted in certain areas just makes them transparent. Every Christian in this room is tempted to sin. I find that very freeing. I can say in my life group, “I am tempted to put work before my family because I just don’t always trust God to provide.” I can say that because I know some of them struggle with that same temptation. I can say, “I am tempted to let my eyes gaze too long at provocative images when I channel surf” because I know that many guys have the same temptation. Israel’s temptations are as real today for us as it was for them. You may not be asking a golden calf to lead you, but are you ever tempted to act on your own because you just don’t see or feel God involved. What about immorality? Is immorality a temptation today for Christians? Focus on the Family has a pastor’s hotline where pastor’s can get help for a variety of issues. Do you know what issue they handle the most? Pastor’s struggling with pornography. Infidelity or premarital sex is as frequent in the church as outside the church. Immorality was a temptation for Israel, it is for us today and it will for your children. Has anyone ever tested God’s patience. To use his graciousness as an excuse to say, “Since God is gracious, I can do this and it will be ok.” Have you ever been tempted to grumble about your circumstances or the authority that God has placed in your life? The answer is, “Yes we have!” The point is, temptation is normal. It is common to all people. You aren’t a nut job or a bad Christian. You’re just normal. Paul knows that and he wants to encourage you to stand, not fall, under the weight of temptation.  

Secondly, (God is faithful. God’s faithfulness is a cornerstone of His character. It is who he is. It means that God is trustworthy or reliable. We can count on God to do what He says. He is talking about a living, personable God who does what he says he will do. In 2 Thessalonians, Paul writes,

NIV 2 Thessalonians 3:3 But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen and protect you from the evil one.
God is faithful, even when we are not faithful, God is reliable and trustworthy. 
But in what way is God faithful when it comes to temptation? Thirdly, (God limits your temptation. While temptation is common and everyone experiences it, God puts limits on temptation based on what we can handle. That doesn’t mean we will always resist. Sometimes we will fall. Sometimes it will feel like that urge was just too great to endure, so we give in. But God promises not to give us more than we can bear. The fact we gave in doesn’t mean it was too great. Maybe we didn’t look for a way out. Maybe we actually wanted to give in. Paul’s point is that we can’t say it was too much for me. Because our faithful God makes sure that’s not the case. Frankly, this gives me a certain amount of confidence. In areas where I struggle with temptation, I can know that I can win, that I can stand. And I know I can win because of Paul’s last statement.     

“But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” 
 Not only does God limit your temptation, but, fourthly, He walks through it with you. God doesn’t just limit it and leave you alone to succeed or fail.  The word “also” here means in addition to. Not only does he limit your temptation, he also provides a way to endure it. Paul calls it a way out. Some other translations call it an escape. And God provides this so you can stand- so you can win- and not fall. So you can win the prize and not be disqualified. So you can please God. The ability to resist temptation is not only a matter of the will or determination or self control. There is nothing wrong with those things. But God knows how much self-control you have. And resisting temptation is a partnership between those things and a God who is so involved in your life that he knows when you are tempted, he limits it and provides a way for you to stand. Temptation beats us down. In our own human strength we fight and fight and temptation just keeps on coming. It wears us down until we are tired and weak and then we give in. But God is walking with us saying, go this way. Here’s an out; escape through here. And that brings me to the big idea. Here is it: Look for ways to stand. When temptation comes this week, look for the door to something else. God is faithful to provide it. 
 So, what does this look like? All of these experiences are from real people I know. 

“On several occasions, when I went to my computer to look at things I shouldn’t, my computer went wacky. The connection was slow, I had to restart, the internet was down or windows explorer crashed. I knew God was giving me an out. It was excuse to get up and walk away.” 

Look for ways to stand. 
“I tend to overeat, especially when I am stressed. I stopped at a fast food restaurant on my home from a stressful day at work for a ‘snack.’ When I got to the order box, there was a sign that said, ‘ATM is out of order.’ It was the out I needed to keep on driving.” Look for ways to stand.
“I started to become angry at my wife for our relationship when God reminded me I hadn’t been home for the last 12 nights and her love language is quality time. I knew  God reminded of that to keep me from blaming her.” Look for ways to stand. 
Has God ever used a sermon that you felt like God had handpicked it for you because you were really struggling with something? Has God ever brought a Bible verse to your mind at just the right time? How God provides an escape is different for everybody. But God is a creative God who has unlimited resources to fulfill his promise for you, no matter what the temptation or the pressure it brings. In this one verse, Paul provides freedom, confidence and encouragement. Temptation has 2 options. Look for ways to stand. 
Pray!
The greatest way of escape for us was provided by Jesus, when he died on the cross for our sins. My message this morning was mostly for Christians, that is, someone who has believed in Jesus for eternal life. By his death and resurrection, Jesus promises eternal life to anyone who simply trusts him for it. This morning we are going to celebrate communion. Communion reminds us of the price Jesus paid on our behalf. 

AT MVBC, communion is for anyone who has believed in Jesus for eternal life. You don’t have to be a member at MVBC. We just ask that you have believed in Jesus for eternal life. 

In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul gives instructions for communion. He writes, 

23For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you, that the Lord Jesus in the night in which He was betrayed took bread; 24and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, "This is My body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of Me." 25In the same way He took the cup also after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me." 26For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until He comes. 
There are stations around the auditorium and you may help yourself to communion. You can take communion at the table; you can take it back to your seat. You can eat and drink as a family or by yourself. The structure is not as important as the remembrance and proclamation that Jesus died so we could live. I will pray, the music will play and you may help yourself. 

Pray
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