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10:1 For I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that our fathers were all under the cloud 

and all passed through the sea; 

10:2 and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea; 

10:3 and all ate the same spiritual food; 

10:4 and all drank the same spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which 

followed them; and the rock was Christ. 

The word “for” in 10:1 ties the warning of the first paragraph of chapter 10 to chapter 9. In the previous 

context Paul had urged the believers to run in such a way that they will receive the prize of eternal life. 

In 9:26–27 he used himself as an example of one, who if he didn’t exercise self-control, would fail to get 

the prize. In chapter 10:1–5 Paul elaborates on his warning by reminding the Corinthians of how the 

nation of Israel had failed to exercise self-control and receive the prize. To enhance the relevancy, Paul 

shows that even though Israel had their own “baptism” and “Lord’s Supper” they did not enter the 

Promised Land. This example is applied to the church of Corinth directly (10:6–11); Paul then concludes 

with a general principle in 10:12–14.  

The details of this passage are especially difficult, but the main idea is clear: the Corinthians were to run 

the race by exercising self-control in order to win and not be disqualified (9:26–27) like many in the 

nation of Israel were (10:1–11).  

“By calling Israel ‘our fathers,’ Paul emphasizes at the outset the Corinthians’ continuity with what God 

has done in the past” (Fee, 444).  

In verses 1 and 2 “the cloud” is speaking of God’s presence with the nation of Israel during the exodus. 

Exodus 13:21–22 says, “The LORD was going before them in a pillar of cloud by day to lead them on the 

way, and in a pillar of fire by night to give them light, that they might travel by day and by night.  He did 

not take away the pillar of cloud by day, nor the pillar of fire by night, from before the people” (also see 

Exo. 14:19, 23; 40:38; Psa. 78:14).  

Passing “through the sea” refers to the miraculous crossing of the Red Sea when Israel was fleeing from 

the Egyptians. Exodus 14:21–22 says, “Then Moses stretched out his hand over the sea; and the LORD 

swept the sea back by a strong east wind all night and turned the sea into dry land, so the waters were 

divided.  The sons of Israel went through the midst of the sea on the dry land, and the waters were like a 

wall to them on their right hand and on their left.” 

Paul says, “all were baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.” Baptism signifies identification 

with the one in whose name the individual is baptized. To be baptized in the name of the Father, Son, 

and Holy Spirit (Matt. 28:19–20) means that the recipient is identifying himself with the triune God of 

the Bible. The Israelites identified themselves with Moses and therefore all participated in the privileges 

and blessings of the redeemed covenant people of God (Thiselton, 725). Thus, their “baptism” did not 

consist of anyone getting wet; it is figurative for their identification with Moses.  The wall of sea on 

either side and the cloud above are simply added to satisfy the picture of immersion in the baptism 

imagery. Paul’s point is that they all (used 5X in verses 1–4) identified with Moses and experienced the 

cloud of God’s presence and His deliverance at the Red Sea. Yet, despite their participation, most of 

them were judged and never received “the prize.” That is, they did not enter the Promised Land (10:5).   
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In 10:3–4 Paul refers to two more OT events in Israel’s history that were familiar to the Corinthians—the 

giving of manna (Exo. 16:4, 14–18; Psa. 78:23–29) and the water which flowed from the rock that Moses 

struck (Exo. 17:6; Num. 20:7–13; Psa. 78:15–16; 105:41; 114:8). The manna and the water are called 

“spiritual food” and “spiritual drink” because they were supernaturally given.  These are most likely 

parallels to the bread and the cup of the Lord’s Supper. Paul does not say this explicitly, but he does 

move to the Eucharist in 10:14–22.  

10:4(b) is extremely difficult to understand. Many suggestions have been made as to what Paul meant 

by “the rock that followed them was Christ” but all are speculation. Possibly Paul’s only intent is to 

identify the Israelites’ physical and spiritual sustenance as coming from Christ (the source of life).  

Thus, by means of what appears to be a mixture of a type and an analogy Paul relates the Israelites’ 

crossing of the Red Sea and God’s presence in the cloud to baptism, and the manna and water from a 

rock to communion (Fee, 443, 444; even though a reference to the Lord’s Supper is not explicit, it is 

likely—see 10:21). Paul is not trying to make a strict analogy between the Israelites’ experiences and 

Christian experiences; he is creating a paradigm for faith. His point is that despite the Israelites’ 

participation in spiritual things, most of them were judged and never received “the prize.” In a similar 

way, the Corinthians who took a lax view of idolatry, assumed that their participation in Christian rites 

assured them that they would not experience any kind of judgment. Paul warns them to think again. 

