“Flee From Worship of Idols”

1 Corinthians 10:1-33
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We continue to look this morning at “messiness in the church. We have moved through Paul’s more harshly worded critiques of the Corinthians’ behavior in Chapters 1-6. In Chapter 7, Paul began to answer questions they had been posed to him in a letter. In Chapters 8, 9 and 10, Paul answered questions posed to him about eating food sacrificed to idols. As we prepare for Thanksgiving, the thought of preaching on the issue of concerns about food seemed like an appropriate topic. 

Read 1 Corinthians 10:1-33

The “more mature” Corinthians were going with their friends to the temple feasts of other religions and enjoying meals with them. They felt justified in doing so because, they argued, there is only one God, food is food, and the religious ceremonies honoring non-gods are meaningless. Paul grants the truth of their argument; yet points out that such activity may be causing others to stumble. In short, their expression of individual freedom – with the appearance of impropriety – was hurting other believers and may, in fact, have been causing some of the “less mature” to stray. 
Thanking God Is Worship

The issue for the Corinthians was not civic thanksgiving, but rather ceremonial meals celebrating other gods. Giving thanks is a spiritual activity; it is an act of worship. This is why it is a big deal: to give thanks means to thank the one who is responsible for the blessing. Giving thanks to God for our blessings marks us as holy – set aside for God’s purposes. In everything we do, we are to have our eyes set upon God. 

We can often take holiness for granted. We think, “The preacher has talked about grace and how Jesus died for my sins. I believe that – so I’m good. Now I just have to work on being a good person. As long as I don’t hurt anyone else, I should be all right.” But being a good person is different than being holy. Being holy means being set aside for God’s purposes. Remember the first commandment, “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery; you shall have no other gods besides me.” (Exodus 20:2-3) Remember the great commands, “Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength; and love your neighbor as yourself.” (Mark 12:29-31) 

Loving the LORD your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength is a statement of “being holy as I am holy.” Several times over the last weeks, we have heard Paul’s words to the Corinthians, “You are not your own. You were bought with a price.” That purchase is an eternal purchase – but remember, eternity includes here and now. God has always been holy. God is holy. God will always be holy. The writer of Hebrews says it this way in 13:8, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” There is clarity to God’s being, to God’s call, to participating in the salvation that God has given us in Jesus Christ. Right now, today, each day, we are called to worship God, to follow God, to pursue God’s holiness.

Straying is not something God takes lightly, because it is rebellion against His sovereignty being God. Paul pointed the Corinthians back to the generation that saw God deliver them from slavery in Egypt, from the people who had witnessed the plagues. Even though they had seen those things, even though they had walked through the Red Sea with Moses, even though they watched the cloud by day and the fire by night, even though they had received the manna and quail, even though they had received water (in other word – do you see how many blessings they had received?); they lost focus and began to stray. Paul listed four specific examples:

1. They became as idolaters, referring to the episode in Exodus 32 of worshiping the Golden Calf at Sinai.

2. They engaged in sexual immorality, referring to Numbers 25, “While Israel was staying at Shittim, the people began to have sexual relations with the women of Moab. These invited the people to the sacrifices of their gods, and the people ate and bowed down to their gods. Thus Israel yoked itself to the Baal of Peor, and the LORD’s anger was kindled against Israel.”

3. They rebelled against Moses, referring to Numbers 21, “From Mount Hor they set out by the way to the Red Sea, to go around the land of Edom; but the people became impatient on the way. The people spoke against God and against Moses, “Why have you brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? For there is no food and no water, and we detest this miserable food.” Then the Lord sent poisonous serpents among the people, and they bit the people, so that many Israelites died. The people came to Moses and said, “We have sinned by speaking against the Lord and against you; pray to the Lord to take away the serpents from us.” So Moses prayed for the people.
4. They complained, referring to Numbers 14. Here, the people rebelled against Moses’ leadership, against God’s sovereignty, and begged to go back to Egypt when they were scared by the reports from ten of the twelve spies who had gone into the promised land. “Joshua said to all the congregation of the Israelites, “The land that we went through as spies is an exceedingly good land. If the Lord is pleased with us, he will bring us into this land and give it to us, a land that flows with milk and honey. Only, do not rebel against the Lord; and do not fear the people of the land, for they are no more than bread for us; their protection is removed from them, and the Lord is with us; do not fear them.” But the whole congregation threatened to stone them. Then the glory of the Lord appeared at the tent of meeting to all the Israelites.” That generation wandered for another 40 years and did not enter the rest of the Lord.
Now, when I read stuff like this, I think to myself, “Why in the world – given all the things they had seen – why would they not follow God? How could they let themselves get distracted?”

And yet, we have all of Scripture bearing testimony to us. And yet, we have the saints of the church who have gone before us, who have borne testimony to us of God’s faithfulness, we have our own life experiences in which we have seen God’s hand move and transform us – and yet, we find that we are easily distractible, too.

It is subtle. It starts innocently. And, it can seem like a really good thing to do. Take this week, for example: there are a number of “interfaith” worship services that take place during Thanksgiving. (Please note that “interfaith” is different than “ecumenical.” Ecumenical is within the Christian body, “interfaith” means just that – more than one faith.) Gathering together to give thanks and to worship – who? each their own God? – the implicit message is, “they are all the same God.” They are not. 

