1 Corinthians (12): 10.1-13 

Learning from the Past

Yesterday I went to a wedding reception: in his speech the groom told a story about the Iron Age, Caractacus and the Romans and then went on to contrast that with the present. He knew the past and was fascinated by it.  We're not very good at learning from history – it often gets forgotten. Politicians often claim, “We will be different from our predecessors”, only to repeat their failures rather than learn from them and to ignore their successes. The church also very easily forgets the past, especially in the face of contemporary ideas about 'progress' that urge us to leave the past behind as though there is nothing we can learn from it.

One thing Paul does in writing to the Corinthian church is to remind them that they are only part of a much bigger picture: there is more to the Church than the Christians in Corinth! So they can't decide everything just with reference to their own situation, there is much more to consider. In chapter 10 he develops this point by reminding them that theirs is not the only generation of those who have followed God:there have been many such followers in the past and the Corinthians can learn from their predecessors.

He takes them back more than 1000 years to the Israelites in the wilderness. They enjoyed God's goodness but they failed conspicuously. Some of their failures were quite dramatic but most were very ordinary and shaped not so much by what they did or said as by their desires and attitudes. Paul says that we should learn from their failures.

Part of their failure came from the complacency of imagining that because they were God's people they had the right to expect God to do exactly what they wanted when they wanted. It can be easy to take parents or children for granted: some have a similar attitude towards God - “He is there to solve my problems, at my beck & call; we follow Him because of what we get out of it, etc.” 

Paul reminds us that this kind of complacency loses sight of the call to obey/follow/trust – wherever that leads us and whatever may happen. Baptism is not a magic charm guaranteeing protection; on the contrary it is a declaration of intent and a promise of commitment. The baptised family who emigrate to Canada have a responsibility, because they are part of Christ's worldwide church, to link with the church they find there.  

Another part of the failure of the Israelites in the wilderness came from despair. “We've never had it so bad, there is no chance of things improving so we might as well give up now since nothing will change!” We can get into a similar frame of mind in marriage or as we face the pressures of parenthood! We can slip into this attitude in the Christian life too: just as the Israelites grumbled and murmured in the wilderness rather than being grateful for God's goodness, so we can get sucked into a culture of blame.

Positively, Paul says, God will help you – if you trust Him. He won't help you by escapism, but by enabling you to battle through. The secret is to resist the pressures, not to succumb to them: (it's a fatal weakness to think that if you give way this time you will find it easier to battle through next one.)

Learn from the past, says Paul. Not merely in your head but in your heart and life. The Bible is given not just to inform us but to transform us. When we do learn from the past, then it will transform us, shape our attitudes to God and to others; our own lives will become more marked by gratitude; we shall become less of a pain in the neck and more people who really do reflect something of the love and concern of God.

**************************************

1. Can you give examples of lessons you have learned from your own past experience?

2. If much of Israel's failure in the wilderness came from wrong desires and attitudes, what will shape our attitudes and desires along the lines God intends?

3. “The promises of God exclude human presumption and human despair but invite trust.” Put this in your own words. Can you think of occasions when either you yourself or a local church to which you have belonged has either despaired of a situation or just presumed that God would automatically come to the rescue? What actually happened?

4. Many times in the wilderness the Israelites kept blaming God or Moses. When things are difficult, what can help us avoid a culture of blame?

5. The gospel speaks of mediation and reconciliation. What does this have to say in a culture that increasingly jumps to litigation?

6. If the Bible is part of God's way of transforming our lives, what does that tell us about how we should use it?