10:5 Nevertheless, with most of them God was not well-pleased; for they were laid low in the 

wilderness. 

Even though all who identified with Moses experienced these blessings, not all really believed, and most 

were judged in the wilderness, never receiving the prize of entering the Promised Land and enjoying its 

benefits. Those who failed to exercise self-control were disqualified (1 Cor.  9:27).  

Experiencing blessing does not mean that God is pleased with someone. God’s displeasure with Israel 

was seen in the scattering of their bodies in the desert (they were “laid low”; cf. Num. 14:16). Therefore, 

take heed, Paul is warning, lest your experience be the same. 

Verses 6, 11 and 12 explain that Israel’s experiences were recorded as examples to show what can 

happen if we crave evil things and stumble and fall as they did. 

10:6 Now these things happened as examples for us, so that we would not crave evil things as 

they also craved. 

Israel’s behavior and subsequent judgment are recorded for our benefit, to keep us from setting our 

hearts on evil things as they did. Paul does not want what happened to Israel to be repeated in the case 

of the Corinthians whose idolatrous behavior was being called into question.  

Verses 7–10 give four examples of how Israel (who was in a situation analogous to ours) lusted after evil 

things that resulted in their demise.  

10:7 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." 

The first example of Israel’s failure is in verse 7; it ties Paul’s discussion back to chapter 8 and shows that 

Paul was not just talking about eating meat sold in the open market that had been sacrificed to idols, or 
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about participating in pagan festivities. His real concern was that the Corinthians’ actions were 

idolatrous.  

Paul quotes from Exodus 32 that records Israel making a golden calf while Moses was on Mt. Sinai 

receiving the Ten Commandments. Yet from the whole story Paul only mentions Exodus 32:6(b) that 

speaks of the Israelites eating in front of the idol after it was made. One would think that he would 

quote the whole verse: “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.” However, by quoting only 

the latter half of the verse he makes it clear that he wants to tie the Israelites’ idolatrous eating to the 

Corinthians’ eating food sacrificed to idols (8:10).  Paul’s warning, “Do not be idolaters, as some of them 

were” is specifically related to their eating before idols.  

In chapter 8 he had dealt with the ethical aspect of not eating meat sacrificed to idols—it may cause a 

weaker brother to stumble. Now he begins to deal with the theological reason not to eat—eating before 

idols is idolatrous.  

The Corinthians’ “rising up to play” was most likely also one of Paul’s concerns. In Exodus 32:17–19 the 

“play” was “shouting,” “singing,” and “dancing,” but elsewhere carries overtones of sexual play 

associated with the worship of false gods (cf. Num. 25:1–3). If this is intended, the next verse addresses 

the issue squarely.  

  10:8 Nor let us act immorally, as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand fell in one 

day. 

A second example of the behavior that disqualified Israel from receiving “the prize” was their immoral 

behavior recorded in Numbers 25; this was also associated with idolatry (Num. 25:1–9).  

Paul’s mention of 23,000 dying is off by 1,000 from the number recorded in Numbers (24:9). It could 

very well be that the actual number of people who died fell somewhere in the middle and could be 

rounded off in either direction. There is no need to speak exactly in everyday speech unless the occasion 

required it. The difference doesn’t change the point—the death of the Israelites was an example of 

God’s displeasure over their behavior (10:5) and illustrates their disqualification in running the race 

(9:27).  

10:9 Nor let us try the Lord, as some of them did, and were destroyed by the serpents. 

The third example of God’s judgment in 10:9 comes from Numbers 21:4–7 where the people tested God 

by speaking against Moses because they were tired of the journey and were eating only manna. The 

parallel is not in the specific action, for the Corinthians were not complaining about a journey or manna, 

but in the fact that the Corinthians and the Israelites’ actions both tested God. 

NOTE: We tempt (test, try) the Lord when we do not acknowledge His power. In the wilderness this 

expressed itself in grumbling and complaining; in the church in Corinth it was in the believers’ laxity 

toward idolatry. 

