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"God's warning and God's promise keep us standing firm" 
 

For I do not want you to be ignorant of the fact, brothers, that our forefathers were all 
under the cloud and that they all passed through the sea.  They were all baptized into Moses in 
the cloud and in the sea.  They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual 
drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ.  
Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of them; their bodies were scattered over the 
desert.  

Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things 
as they did.  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."  We should not commit sexual 
immorality, as some of them did—and in one day twenty-three thousand of them died.  We 
should not test the Lord, as some of them did—and were killed by snakes.  And do not 
grumble, as some of them did—and were killed by the destroying angel.  

These things happened to them as examples and were written down as warnings for us, 
on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come.  So, if you think you are standing firm, be careful 
that you don't fall!  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.  (1 Corinthians 10:1-13) 

 
The Old Testament is a big book.  It is more than 3 times the New Testament in length.  In a 
typical English translation it is more than 600,000 words long.  That's pretty long.  The 
famous novel War and Peace which is often thought of as a big and intimidating book--that 
book is just under 600,000 words long.  Or to put it another way, it's about 400 times as 
long as this sermon. 
 
That's a big book.  And to complicate matters for the Christian, it is pretty hard to read 
sometimes.  The customs are hard to understand, the culture is so different, there's an awful 
lot of violence--some of it perpetrated by the people we like to think of as the "good guys" 
in the stories.  And even many of the laws of God under discussion aren't ones that even 
apply to us any more, such as Sabbath laws and tabernacle ceremonies and dietary 
restrictions. 
 
So, what good is this book that is weighing down our Bibles so much?  Well, for starters, it's 
God's Word.  That alone makes it well worth reading and understanding.  Every word that 
God speaks to sinful humans surely is worth hearing and understanding and dissecting so 
that we know everything we possibly can about God and his plans and his will. 
 



And in our second lesson today Paul gets specific and tells us just why these Bible stories 
about the Israelites are valuable for us.  "These things happened to them as examples, and 
were written down as warnings for us, on whom the fulfillment of the ages has come."  Even 
as these things were happening thousands of years ago halfway around the world, God was 
thinking not just of Israel but of you and me, and caused these Bible stories to be written 
down so that one day we could use them as examples.  In them we see how GOD'S 
WARNING and GOD'S PROMISE KEEP US STANDING FIRM. 
 
I. The stories of Israel are (negative) examples for us 
Of course, a lot of the stories of Israel are examples of the negative kind.  Paul refers to four 
specific Bible stories about the Israelites as they traveled from Egypt to Canaan.  They were 
examples that his readers probably knew but maybe aren't quite as familiar to us.  (See 
there's another reason why we should read the Old Testament--because it helps us 
understand the New Testament!) Let's look at them one at a time.   
 

 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."    This is part of the infamous 
"Golden Calf" story recorded in Exodus chapter 32.  Barely a month after seeing 
God's glory at Mount Sinai, just a couple of months after watching God divide the 
Red Sea for them, the people were worshipping a calf idol--and celebrating a raucous 
and immoral party in honor of their new golden god! 

 

 We should not commit sexual immorality, as some of them did—and in one day 
twenty-three thousand of them died.  This sad story is in Numbers chapter 25.  The 
Israelites wandered off to worship the false gods of the Moabites and enjoy the 
immoral flings that were part of the worship of those false gods.  God struck them 
with a deadly plague to show them that he was deadly serious about his first 
commandment! 

 

 We should not test the Lord, as some of them did—and were killed by snakes.  The 
people complained about their decades-long journey (which was only so long 
because they had rebelled earlier!) and tested God's patience.  God sent poisonous 
snakes into the camp until the people repented. 

 

 And do not grumble, as some of them did—and were killed by the destroying angel. 
This seems to be a reference to Numbers chapter 16 where some of the Israelites 
complained about Moses' leadership and refused to listen to him.  These self-chosen 
leaders were swallowed by the earth or consumed by fire from God. 

