Liturgy:
Reading : 1 Cor. 8 + Ch. 10, 14-22

Text       : 1 Cor. 10, 21 + 22

Ps.   133 : 1,2

Ps.   119 : 13

Ps.     86 : 4

Ps.     24 : 1,2,3 (collection song)

Ps.     73 : 8

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Next week Sunday, the Lord willing, once again we may celebrate Holy Supper. At this table, we rejoice both in the communion with Christ as well as in the fellowship with one another. In order to receive this true joy, the Form for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper urges us prior to this celebration, first, rightly to examine ourselves. In other words, how do we go to the table of the Lord? Do we go just out of custom or are we really aware of what celebrating Holy Supper means: communion with Christ, and this not only on Sunday, but also throughout the week.  After all, that’s why we celebrate Holy Supper: to be strengthened in faith, to be strengthened also in the faith how to live as Christians in a secularized world, which is not always easy. Christians throughout the ages have struggled with this question, i.e. with the question how to give substance to although living in this world not to be part of this world. We are God’s chosen people, a royal priesthood, and a holy nation.
 This should be visible in our life, not only Sunday but also throughout the week.
No, this does not mean that we have to seclude ourselves from the rest of society. We are church in the world. Because of this, next to our church contacts, we also have our business and social contacts with people outside the church, which as such is not wrong. However, here also lies a sphere of tension with can bring with it tremendous dangers, especially the danger of living basically in two different worlds. What do I mean with this? Let me try to make this clear with an example. On Sunday evening, at a coffee social together with some friends in the church, we have a good and up-building discussion about a recent article in Una Sancta. That’s Sunday. Yet when Monday comes and we are in office with our colleagues or with our mates at the building site, we discuss heatedly how over weekend our favorite footie team fared in the finals of the AFL, not bothering even if it was a match played on Sunday. So, we have the church, but on the other hand we cannot do without the footie either. Is this wrong? Of course, this does not necessarily need to be the footie, it might also be something else, e.g. talking about movie stars, or the fashion we wear. The point is how do we as Christians live in the midst of this world?
When answering this question, there are dangers looming from two sides. On the hand there is the danger that we don’t want have anything to do with this world and so we withdraw to some kind of Reformed ghetto, putting up high walls between the church and the world. That’s the one danger. The other danger is that we want to enjoy this world so much that the church hardly surfaces in our daily life. How are we to avoid both these two extremes? Perhaps by coming out somewhere in the middle, the so-called golden mean. Beloved that’s not the answer. The proper way is to live by faith always, both in the church and in the world, i.e. to love God and to show this wherever we are, never being ashamed of the hope that lives in us and also having the desire to live accordingly. It means to serve God both in the church as well as in our social contacts throughout the week.
It’s exactly this matter, which also the apostle Paul deals with in the Ch. 8 – 11 of his first letter to the Corinthians. This morning we will deal with a small part of this section, especially in view of next week’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper. It’s the section, where Paul says, that we cannot partake of the Lord’s table and of the table of demons. With these words – and this bring me to the theme of this morning’s sermon

