
Why Study the Old Testament?
1 Corinthians 10:1-13

Next week we will begin a sermon series in the book of Deuteronomy, the fifth book in 
the Bible. Deuteronomy records Moses’  final message to the children of Israel before 
they enter into the Promised Land. He first takes a look back at the past forty years in 
the wilderness, drawing out lessons that God had been trying to teach them. He next 
looks forward and urges them to realize that their well-being depends entirely upon their 
devotion to the God who had rescued them from captivity in Egypt and had led them 
through the desert. Deuteronomy is a book about the importance of whole-hearted 
devotion to God and God alone. 

This morning I want to address the question, “Why should we study the book of 
Deuteronomy and the OT in general?” Why should believers in Jesus who are living 
under the new covenant study the experience of people who lived under the old 
covenant? That’s a valid question because the NT emphatically teaches that the old 
covenant given to Moses at Mt. Sinai was replaced by the new covenant in Jesus’ 
blood. Among other things, this means that the specific regulations Moses 
communicated to the children of Israel in Deuteronomy aren’t binding on us as new 
covenant believers. Why should we study the book of Deuteronomy? Wouldn’t it be little 
more than a history lesson about what happened to them back then?

To answer this question we will today consider 1 Corinthians 10:1–13. In this passage 
Paul specifically looks back at the Scriptures that record what happened to the children 
of Israel in the wilderness and talks about their relevance to new covenant believers.

An Observation from the Old Testament: The Children of Israel all experienced 
God’s power and presence, but few pleased God. (1 Corinthians 10:1-5) 

We won’t discuss all the details of what Paul writes in these verses. But notice how Paul 
repeats the word “all” in these verses. 

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; 2 and all were baptized into Moses in the 
cloud and in the sea; 3 and all ate the same spiritual food; 4 and all drank the same 
spiritual drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which followed them; and 
the rock was Christ. 5 Nevertheless, with most of them God was not well-pleased; 
for they were laid low in the wilderness. 

Even though some of the details are difficult to interpret, Paul is making a very simple 
point here. He is making the observation out that even though all the children of Israel 
experienced God’s power and presence, most of them didn’t please God and therefore 
died in the wilderness. 

Let’s first notice what all of them experienced. 
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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; 2 and all were baptized into Moses in the 
cloud and in the sea;

They were “all under the cloud and all passed through the sea.” God manifested 
Himself as a “cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night” (Exodus 13:21-22). Every single 
one of them was under the cloud. As well, they “all passed through the sea.” When God 
parted the waters of the Red Sea, they all walked through on dry ground with water 
piled up on either side (see Exodus 14:21ff). Because Moses was their appointed leader 
who spoke with God face-to-face, Paul therefore writes that “all were baptized into 
Moses in the cloud and in the sea.” They were figuratively immersed in Moses and 
therefore had the same relationship with God that Moses did.

3 and all ate the same spiritual food; 4 and all drank the same spiritual drink, for 
they were drinking from a spiritual rock which followed them; and the rock was 
Christ.

In verse 3 Paul writes that “all ate the same spiritual food,” a reference to the manna 
that God provided for them every morning. They all experienced the miraculous, daily 
provision of God. They ate because God spoke the manna into existence.

In verse 4 Paul writes that “all drank the same spiritual drink,” a reference to the water 
God provided at Horeb when Moses struck the rock (Exodus 17:1-7). Paul adds the 
(somewhat cryptic) statement, “for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which 
followed them; and the rock was Christ.” This is probably best understood as a 
statement about the presence of God who supplied the water. They weren’t really 
drinking from a physical rock; they were drinking water because of the spiritual 
presence of God who supplied the water. Since Paul understood that all spiritual 
blessings come through Christ, he states that this “spiritual rock” was Christ.

In verse 5 Paul makes an observation that is obvious from reading Exodus, Numbers, 
and Deuteronomy. 

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

Even though all of them experienced the presence and power of God in miraculous 
ways, most of them failed to please God. He will explain why in the following verses. 
But Paul first wants to establish that their relationship with God didn’t bear the intended 
fruit. God had rescued them from Egypt with signs and wonders, miraculously provided 
them with food and water, and manifested His presence in undeniable ways. And yet 
most of them died in the wilderness. Based on that basic observation, Paul next gives a 
perspective about how we should read the accounts that describe what happened to the 
children of Israel. 

