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1 Cor 1:1-9  “Calling”      January 19, 2014 

Isaiah 49 

Psalm 86 

 

In Isaiah 49, the LORD calls his servant to “bring Jacob back to him,” 

 “to bring back the preserved of Israel.” 

Our Lord Jesus Christ is the faithful Servant of the Lord who does for Israel 

 what God had promised he would do for his people. 

 

We are looking today at the idea of “calling” in the Bible. 

 When God calls someone, God’s call is effectual. 

 God’s call speaks into the darkness and brings light. 

 When God calls, things happen. 

 

Psalm 86 talks about the proper response to God’s call. 

 Those who are called by God, should respond by calling upon him. 

 Psalm 86:5, says that God is good and forgiving, 

  “abounding in steadfast love to all who call upon you.” 

 And in verse 7, David adds, 

  “In the day of trouble I call upon you, for you answer me.” 

 

God is ready and eager to forgive! 

 And so let us call upon him by singing Psalm 86 (stanzas 1-4 and 10-12) 

 

Sing Psalm 86 (stanzas 1-4, 10-12) 

Read 1 Corinthians 1 

 

 

The church in Corinth reminds me a lot of the church today. 

 Corinth was a bustling commercial city – 

  very cosmopolitan – and very socially mobile. 

 Self-fashioning and self-promotion were the orders of the day. 

 Former slaves could rise higher than in most cities – 

  but with social mobility came social anxiety – 

  because “what goes up must come down!” 

 

Acts 18 tells us that Paul came to Corinth from Athens, 

 and that he stayed with Aquila and Priscilla,  

  who were also tentmakers. 

 

In fact, in order to understand the context of Corinthians, turn over to Acts 18. 

[READ] 

 

Verse 2 says that Aquila and Priscilla had left Rome (in 49 BC,  

the year that Claudius expelled the Jews because of disputes about “Chrestus”), 

 so it is likely that they were already Christians before they came to Corinth. 
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 Corinth was a natural destination for Roman Christians, 

  because since 44 BC Corinth had been a Roman colony. 

 Most of the inscriptions from Corinth in this period are in Latin, 

  and tentmakers would always have work in a place  

where travelers were constantly passing through. 

  

But think about this: 

 Corinth was a Roman colony in the heart of Greece. 

 There are few Latin inscriptions in neighboring Athens – 

  but then again, Athens was now a two-bit college town. 

 

 While Corinth was the crossroads of ancient Greece. 

  The Isthmus of Corinth is around 4 miles wide. 

  If you want to go around the Peloponnesus, it would take six days at sea – 

   in some of the most dangerous waters of the ancient world –  

   and so merchants frequently preferred to transport their goods  

(and sometimes their boats) across the isthmus. 

  Thus Corinth became the major market for Italian and Asian goods – 

   quickly outpacing Athens as the most important city in Roman Greece. 

 

It is not surprising at all, then, 

 to find Paul leaving the fading city of Athens and going to the melting pot of Greece, 

  and spending the bulk of his Greek ministry in Corinth. 

 

And – especially in the light of Paul’s later comments about how “not many” of the Corinthians  

 were wise and powerful, 

  it’s worth noting that some of them were. 

 Titius Justus has a house that is big enough for Paul to use it as a meeting place. 

 Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed in the Lord with his entire household. 

  If someone has a “household” – that means that they are an important person! 

 

Since we know from Roman sources that Gallio was proconsul of Achaia in 51-52 AD 

 we can be pretty certain that Paul left Corinth in the fall of 51 AD. 

 

Now, several years later, Paul writes from Ephesus – across the Aegean Sea (in modern Turkey). 

 

In verses 1-3 Paul takes the normal form of a Greek letter, and transforms it. 

 He does not reject common practices, 

  but he fills them with gospel content. 

 In a normal Greek letter, you would say, 

  Paul to the church at Corinth, greetings. 

 

We’re talking about “church and culture” in Sunday school – 

 and the men are reading a book called “Culture Making” – 

 but Paul gives us an example of how we ought to do these things. 
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He doesn’t try to create an entirely new “Christian” culture. 