THE APOSTLE PAUL POINTS CONGREGATION AT CORINTH

TO THE ANTITHETIC CHARACTER

OF THE TABLE OF THE LORD

Considering this theme we will look at

1. The background of this warning

2. The content of this warning

3. The seriousness of this warning

I
In his first letter to the Corinthians, beloved, the apostle Paul deals with several problems, about which most likely the congregation at Corinth had written him earlier. One of the cases about which they had written was, Ch. 8, 1, “things offered to idols.” In a similar way as it happened in the OT in the tabernacle and in the temple, likewise in the pagan worship service not all meat or food offered to the idol was burned on the altar, part of it was eaten at a sacrificial meal in the temple. However, at times some of this meat was also sold to the markets in town, and to establishments around the market hall, where people could eat this meat.
Now as regards the Christian congregation in Corinth, which consisted of quite a number of pagans, who had broken with all this idolatry – as regards the membership of this congregation opinions were divided on the issue whether one could eat such meat or other food that previously had been offered to idols. Some members were deadly against eating such food. Others claiming to have more knowledge said, “What’s wrong with it? After all, an idol is nothing.” No open dispute had yet erupted. Yet this diversity of opinion had been sufficient ground to ask the apostle Paul for advice.
The apostle Paul deals very carefully with this question put to him, whether or not the members of the congregation in Corinth should eat food that had been offered to idols. In Ch. 8, first he points out how members of Christ’s congregation ought to deal with one another, saying that knowledge by itself is insufficient to settle a dispute. Knowledge puffs up, he writes in Ch. 8, 1, i.e. it makes people arrogant, whilst on the other hand love builds up. Therefore, with all the knowledge you may have, do you still deal with one another in love, also when there are differences of opinion with respect to certain issues. When reading Ch. 8, one gets the impression that in particular the public behavior of those who with their knowledge felt strong enough to eat such food offered to idols – one get the impression that these members brought those who thought this is sinful in great difficulty, Ch. 8, 7, “…” That’s why the apostle writes in vs. 9, “…” In other words, what is more important your public display of what you think is right or the love for the brother? That’s why Paul concludes this chapter as follows, vs. 13, “…”
One may ask, where does this leave us with respect to Christian freedom, especially on issues on which opinions are divided? In certain areas, am I not free to make my own decisions, as long as it is pleasing to God? The apostle Paul deals with this question in Ch. 9, using himself and his coworkers as an example. Paul says, we had the right to ask for support. After all, is there any soldier who serves at his own expense? Or who tends the flock without getting any milk himself? Yet Paul and his workers had refused to use their freedom, refused their lawful right to ask for support, since for some it could have been an obstacle to accept Paul’s preaching. With this example, the apostle Paul wants to make clear that one can use his freedom also in the wrong way. In other words, we must be careful that by our actions we don’t cause our brother or sister to fall. That’s Ch. 9.

In Ch. 10, the apostle still deals with the same issue, but now tackling it from a different side again. In Ch. 8, Paul had not opposed the viewpoint of those who said, “An idol is nothing!”  Somehow, Paul even sided with these members, calling them the strong ones and the others the weak ones. Yet in Ch. 10, he now says that this seemingly logical reasoning – “there are no idols” – this seemingly logical reasoning without saying anything more is of no good. You may feel strong with this reason, yet – vs. 12, “…”  Indeed, those who reasoned saying, ‘idols do not exist’ indeed felt very strong. Since idols are ultimately nothing, they saw no danger in dining with some friends in an idol temple. People should be more realistic about these things, and not take such a cramped attitude. That was their reasoning. After all, we still live in this world, where you also have your business and social contacts. Does the Lord really asks us to cut all these contacts?

Yet, so Paul now says in Ch. 10, don’t underestimate the temptations you may face in such a dangerous environment. You may think my faith is strong enough to make me immune for these temptations. However, says Paul, let me point you to Israel’s history. It clearly shows how easily the wrong atmosphere can affect us. Paul points to the time that God’s people on their journey through the desert yoked themselves to Baal Peor. This was at the time that Balak, King of Moab, had invited the Israelites for a feast. Just a feast together, no more – what would be wrong with that? Yet due to the climate in which they came, God’s people indulged in sexual immorality, Ch. 10, 8. Therefore, let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he falls.
In all this, beloved, is a clear message, also for us today. Sometimes, it’s so easily said, “What is wrong with this or with that, and why can’t we go there?” In cases like these, we too have our logical arguments ready and so what is there to worry about? Yet at the same time, we just make light of the temptations, which are present in an environment where the Lord is not served.
Let me try to make this clear with just one example. It’s Friday afternoon, the end to the working week, so we knock off a bit earlier to enjoy a few beers with our workmates in the local pub. Just a social drink, no more, what’s wrong with that? Yet we forget that so easily the atmosphere can affect us, nice and cozy. It appeals to go there more often, just for a chat with some friends, yet outside the church.

It strikes me, beloved, how easily our young people go to places where they mix with friends outside the church. However, the result can be – as we have seen it on more than one occasion also here in our own congregation – that they come home with a boyfriend or girlfriend outside the church. Well, is that what the Lord wants? Therefore, let us indeed be realistic, but then realistic in faith, acknowledging these dangers and taking heed. In vs. 14 the apostle writes, “…” Beloved, let us be aware, how easily we can get caught in the snares of the evil one. That’s why – coming back to the issue of dining in an idol temple, just with some friends not of the church – Paul says, “No matter how logical your reasoning might be, in fact you come in contact with a climate that is controlled by demons.”

In vs. 16, the apostle Paul contrasts this by speaking about the communion believers have with Christ, “…” In vs. 18, he underlines this with a reference to the OT sacrificial services, “…” Paul refers here to the custom of sacrificial meals, whereby the one making the sacrifice together with his family ate part of the sacrificial lamb, which had not been burnt on the altar. This was a holy meal, whereby the Israelites thankfully accepted the visible sign of God’s grace towards sinners, in a similar way as we do it at the Lord’s table.
From these two examples, the apostle Paul draws the conclusion, that you cannot say there is no connection at all between eating food sacrificed to idols and the idol worship itself. No, Paul does not retract what he had said in Ch. 8. For, he says in vs. 19, “…” Nevertheless going to such a party in an idol temple is less harmless than some members of the congregation in Corinth may think.