A Perspective about the Old Testament: These accounts instruct and warn those 
of us who are living in the age of fulfillment. (1 Corinthians 10:6-11) Notice how Paul 
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takes the example of the Children of Israel in the wilderness and applies it to the 
Corinthians and himself. Verse 6 should stop us in our tracks.

6 Now these things happened as examples for us, so that we would not crave evil 
things as they also craved. 

Paul understood the universal tendency to set our hearts on the wrong things, to crave 
evil things. The word translated crave is often translated “lust,” which denotes an 
intense desire for something. Do you see Paul’s concern here? He feared that genuine 
believers might set their hearts on evil things and experience the same type of 
consequences that the Children of Israel did. 

The Scriptures contain positive examples (people to imitate) and negative examples 
(people who serve as warnings of how NOT to live). The Children of Israel served as the 
later. Their experience in the wilderness was a clinic in how not to walk with God. Their 
lives demonstrate both the tendency to crave evil things and the results of craving evil 
things. This is one of many reasons why it is vital for us to study the OT. 

Paul gives four specific ways in which the Children of Israel were negative examples: 
idolatry, sexual immorality, trying/testing the Lord, and grumbling. 

Verse 7 is a reference to the idolatry associated with the golden calf (Exodus 32). 

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.” 

While Moses was on Mt. Sinai meeting with God, the people became restless and 
demanded that Aaron make a god who would lead them through the wilderness. Aaron 
took the gold they donated and fashioned it into a calf that the people worshiped. 

Verse 8 is a reference to the immorality described in Numbers 25. 

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

Basically some of the men of Israel had sexual relations with Moabite women and 
began worshiping their gods, offering sacrifices and bowing down to them. God’s anger 
burned against them and 23,000 died in one day. 

Verse 9 is a reference to the people trying the Lord when they complained about the 
manna that God provided (see Numbers 21:1-9).

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

Instead of thanking God for His provision of manna, they complained against God and 
against Moses. In this way they put God to the test. In response to their complaining, 
God sent venomous snakes that killed many Israelites.
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Verse 10 could refer to the grumbling recorded in any number of passages (Exodus 
17, Numbers 11, etc.). 

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

Here Paul attributes God’s judgments (see Numbers 14:37) on the people to the 
“destroying angel” (NIV) who killed the firstborn of Egypt during the first Passover (see 
Exodus 12:23). 

This short list is representative of the types of evil that we should avoid. In verse 11 
Paul repeats his core conviction about the OT providing examples for us, adding a 
comment about the age in which we live. 

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. 

Again Paul asserts that the Scriptures (what was “written”) give us examples which are 
instructive. If we allow it to do so, the experience of the Children of Israel can instruct us 
about sins and attitudes to avoid. Paul adds, “they were written for our instruction, upon 
whom the ends of the ages have come.” History consists of various “ages” (periods of 
time). Everyone living after the death and resurrection of Christ is living in the “ends of 
the ages.” This present age is the “end” in the sense that it is the last age before the 
culmination of all history; it is the last chapter in the book God is writing about the earth 
and its inhabitants.

By mentioning that we are those “upon whom the ends of the ages have come,” Paul is 
reminding us that we are living in the age of fulfillment. The old covenant has been 
replaced (not supplemented, but replaced) by the new covenant as defined in Jeremiah 
31 and Ezekiel 36. This covenant was ratified by the blood of Jesus Himself. Those who 
trust in Him alone enter into this covenant in which God gives us a new heart; God 
places His very Spirit within us to teach us, lead us, and empower us. 

This means, among other things, that if you have a relationship with God through the 
new covenant in Christ’s blood, your deepest craving is NOT some sinful desire; your 
deepest desire is for God. You have a new heart with new appetites. And God is with 
you and for you. And so we hear the warning of 1 Corinthians 10 in this context. And we 
study the book of Deuteronomy with this context in mind. We’ll develop the implications 
of this as we go along. But one of the primary implications will be that we hear the 
warnings of Deuteronomy in light of the fact that God is for us and has given us the Holy 
Spirit so that we can fulfill the true intention of the Law. Since God sacrificed His one 
and only Son on our behalf, we can be confident that God will also with Him freely give 
us everything we need to live a life that pleases Him (see Romans 8:31-32).