 
Paul introduces those four sad stories by saying, "Now these things occurred as examples to 
keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did."  We are to look at what happened 
to Israel and take warning, realizing that God will not tolerate such things.  And, Paul says, 
we shouldn't say to ourselves, "Well, those were just those stupid Israelites, we Christians 
are so far ahead of them spiritually."  He points out--they heard God's voice and had the 



promises of the Messiah just as we do.  In fact, they were even sort "baptized" so to speak 
when they passed through the Red Sea.  They had the same saving grace of God that we do--
yet they threw it all away.  How?  Why? 
 
What it comes down to, friends, is to humbly recognize that there was a part of those 
Israelites, and is a part of us too, that won't settle for anything less than being our own god.  
Look at those Israelites!  What did they want?  Control, power, sex, food--all without any 
limitations or restrictions or waiting periods.  They didn't want to be patient for the 
promised land; they wanted good food NOW.  They wanted to party now and party hard and 
couldn't care less about guidance from God even when he appeared to them himself.  God 
sent them a prophet and they wanted to get rid of him because they didn't want to have to 
listen to anybody but themselves.  It is exactly as Paul said in the verses we heard last week:  
"Their god is their own stomach."  (Philippians 3:19)  This is what he means when he says 
they set their hearts on evil things, and because of this they died. 
 
And no matter who you are, no matter how long you've been a Christian, that same self-
worshipping sinful nature is still lurking in you.  It's the reason why Jesus said that if anyone 
followed him they would need to "deny themselves."  It is that monster inside you that 
wants no rules, no boundaries, and no other god than itself.   It's the continuing existence of 
that utterly self-serving sinful nature that is the reason Paul warns us all:  "If you think you 
are standing firm, be careful that you don't fall!" 
 
II. Our faithful God promises to help us in temptation 
So how can we conquer the idol in our very own hearts?  Only by the power of God who 
saved us.  Only by the love of a Savior who shed his blood as a payment for every sin.  Only 
by the promises of a God who made us his own and wants us to spend eternity with him.  
And listen to what he promises us here:  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. 
  
"God is faithful."  He will do everything that he says he will do.  Thanks be to him and his 
grace that this doesn't only mean punishing sin.  It includes his Son Jesus and all the 
promises connected to him.  If God declared that he has laid on his Son the iniquity of us all, 
that by his wounds we are healed, then he is faithful to that word (cf. Isaiah 53:7-8)  If Jesus 
says that he gave his body and blood for your forgiveness, that in baptism you are washed 
clean, born again, given the Holy Spirit--then he is faithful to that Word.  Sinners though we 
are with little idol shrines in our hearts, God still loves us and his love is faithful and constant.  
And when he promises, "whoever believes in him will not perish but have eternal life"--then 
he must always be faithful to that Word! 
 
And here he is faithful to a special promise:  "he will not let you be tempted beyond what you 
can bear."  He knows your weaknesses.  He knows your limitations.  That doesn't mean that 
he is OK with your sins.  It means that his goal is not to crush you, to destroy your faith, to 



trick you into sinning against him.  His goal in every trial is ultimately to strengthen you, to 
enable you to glorify him in a new way until the times comes when he calls you home.  And 
he adds the reminder that the trials we face are not unique to us.  They're the same 
challenges and temptations that Christians of every age have faced and still do.   
 
"He will provide a way out so that you can stand up under it."  God has arranged things so 
that you have a way out.  He will help you to depend on him.  He will give you the words to 
say, the wisdom and courage to act.  And ultimately he has opened a way out of this world 
that leads to heaven.  Knowing that this wonderful future is yours, you can be strengthened 
to stand firm, to resist temptation, and to suffer what you must in order to remain faithful to 
him! 
 
Conclusion 
You heard in our Gospel how the people were discussing the disasters of their day.  Jesus 
even brings one up himself--the death of a number of people in a building collapse.  These 
things still occupy our attention today--the dangers of terrorism, natural disasters, and so 
on.   
 
But the real danger, Jesus said, is spiritual.  "Unless you repent," he warned, "you too will all 
perish."  The real danger is the temptations around us and perhaps even more the 
temptations within us, our own heart's rebellious desire to throw off God and crown 
ourselves as King.   
 
Don't follow the example of those in Israel who did that very thing and perished!  Jesus' 
words warn us to repent.  His cross gives us the joy and desire to do it.  He promises to 
guard us and help us each step of the way.   Repent and trust in his faithful love!  Amen. 
 


