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“Follow My Example”

1 Corinthians 10:23—11:1

Scripture (ESV) and prayer.


In the previous passage, the apostle Paul had brought the current discussion to its climax in the central warning: “flee from idolatry” (10:14; really, that is anything that steals our affection and allegiance away from Him)—a cry that is rooted in the Scriptures (“examples,” 10:1-13) and rooted in “common sense” (“participation,” 10:15-22). Here, we come to the final resolution of the matter; he is wrapping things up: signaled by his resumption of their “all things are lawful” (10:23) and closing with the call to “follow my example”—to “be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (11:1).

Now, there is a good and a bad “imitation.” There’s imitation as “not the real thing” (as in “imitation butter”). But there’s also the old adage: “imitation is highest form of compliment” (like kids, who want to be just like . . .). We need this kind of imitation. We all need models to follow. We need “Christ with skin on” (we need to be such). One of my favorite books is “the imitation of Christ.” Why? Not because what he says is perfect, but because he had followed long in the footsteps of the Master, and beckons us after. So also Paul. What is this example that we are called to follow? Three things:
One: All things for God’s glory (10:31).
This is the first thing. And rightly, it is the first question of the Catechism (not perhaps what we expect: the Bible, that’s #2-3; and God, that’s #4-6). It is this: “What is the chief end of man? To glorify God and enjoy Him forever.” This is the first thing in this particular (that is, eating marketplace meat—that may or may not have been tainted by idol association: an issue very close to them but very far from us). But so that we do not lose sight of its enduring force: it is to be the first thing in all our “whatevers” (that is, the first thing in all things; the governing attitude for all our actions).
And so it must always be our first question. So ask: Will this bring glory to God? Or will it glorify myself . . . or Satan? What does it mean to glorify God? Who can tell me what it means to “glorify” (solicit things like: lift up, praise, promote, “show off”)? Like the flag: we raise it on a pole or wave it to and fro. So, who is being elevated or broadcast? Who gets the glory (quote Matthew 5:16—glorify whom . . . your Father in heaven)? And how do we know if we’re glorifying God? When we love, we glorify God (for God is love). When we show forth His virtues, we glorify God (for it is the fruit of His Spirit); when we exhibit His passions (abhor what is evil, hold fast to the good), we glorify God; when we give “a cup of cold water”; when we do whatever it is with all our might (as serving Christ)—not half-heartedly or cold-heartedly, we glorify God. But when I live for myself, or toy with sin . . . (that does not glorify Him). Put in this context: anything that harms a fellow believer’s conscience does not glorify God; also, anything that binds a fellow believer’s conscience does not glorify God. This can be applied to any number of Christian disagreements—say, certain substances or behaviors that are not “cut-and-dried” (like “the big 10”): freedom coupled with and under-girded by love (that is, a concern for the other) must always prevail. So, when you are at school . . . or performing a talent . . . or performing menial tasks . . . or tempted to sin . . . (etc.), what is your motivation and who gets the real boost? Am I doing this for my name or God’s? Will God get the benefit from what I say or do, or will Satan?
Two: All things for salvation (10:32-33).
This is where this first goal comes into focus. Paul here speaks in three categories that cover all bases: whether for Jews, pagans, or Christians—“that they may be saved” (echoing 9:20-22). That meant, for Paul: among Jews—to refrain from eating (for to partake would be a stumbling block for the gospel); among Greeks—to partake (for to refrain would be a stumbling block for the gospel); and among fellow believers—well, it depends (depending on their individual or corporate conscience). The goal in all cases is the cause of salvation: do what will allow the gospel to be both heard and taken to heart. All else is secondary. This explains Paul’s “pleasing” here: his is not that of ear-tickling or “performance,” which we too often fall into, and which he elsewhere denounces (1 Thessalonians 2:4-6; Galatians 1:10), but a drive that seeks the true benefit of the other person—notably, “as imitating Christ,” who endured the cross for our salvation (notice Romans 15:2-3). Do we look at things this way? Do we approach our lives in this way? For example: how can I interact with this person so that he catches a bit of the “pleasant” gospel from me? It might be something as simple as accepting a dinner invitation (with a game of cards after?).
And don’t get sidetracked. Note here again, that being “offended” is not the issue; rather it is that of “no stumbling blocks” (ajprovskopoi). Too often, we let our offenses get in the way of salvation (any good rules we erect must always be servants, not masters)—when it is the offense of the unsaved or fragile that we should be concerned about (for their eternal good).
Three: All other things secondary (10:23-24ff).
Remember, again, the first goal. The first goal is not my freedom. Too often we get freedom wrong anyway. Too often we think of freedom as the absence of constraint, to do whatever I want. But this, ironically, only ends up in slavery—for what I often “want” to do is sin, and then that pattern takes hold of me. For the Christian, true freedom is constrained by love—not to seek my own want or good. All things may be lawful, but they don’t “build up” (see 8:1). No, the first goal is the glory of God: and that is seen (particularly—and interestingly) in seeking the (eternal) good of others.
What things do we need to keep secondary? For them, it was idol meat; for us, this is “no big deal.” Our issues, however, would largely be “no big deal” to them (a good reminder that we are all bound to our own culture and time; but the gospel is not). As it is said: “the main thing is to keep the main thing the main thing.” With fellow Christians, these secondary things take the form of most of our doctrinal and behavioral differences. With our neighbors, it might be such things as ignoring certain uncomfortable sins and excesses in order for a gospel-ended relationship (it should not be: I won’t talk or associate with you because you drink too much, smoke too much, cuss or gossip, you’re gay or promiscuous; see 5:9-10). Missionaries have to take this to heart and life whenever they enter a foreign field: what to eat and wear; how to act and speak . . . all for the sake of “many, that they may be saved”! Ah, but this must be us as well. Are we willing to “add or subtract” freedoms for the sake of the gospel and glory of God?
What, then, is our example to follow? Three things: (1) all things for the glory of God; (2) all things for people’s salvation; and (3) all other things secondary.