And this perspective helps us “hear” the last couple of verses in this passage: 

12 Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed that he does not fall. 
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Therefore - in light of the fact that the OT gives examples and instructions for those of 
us living in days of fulfillment - don’t think that you would never do what they did. Don’t 
be like Peter who said, “Even though others fall away. . . I never will. . . I will never 
betray you.” (Matthew 26:31-35).  This is a warning against being overconfident and 
therefore not vigilant in avoiding temptation (and therefore sin). Gordon McDonald wrote 
a very vulnerable account of his own fall back in the late 1980s In Rebuilding Your 
Broken World, McDonald writes about a conversation that he once had with another 
Christian leader.  

“If Satan were to blow you out of the water,” he asked, “how do you think he would 
do it?”

“I’m not sure I know,” I answered.  “All sorts of ways, I suppose; but I know there’s 
one way he wouldn’t get me.”  

“What’s that?”

“He’d never get me in the area of my personal relationships.  That’s one place 
where I have no doubt that I’m as strong as you can get.”

Guess where Gordon McDonald got “blown out of the water” a few years after that 
conversation?  Through an immoral relationship, the very place where he felt the safest.

“Fill in the blank” in this sentence: “I may not be perfect, but at least I don’t commit the 
sin of _____________.” Paul warns, “. . .let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he 
fall.”

Paul modeled this healthy distrust of his own strength at the end of 1 Corinthians 9. 
There he explained how he disciplined himself and made his body his slave (instead of 
his master); he didn’t want to preach to others and then be disqualified himself. In other 
words Paul “took heed” to that he might not “fall.” 

Verse 13 gives us one more great reason to study the OT:

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.

Paul tells us several foundational things here. First, no temptation has overtaken you 
but such as is common to humanity. Sometimes we tend to think, “My temptations 
are unique; nobody else really understands the issues that I face. . . not even the 
Scriptures reflect the intensity and the lure of my temptations.” Paul is looking us in the 
face and saying, “That is not true.” Paul’s whole point in this passage is that we should 
study the experience of the children of Israel in the wilderness because we face the very 
same temptations that they faced. Let their example warn you against craving what they 
craved. 
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Second, God is faithful. God will do what He has promised. Throughout Scripture the 
faithfulness of God is taught and illustrated. When it comes to our temptations, we have 
to be convinced that God is faithful in some very specific ways: God will not allow us 
to be tempted beyond what we are able, and God will provide a way of escape. 
Paul is affirming God’s specific attention to each of His children. We don’t have time to 
discuss this in detail, but I think Paul is telling us that we should be armed with the 
conviction that God is with us in our temptations. God limits our temptations and 
provides a way to endure the temptation without sinning. He’s not only saying that God 
provides a way of escape when we are in the midst of temptation; he provides a way of 
living (a way of life) that forms us into the type of people whose spiritual strength equips 
us to avoid and resist temptation. 

We will study the book of Deuteronomy with the perspective of this passage in mind. We 
will notice the evil things they craved and the sins they committed; their example will 
instruct and warn us. Next week, for example, we’ll notice in Deuteronomy 1 how the 
children of Israel had experienced a self-imposed wilderness. We should be warned 
because the same things can happen to us when we neglect or disregard certain 
commands of God. 

At the same time we will will notice ways that God was faithful - ways that He provided 
for their obedience. This will be one of the main themes of Deuteronomy. God lays 
before them a clear path of obedience that leads to life and blessing. As new covenant 
believers, the faithfulness of God is most evident in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 
Through Jesus and the Holy Spirit we can actually fulfill the Law that Moses 
communicates in the book of Deuteronomy. My plea is that you come to the book of 
Deuteronomy hungry and curious and teachable. 

We have provided a reading guide to accompany this sermon series; each week you’ll 
find five passages to reinforce and supplement Sunday’s messages. If you didn’t get a 
reading guide when you came into worship, you can find one on tables in the foyer. 
Please consider reading along with the rest of the church and listening to what God 
wants to say to us through this fascinating portion of Scripture. 


