Sermon January 18 2026.  1 Cor. 1: 1-9 & John 1: 29-42
    I recall that, as a 10 year old staying at my grandmother’s farmhouse in Essex, I enjoyed messing about in the garden often making models in clay, which was time consuming. The sound I dreaded was the window opening & the call “Lunch” ringing out-it was such a bind to leave what you were really involved in doing-such a call I hated-it was not welcome! Very unlike the response to the calls in our two readings-Jesus’ call to His first disciples & Paul’s to be an apostle.
   In the Gospel John the Baptist’s two disciples were searching for some improvement of a spiritual nature in life. They heard John’s description of Jesus as “the Lamb of God” (John 1:29), his statement about how at Jesus’ baptism he had seen “the Spirit come down from Heaven as a dove & remain on Him.” (v.32). Consequently, they accepted Jesus’ call (v.39) & followed Him. Simon was given a new name-a sign of a new relationship with Jesus-they both were given a new job to point others to Jesus, which Andrew started-“the first thing he did was to find his brother, Simon, & tell him ‘we have found the Messiah…And he brought him to Jesus.’” (v.41) Both joined a new group of followers, which, by the end of the chapter, comprised Andrew, Peter, Philip & Nathanial.
   1 Cor. 1: 1-9 starts with the call to Paul to be an apostle- a new job, but concentrates, then, on the features of the new group of followers to which he belongs. An apostle-what does that mean? An apostle is one sent or commissioned by the Lord Jesus Christ for a special job-to explain the Good News & encourage people to accept it. This could be quite a daunting task in those days amid the conflicting claims of the Graeco-Roman collection of gods & Jehovah for the Jews. Paul was encouraged or backed up in three ways. As a start, he was called to this task by God’s will-it was not some whim of his. He would not gainsay what God had willed. It was reassuring that he would be given the power to fulfil this task-he would be equipped for it-he was not on his own. Again, he was backed by a group of fellow workers-they varied in numbers & personality, but they worked together as a band of brothers. 2 Timothy 4: 10-12 gives an insight into this group-Demas had left having “loved this world”, Crescens & Titus went to Galatia & Dalmatia on Gospel business, presumably, while Tychicus “I sent to Ephesus (&) only Luke is with me”-how plaintive that sounds! Finally, he was supported by the local fellowship in Ephesus, where he was when writing 1 Corinthians. He mentions the leader of both the synagogue & the fellowship, Sosthenes, who had some trouble when the Jews later rioted against Paul. These three supports were vital to Paul in his ministry.
      He outlines four features that should characterise any local group of believers or fellowship-this was designed to help the fellowship in Corinth in its struggles with divisions, pride & sloppiness!  Firstly, the group of believers is called by grace to fellowship in Christ (1 Cor. 1: 4)-each member is not isolated as an outsider but called to friendship with the others. As “God has called you into fellowship with his Son Christ together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord & ours. ”They are united with Him & with other believers far way & with each other in Corinth, for instance. This being united in Christ & with Christ is by grace, a free & undeserved gift from God.  How extraordinary that such a wonderful offer should not depend on any action of ours but on God’s love & mercy to create it! Secondly, the fellowship is described as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus & called to be holy (v. 2).  Now here’s a word (like some in Scripture) that needs to be decoded! It means distinct or set apart to serve God. Sadly, it has many unattractive overtones. It can suggest the holy person is snooty, holier than thou, self righteous, aloof or distant-none of the qualities that a Christian should display! The holy person should be set apart to serve Christ with a life transformed bit by bit to become more Christ like in its integrity, compassion & justice to name but three qualities. This slow transformation is the real meaning of being sanctified. There was an African widowed believer, whose only son had been killed in the unrest leading to the end of apartheid. She explained her sorrow at a hearing of the Truth & Reconciliation commission & noticed the policeman who had killed her son –he was a broken & solitary figure, so, afterwards, she went up & said to him-‘come to my house & be my son & I will be your mother.’ How could she turn from anger, bitterness & resentment? Did she try very hard to be loving? No-she was being sanctified in Christ. He, the personification of love, lived in her heart & gave her not only a nudge to make this offer but also the power to do it. This is such a moving story.
   Thirdly, the fellowship is called to be “enriched in words & knowledge in Him”(1 Cor.1: 5).Paul shows in v. 6 that his witness in words led to their belief in Jesus. Our words in explaining what our relationship with the Lord means to us can carry weight if addressed to unbelievers who are seeking the truth. Equally, our words to a fellow Christian may be of great help to them. I remember once, years ago, standing by the pigeonholes outside the Common Room at Stowe & fuming about some contentious matter. A friend reminded me “Set your heart on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above not on earthly things.” Col. 3:1-2. That was just what I needed-my heart & emotions, stirred up about some petty issue, needed Christ to calm them down, while my mind needed to shift from earthly squabbles to a spiritual perspective!
   Lastly, the fellowship is called to be kept strong till the Second Coming “He will keep you to the end.” (1Cor. 1:8). It is not called to keep strong under their own steam. He will not let the fellowship- down, despite any fears or feebleness experienced. His grip will not fail-He will be the anchor that will not break or lose its hold, as the buffetings & storms of life sweep round. This is summed up in two promises from the Lord: “My Father who has given them (the believers) to Me is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand.” John 10: 29. That deals with forces outside the fellowship. In John 6: 37 He promises not to despair of us nor expel a believer “All that the Father gives Me will come to Me. Whoever comes to Me I will never drive away.” How amazing & reassuring is this understanding of what God’s call means.
  How can all this help us in our walk of faith? The believer is called to fellowship with Christ, our relationship with him by faith & in Him to fellowship with other believers. There’s the call to be holy-our life transformed by Him-to be enriched in our understanding & words so that we can help others-to be kept strong, since, despite our wobbles, that is part of His call, as we trust Him & His promises. I wonder which of these aspects of the Lord’s call resonates with you?               
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