True, an idol is nothing. However, what about the demonic powers associated with the worship of idols. Whoever enters an idol temple is exposed to these powers, i.e. to the power of the evil, which causes these Gentiles to kneel down before dumb images. Now one may laugh at this, by saying, “I will not do this!” However, don’t forget – says Paul – by entering an idol temple you have come in the sphere of influence of these powers. Therefore, rather than participating in such a seemingly harmless dinner, stay away from it. For – so Paul concludes in vs. 20b – “…” Then next, our text follows, where the apostle points to the antithetic character of the table of the Lord, “…”

Summarizing, the point, which the apostle Paul wants to make is this: as far as the eye meets, one may think, “What harm is there in just having a dinner with some friends in an idol temple?” That it itself cannot be wrong, be sinful, can it? Some members of the congregation in Corinth indeed did not worry about this. After all, you live in the midst of this world, where you cannot avoid, having some contacts also outside the church, and do we really have to break with all these contacts? But then the apostle warns against the dangers you may encounter in keeping these contacts. Don’t underestimate the power of the evil one. You are caught in his snares quicker than you may think. Logically you may good arguments, why there is nothing against it. Arguments, which in themselves perhaps cannot be flawed. Yet often it is the logic of our own sinful mind and not the logic of faith. It’s the knowledge that puffs up, but not the love that edifies.
Moreover, what about the antithetic character of the table of the Lord? How can one really rejoice in the communion with Christ and the fellowship of faith with the other brothers and sisters and at the same time refuse to break with the friendship of this world? Paul says, that doesn’t square. One cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons.

I think, beloved, this is a timely message, also for us today, in a society, where it becomes more and more difficult to hold on to a lifestyle that is pleasing to the Lord. No, then we don’t run the risk of being invited to an idol temple as such. However, we can easily be invited to a climate in which today’s idol’s are served, with all the dangers involved, dangers which at times we too so easily laugh away. Flee from idolatry, says Paul. Don’t think that you are strong enough in faith, immune to worldly influences. Moreover, in case one refuses to break with these sinful pleasures, what value does communion with Christ have to such a person. At times, we indeed have to make clear choices, for we cannot partake of the table of the Lord and the table of demons. Having considered the background of this warning, secondly we will look in more detail at the content of this warning.
II
Pointing the congregation at Corinth to the antithetic character of the table of the Lord, the apostle Paul stresses that the bond we have with Christ determines indeed our whole life. Amongst others, this means – as we have promised it on the day of our profession of faith – we have to forsake the world and to crucify our old nature.

To forsake the world – once more, this does not mean that we have to seclude ourselves from this world like monks in a monastery. As I have said before, God still gives us place in this world. Yet though living in the world, we are not of this world, which means we should not involve ourselves in all kind of entertainment organized by the evil one. The world around us must also be able to see by the way we live that we are redeemed children of God, i.e. redeemed also from the vanity this world has to offer and to which the unbelievers are enslaved.

As far as this kind of entertainment is concerned, then I think of all the hype going on at present regarding the AFL finals and the support for the West Coast Eagles. Are we not allowed to watch a footie game? I would not say this, as long as it does not become an idol. I’m afraid that at times we laugh this danger too easily away. Flee from idolatry, says Paul. But what if our favorite team plays on Sunday or when there is western derby on Sunday, do we stay clear, or can we not withstand the temptations, and still watch or tape and watch it later. Doesn’t this show that the footie fever has already caught us in its net? I could mention more. After all, it’s not only the footie. There are other idols, which are equally as dangerous. Do we stay clear from them, or do we find it too difficult to give up these pleasures, to give it up for the Lord, since the Lord’s service is more important to us.