You have been baptized in Christ. You belong to Jesus, and only Jesus. Please understand what I am saying: taking part in activities with people of other faiths to support the community is a good thing. Learning about other faiths is important – it provides a vocabulary with which to engage in conversation. But worship is different. Worship involves remembering what God has done. It involves praising God for what He has done, and placing our hope in the promises of what God is going to do. 

What we do, here and now, in worship and in prayer, is a part of our eternal identity. If we have been bought with a price, if God is who he has revealed himself to be, we need to be discerning and faithful to honor only him. 

I know that sounds intolerant and exclusivist. As pertains to worship, it is. More importantly, it must be. “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. Or are we provoking the Lord to jealousy? Are we stronger than he?” In worship and in prayer, we give thanks to the God who has blessed us. 

In communion, we are joined together in Christ. This is the sacred meal commanded by the Lord, to which believers are invited. Next week, we are going to look more in depth into the meaning of the Lord’s Supper; but for now, it is important to recognize that joining with Christ means loyalty to Christ – which also means that there is loyalty to none other.

So, Paul called the people to “flee” from the worship of idols. The call to “flee from idols” is not given lightly – it speaks about who God is and about who we are individually. Receiving Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior means that you have been made a part of him. 
We are joined to God in holiness through the body of Christ.
Does that mean that you should never eat with non-believers or accept invitations from them? No. It does mean that you should exercise discretion about what you do because you are not your own. You are a steward of your life and not the owner of it. Pay attention to the details. 

Look at Paul’s instructions: “Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without raising any question on the ground of conscience, for ‘the earth and its fullness are the Lord’s.” In other words, you need not be afraid of stuff because God is a good creator. “If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you are disposed to go, eat whatever is set before you without raising any question on the ground of conscience.” Be a good guest. 

Be a good guest, but also pay attention. “But if someone says to you, ‘This has been offered in sacrifice,’ then do not eat it, out of consideration for the one who informed you, and for the sake of conscience – I mean the other’s conscience, not your own.” This is where simple fellowship turns to “worship.” Your refusal (politely with explanation) to participate in worshiping and thanking other gods – idols, that is – is a witness to the other person’s conscience. 

“Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God.” Whether it is food or business or fellowship or entertainment, “do everything for the glory of God.” Flee from idols.

The call to “flee” from the worship of idols is a tough one today. But, what is an idol? An idol is anything or anyone that commands more authority in your life than God. The idols we normally name are: power, money, sex, and self.  There are cultural idols and personal idols. 

We are often unaware of the ways in which we have been lured away from our high, holy calling as children of God. These days, the easiest way to indentify idols creeping in is to take a clear look at your life and discern what are your priorities:

· Have you trusted God with your finances? Have you returned to God the first portion – and not simply whatever is left over after you have paid your bills and purchased the other things you want? 

· Have you trusted God with your time? Does God get the first portion of your time or whatever is left after the duties of the day? Do you study God’s word before you study the front page or your home page or your Facebook page or the Wall Street Journal? 

· Have you trusted God with your life or are you hoping that being acquainted is sufficient? Are you serving God with the life He has given you or are you secure in your own circle? The questions posed in the Matthew 25 judgment are penetrating, “Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited you?” 

· Have you trusted God to be just and good – or do you live paralyzed by the frustration that things are not fair for you? Can you give up your rights for another – joyfully?

· Have you trusted God with your witness and reputation or are do you hope that others will see your faith without your having to say or do anything?

I cringe when I hear my own questions. Let me tell you: I need to work on these things, too. My struggle does not to excuse you from your responsibility to struggle, by the way; I am simply letting you know that I join you in the struggle. I need your encouragement just as you need mine. Being joined with Christ is not a Sunday-only venture. It is an every day, all day, eternity long adventure.
We are called to encourage one another in holiness by our conduct. 

“So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, just as I try to please everyone in everything I do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, so that they may be saved. Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ.” 


Remember, the context of the question posed to Paul was whether the “more mature” could do what was within their rights even if it cost others. Remember the context of the letter in which Paul was correcting the Corinthians for drawing divisions among themselves based upon their knowledge, maturity, wealth, and indifference to one another. 

Instead, Paul invited them to imitate him as he is of Christ. Look at Paul’s example: he seeks to correct them in truth, he seeks to exhort them in holiness, he seeks to be joined with them in fellowship, he seeks their best interest and God’s glory in all he does. That is a good example.

When we do this well, everyone is edified. I want you to hear a word of affirmation: this congregation has demonstrated love and encouragement to one another in powerful ways. We rejoice with one another. We grieve with one another. When there is a need or an opportunity, people here rise to the occasion. 

More impressively, there is encouragement over the long-haul. It is one thing to drop everything for an emergency; it is another thing to give of yourself over and over and over – without a lot of fanfare and publicity. I think about all of you who have volunteered: in the office, on the grounds, on the phones, with program and in support of program. 

My sense of this congregation is that we genuinely care for one another. We have our squabbles and disagreements like any family, to be sure. We consider one another blessings, not burdens. (My prayer is that our mutual encouragement would not be a secret to the outside world – but that’s a different sermon for a different day.)

Encouraging holiness by our conduct often calls us to yield up our “rights.” We voluntarily yield to the needs of others by seeking to build them up. Sometimes, we voluntarily yield our rights by allowing others the opportunity to build us up – even when it becomes uncomfortable to do so. Allowing others to be givers of grace, allowing others to share our burdens, allowing others to reach out and meet our needs requires us to give up our “rights” of independence and spiritual self-sufficiency.

Conclusion:

As you go forward from here, think about Paul’s conclusion to the question about food: whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God. And be thankful. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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