Rather, he takes the ordinary, human practices of his surrounding culture, 

 and fills them with the gospel. 

 

Watch how he does this in verses 1-3: 

 

1. Called to Be an Apostle (1:1) 

Paul, called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus, and our brother Sosthenes, 

 a. Who Is Paul? 

 

Rather than just say “Paul and Sosthenes,” 

 he fleshes this out. 

 

Who is Paul? 

 He identifies himself as an “apostle” – from apostello, “I send.” 

  So when he says “an apostle of Christ Jesus” 

   he is claiming to be an emissary – one who has been sent – by Jesus. 

 And, further, he says that he is “called by the will of God” to be an apostle. 

  In other words, his apostleship was not his own idea. 

  He has been called by the will of God. 

 

We’re going to talk a lot about patronage over the next several weeks. 

 The Corinthians were status-hungry. 

  They were social climbers who were looking to get ahead. 

 So perhaps John Chrysostom’s comment is appropriate here: 

  “Do you register the names of men as patrons?” (quoted in AT, 65) 

   Paul’s patron is God himself. 

   After calling himself the apostle of Christ Jesus, 

    he then names Christ Jesus 9 times in the next 9 verses! 

 But what does it mean to have Christ Jesus as your patron? 

 

Some people have seen Paul’s apostleship as a position of authority. 

Others have seen it as a position of humility and service. 

 Both are correct. 

 

If you think about it, Paul wields an authority that the renaissance Popes could only dream of! 

 He is the personal emissary of Christ Jesus – 

  the one who is called to declare the Word of God to the people. 

 His word is canon – his word is the rule for the church.  

 What he says is binding on the church for all ages! 

 

Here’s the catch! 

 Nobody knows this – except for Paul and the people he tells. 

 So think about that. 

  How’s this going to work? 

 Paul is going to come up to you, and say,  
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“Hi, I’m Paul. 

Jesus told me that I’m his agent for telling you what to believe and how to live!” 

 

(“Oh, you don’t know who Jesus is? 

Then why should you listen to me?!”) 

   

 So yes, Paul is an apostle – 

  and that means that he speaks the Word of Christ – 

   but his authority is not demonstrated in worldly ways. 

 Again, Paul uses the language of his culture, 

  but he invests it with gospel-centered meaning. 

 

 Apostleship means first and foremost sharing in the sufferings of Christ. 

 The power of the cross of Christ is found precisely in weakness and foolishness. 

 

 For Paul, “apostolicity entailed not a lofty stance based on prestige,  

but pointing to the cross and sharing in its shame and humiliation  

as God’s chosen mode of self-revelation” (AT, 24) 

 

And Paul suggests that we should have the same mind in us. 

 If the apostles exhibit the humility and meekness of Christ, 

  then all of us should have that same attitude. 

 The apostles had the honor of laying the foundation for the church. 

 Their witness – in word and in lifestyle – is the foundation on which all of us must build. 

 

 b. Who Is Sosthenes? 

And that’s what makes Paul’s reference to Sosthenes so interesting! 

 

It would appear that the Sosthenes of Acts 18:17 –  

 the synagogue ruler who gets beaten because of the crowd – 

  is the same as the Sosthenes of 1 Corinthians 1. 

 

It would appear that the same man who led the charge against Paul  

 has since come to believe Paul’s gospel –  

to the point of helping Paul write to the church in Corinth. 

 

As we go through 1 Corinthians, we’ll find that there are a lot of people talking to Paul. 

 Members of Chloe’s household – as well as Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus – 

  and Timothy is there. 

 So why does Sosthenes wind up named as “co-author.” 

 

Ancient Greek letters rarely include “co-authors” or “scribes” in the greeting. 

 We’re not quite sure what role Sosthenes had. 