Next week’s celebration of the Lord’s Supper will remind us of the riches of our redemption in Christ. Whoever really rejoices in these riches and so partakes of the table of the Lord, cannot also partake of the table of demons at the same time. More plainly, this means, we cannot sit at the table of the Lord, whilst at the same time we don’t want to break with worldly pleasures. As children of God, who have been redeemed by Christ, we are to break with bringing sacrifices to the idols of this present age, be it the sport, the alcohol, sex, fashion, the movie stars and you name it. In the verse preceding our text the apostle Paul writes, vs. 20b, “…” The apostle clearly saw the dangers that threatened the Corinthians. That’s why he warns them, saying as Christians you can no longer associate with friends in the world as if nothing has happened to you. You made a choice for Christ, and this has consequences for your contacts with friends outside the church. Not, that you can’t have anything to do with them, yet you can no longer join in with their lifestyle, which often is full of idol service.
Beloved, let us take this warning to heart. After all, how shallow is the enjoyment, people in the world thrive on. Often there is no real joy. For example, when divorce is considered normal and sexual intercourse is seen merely as an article of consumption, what kind of life is that? When it leads to conception, fetuses are killed in the womb. That’s how the world around us says to enjoy life, but deep down it often leaves them with an empty feeling. Yet they are caught, enslaved by their own sinful passions.
Br. & Sr., and also you young people, how can we as redeemed children of God ever involve ourselves in such empty enjoyment. Let us rather flee from it. This means we don’t want even have the least thing to do with it. That’s making a firm stand towards Christ. I realize that this is not always easy. Especially when one is young, it’s not easy to say ‘No’ to what is attractive and inviting. It might mean that we have to cut deep in our own sinful flesh. However, this would be more healthy than become unequally yoked together with unbelievers, as Paul writes about it in his second letter to the Corinthians, Ch. 6, 14. This text is often quoted to warn against mixed courtships and rightly so, yet it has a much broader perspective. It warns against all kind of contacts, which we may have in the world, and which lure us away from the Lord. Paul says in 2 Cor. 6, 15 + 16a, “…”
Thus belonging to Christ, we are to make a firm stand, drawing the consequences of what serving the Lord means. We should never make light of the obligations of the covenant that God has established with us, since this will always happen at the expense of the truth. We are to keep the antithesis between the temple of God and the temple of idols. The temple of God, that is in the NT no longer a building of stone, but this temple is the congregation of Jesus Christ, our Saviour. In other words, we are God’s temple.  It’s for this reason that the apostle Paul doesn’t want the Corinthians to have fellowship with demons.
Again, beloved, the message is clear, I think. As children of the LORD, we ought to live from the riches we have in Christ, not only on Sunday, but also throughout the week. This might mean that we have to break with some friends in the world, since one cannot partake of the table of the Lord and of the table of demons. One cannot serve two masters, lest we provoke the LORD to jealousy. This brings us to the last point of this morning’s sermon: the seriousness of the warning we read in our text.

III
Till now, beloved, I haven’t said anything about the concluding part of our text, where the apostle says, vs. 22, “…” What does the apostle mean with these words? In the beginning of the sermon, I said that some members of the congregation in Corinth had no difficulty at all with participating in a dinner with some friends in one of the dining halls of an idol temple. In the Chs. 8-11 of his first letter to the Corinthians, the apostle uses various arguments to warn against the dangers of making light of such a meal. In vs. 22, he adds a last argument, saying that we should not forget that our God is a jealous God.

God is a jealous God – the same expression we meet in the second commandment. What does this mean that God is a jealous God? It highlights that God cannot stand any rival. The LORD wants us for Him alone, in a similar way as within a good and loving marriage relationship there is no room for a third party. That’s whenever we give the love of our heart also to something else next to God, we provoke God to jealousy, we kindle his wrath. And who can stand the fire of God’s holy wrath. Are we stronger than He?

These last words show how serious we must take the warning we read in our text. If the Lord doesn’t want us to have any fellowship with demons, we should never make light of becoming involved too much with all kind of worldly entertainment, be it watching TV, searching the internet, computer games, or the idolizing of sport and movie stars. We can become so occupied with all these things that it almost seems as if that is what we live for, since we cannot do without. Perhaps we should examine ourselves, what it would mean to us: a month without TV, without internet access. Perhaps it would open up a lot of time for other things much more important. The bottom-line in all this: where do we live for? Let us make sure that we do not provoke the Lord to jealousy.
The Lord willing next week Sunday, as communicant members once again we may sit together at the Lord’s Table. May the Lord grant us a joyful celebration to strengthen us in the communion with Christ and in the fellowship with one another. May one the fruits of this celebration also be: that we live holy lives in the midst of today’s unholy world. I realize, this might mean that in society we become more and more isolated. Yet, beloved, it’s exactly in this isolation that we may find our strength. For, then instead of thriving on all kind of empty pleasures, we dedicate our whole life to Him, who has set us apart as a royal priesthood and a holy nation. Beloved, isn’t this something to really rejoice in? Well, do you rejoice in it with all your heart, so that all other things become less important? Perhaps this is a question, which we should take with us to ponder on throughout this coming week. Where do I really live for: for the Lord alone or also for something else?

Amen
� 1 Peter 2, 9
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