To test God also means to challenge Him to see if He will do as He promised. Satan took Jesus to the 

pinnacle of the temple and told Him, “If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down. For it is written: 

‘He shall give His angels charge over you,’ and, ‘In their hands they shall bear you up, lest you dash your 

foot against a stone.’” To this Jesus replied, “It is written again, ‘You shall not tempt the LORD your 
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God’” (Matt. 4:6–7). Had Jesus jumped, it would have been testing God since He deliberately placed 

Himself in a position that makes God “prove Himself.” Had He slipped, no doubt the angels of God 

would have borne Him up and His foot would not have hit a stone.  

Just as God tests man to see what character is within him, so man tests God by “forcing” God to prove 

that He will do what He promises (or threatens) to do. This is unbelief and is abhorred by God.  

The situation that Paul is addressing deals with putting God to the test by seeing if He will judge sin. The 

Corinthians’ willful indulgence in idolatry was a deliberate act of premeditated sin.  They had placed 

their hope in a false assumption that their participation in things like baptism and communion assured 

them of their salvation, but at the same time they used the freedom they had in Christ as an excuse to 

continue in sin. In a sense their sin was even less excusable for they had been provided a way of escape 

which they refused to use. On the flip side there was hope, for God is faithful in spite of man’s 

unfaithfulness. 

  10:10 Nor grumble, as some of them did, and were destroyed by the destroyer. 

Although we cannot determine if grumbling was an issue with the Corinthians or simply another 

illustration of Israel’s failure, there was at least a parallel in the Corinthians’ self-centered attitude. The 

Corinthians wanted to do what benefited them and use their freedom in Christ as the means to justify 

their actions. Their resistance in limiting their behavior so that others would benefit was somewhat of a 

complaint against what they were supposed to do, just as Israel complained about the way that God 

wanted them to walk.   

10:11 Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our 

instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. 

These four historical events (verses 6–10) God had written down by His prophets as warnings for future 

generations. These things are just as applicable to those who live in the end of the ages (i.e. the time 

period following the death of Christ) as it was to the Jews.   

10:12 Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed that he does not fall. 

In this context, the one who thinks he stands is the one who feels assured that he will receive the prize 

of eternal life even though his life is filled with compromise (cf. 10:1–4). Just as the Jews who had 

identified themselves with Moses experienced God’s presence and deliverance and had been sustained 

by Christ in the wilderness thought they would gain the prize in spite of their behavior, so did those in 

Corinth. They were jeopardizing their future by their refusal to give up participation in their idolatrous 

behavior.  

10:13 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, so that you will be able to endure it. 

Before blasting the Corinthians in verses 14–22 the apostle offers a word of hope.  

Verse 13 is well known among Christians and has a broad application, but few know how it fits in the 

context. In verse 12 Paul had just warned the church to be careful lest they fall. Now he assures them 

that God is always there to help them lest they think they must stand by their own power. The reference 
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to temptation (or, trial) probably harkens back to the temptations mentioned in verses 6–10 (idolatry, 

immorality, trying the Lord, grumbling) in which the Israelites had so miserably failed. Their temptation 

was not unique to them. All their temptations are common to man, and many have successfully resisted 

them. In addition, God is always faithful. He has pledged Himself not to allow His children to be tested 

beyond their ability to endure and to always provide a way of escape.  

Notice that the last sentence almost sounds like a contradiction; God provides a way out so we can 

continue to endure in the temptation. But the point is that every trial has an end (as God sees), although 

endurance may be necessary until the end is realized (in our actual experience). The provision of an 

escape route is so that we can endure. If there was no way of escape, we would eventually weaken and 

not be able to endure any longer. In other words, this is not saying that victory over temptation is 

instantaneous; rather, it says we need to endure. However, because God knows that He will stop the 

temptation before we fail, we can endure every temptation until it reaches its end.  

In the case of idolatry, the way of escape is fleeing from it (10:14). 

10:14 Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry. 

Paul concludes the above thoughts by telling the Corinthians to flee idolatry. He had shown that the 

Israelites who were God’s elect and fortified by the grace of God did not inherit the blessings that God 

had promised to those who endure (the true believer).  It is not enough to show disapproval for idolatry; 

the Christian must flee every occasion that has the slightest association with idols.  

 

CONCLUSION:  

In chapter 8 the Corinthians had justified eating in temples (8:10) because they possessed the 

knowledge that no real god exists except the One True God. Paul argued that knowledge wasn’t the only 

consideration when making such decisions; a Christian should be motivated by love and think of the 

weaker brother as well. He had a moral obligation not to make a weaker brother stumble. Now in 

chapter 10 Paul flatly says, “flee idolatry.” The verses that follow show what constitutes idolatrous 

behavior and what is permissible.  

 