  But whether he served as a scribe, or as a co-author – 

   whether he merely took Paul’s dictation, 

   or whether he was involved in actually drafting the letter – 
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    the point is that Paul, 

   “called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus” 

    made it a point to humble himself  

     to include the name of his scribe or co-author here. 

 Even though Paul is an apostle, 

  he does not think of himself as laboring or ministering alone. 

 

 And think about the effect of Sosthenes’ name in Corinth. 

 Sosthenes, after all, was the one who had opposed Paul – and taken a beating for it. 

 Now Sosthenes joins with Paul in writing to the church in Corinth 

 

Sosthenes has embraced the way of the cross. 

 Will you? 

 

After all, that’s what it means to be “saints.” 

 

Because part two of the greeting speaks of the addressees: 

 

2. Called to Be Saints… (1:2-3) 
2 

To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints 

together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both 

their Lord and ours: 

 a. Means to Be Connected with Others Who Call on the Name of Jesus 
 

“To the church of God that is in Corinth” 

 Since Paul is about to rail against the Corinthians for their schisms, 

  he starts by emphasizing that the church belongs to God. 

 You are the church of God – not of Paul, nor Apollos. 

  (Again, Chrysostom’s point is important – 

   whose patronage matters to you? 

  Paul says that your calling as saints means that you should care more  

   about God’s patronage – than man’s.) 

 

But what is Paul referring to as “the church of God that is in Corinth”? 

 The church of God in Corinth almost certainly did not meet in a single location. 

 We’ll hear next time about the factions and divisions in the church. 

 Since most of the available meeting places in Corinth could have held 50-100 people, 

  it is likely that many of the factions and divisions  

   grew out of the house churches. 

  

 Paul says later that “not many” were among the wise and powerful, 

  but Acts 18 suggests that Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed –  

along with Titius Justus, a God-fearing Gentile, 

 who lived next door to the synagogue, 

 and whose house was large enough for the church to meet there. 

 Paul is not saying that none were wise or powerful – but “not many.” 
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  And how should the wise and powerful relate to the weak and simple? 

  The church in Corinth included Jews and Gentiles, rich and poor, 

   slave and free, male and female. 

  The names indicate that there were both Romans and Greeks. 

   

But Paul doesn’t start there. 

 Paul starts with what unites them: 

  “to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, 

  to those called to be saints, together with all those who in every place  

call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ – both their Lord and ours.” 

 Paul said that he is called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus. 

 Now Paul says that they are called to be saints – called to be “holy ones.” 

 

And Paul says that their calling as saints is something that connects them to the whole church. 

 “together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

  both their Lord and ours.” 

 The Corinthians want to have their own churches that do their own things. 

 Paul is going to say, no, you are connected to all those who call on the name of the Lord. 

 

 He is their Lord and our Lord. 

 Christ is Lord of the church in every place! 

 

When God has “called” you to be saints, 

 then you are connected with all those who “call upon” his name, 

  because Jesus has only one church – one “ekklesia.” 

 “Ekklesia” is closely related to the word call. 

 (the word for “called” is kletos – the verb is kaleo – and the word for church is ekklesia – 

  all of which come from the same root!) 

 

 When God calls you,  

  then you call upon his name – together with the whole church! 

 

One of the themes throughout this epistle will be an emphasis on the importance  

of the communion of saints across time and space. 

The common practice of the church is important. 

 Part of what Paul is trying to do  

  is establish the common practice of the whole church. 

 That’s what it means to be an apostle. 

 The apostles’ teaching and fellowship, the breaking of bread, and the prayers 

(as Luke puts it in Acts 2) 

   is at the heart of the Christian church. 

 Our lives – no less than those of the Corinthians – revolve around these things. 

 

After all, when Paul says to the Corinthians, 

 “called to be saints together with all those who in every place  

call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” 
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 he includes you! 

You are referred to in 1 Corinthians 1! 

 Paul says that the Corinthians are called to be saints together with you 

  who call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.   

 

 b. Means to Be “Sanctified in Christ Jesus”  
So, what does it mean to be “sanctified in Christ Jesus” and call upon his name? 

 To be sanctified in Christ Jesus means to be set apart – to be made holy. 

  We’ve seen this in the Lord’s Prayer just a few weeks ago. 

  “Hallowed be thy name” in the Lord’s Prayer 

   means “may your name be sanctified.” 

 Or perhaps we should translate this, 

  “to those hallowed in Christ Jesus.” 

 

Paul is writing to a messed up church. 

 Apparently the Corinthians had written to Paul,  

  asking a series of hard questions: 

   How should we think about sex? 

   You, Paul, are single – how should we think about celibacy? 

   What about food offered to idols? 

    We get invited to dinner parties – that have sacrificial rituals. 

    What should we do? 

 But around the same time Paul learned  

(perhaps through the messengers who brought the letter) 

   that the Corinthian church was tolerating gross sexual immorality, 

   and was permitting all sorts of mistreatment of the poor by the rich. 

 

This explains the tone shift that you see in 1 Corinthians. 

 When he is answering questions, he is patient and gentle. 

 “You asked! Good, that means that you want to learn and do what is right!” 

 But there are worse matters that they have not asked about! 

  And on those, Paul becomes irate! 

 

You are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints! 

And he will come back to this point over and over again: 

 “For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple” (3:17) 

 “Or do you not know that the saints [holy ones] will judge the world?” (6:2) 

 “But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified  

in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” (6:11) 

 “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you” (6:19) 

 “the unbelieving husband is made holy because of his wife, 

  and the unbelieving wife is made holy because of her husband. 

  Otherwise your children would be unclean,  

but as it is, they are holy.” (1 Cor 7:14) 

 “the unmarried woman is anxious about the things of the Lord,  

how to be holy in body and spirit” (7:34) 
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The holiness – the “hallowedness” – of the Christian church is at the very heart of Paul’s gospel. 

 You have been set apart. 

 You have been consecrated – sanctified – hallowed – for God. 

 

And so Paul says, 

 
3 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

And again you see Paul taking the common customs of his day 

 and transforming them by the gospel. 

 

In Greek letters, you would start by saying “Chairein” – greetings. 

 But Paul says “Charis” – grace 

In Jewish greetings, you would open by saying “Shalom” – peace. 

 And so Paul says, “Charis humin kai eirene” – grace to you and peace. 

 

We should not dismiss the customs of our day. 

Rather, we should fill them with the way of the cross – 

 with the grace and peace of God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Tertullian rightly notes that “grace” presupposes a need for reconciliation – 

 while peace assumes a prior rebellion – 

  so “grace and peace” are essential if we are to be restored to fellowship with God. 

 “Peace” in the Bible is not an “inward feeling of tranquility” – 

  but an objective status –  

We were at war –  

but now we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

 

And this brings us back to our opening idea of calling. 

 God called you into communal participation in the sonship of Jesus Christ. 

 Jesus Christ is the unique Son of God – 

  but through God’s call,  

   you now have been made a partaker – together with all the saints – 

   in the resurrection life of Jesus. 

 

And so as the day of our Lord Jesus Christ approaches, 

 you have confidence before God, because you have been made a partaker of his Son. 

 

Jesus has passed through the last days’ judgment of God, 

 so that in the Day of the Lord, you might stand guiltless before him! 

 

We sing about this in our song of response: 

Joel 2 is at the heart of Paul’s discussion of being called by God, 

 and calling on the name of the Lord. 
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And, indeed, Joel 2 also emphasizes the importance of the Day of the Lord – 

 which Paul also takes up in verse 8. 

 

To call on the name of the LORD means “to commit oneself in trust to the one whose nature and 

character have been disclosed as worthy of this trust.” (AT 79) 

 

Of course, this means that Paul thinks of Jesus as the Yahweh of Joel 2, 

 because in Joel 2, calling on the name of Yahweh is plainly in view – 

the one who calls on the name of Yahweh will be saved; 

 and in 1 Cor 1 (as in Romans 10), Paul explicitly says  

that we call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ for salvation. 

 

 


