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Growing Saints

Earlier this year we put starfish up on the wall.  Each of them has a name on the back,

of one person we want to make a difference for.  Last Sunday night we played a movie

here, ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’.  We saw how one person can make a difference in other

people’s lives.

Sometimes we don’t think we’re making much of a difference, but this movie showed

quite  clearly  the  positive  impact  that  we make,  even without  knowing it,  to  other

people’s  lives.   The lead actor  George  Bailey  (James Stewart)  said to Clarence,  his

guardian angel, he wished he’d never been born.  So Clarence arranged for him to be

taken on a tour of what life would have been like for others if he had never been born.

When his younger brother was a child George saved his life.  When his younger brother

was  older  he  saved  the  lives  of  several  hundred  soldiers  by  stopping  a  ship  being

bombed.  We watched a whole raft of incidents to help us realise that  we do make a

difference to others, we can make a difference to others.

And it is through both through prayer and action that we make a difference.

When George got right off track, it was the prayers of his children and wife that began

to bring change.  We don’t want to underestimate prayer, or God for that matter.  

Someone  told  me  once  that  they  didn’t  think  the  prayer  team  was  making  much

difference in their situation.  What I wanted to say but didn’t, was that I’d ask the

prayer team to stop praying and see if they noticed.

We come to the end of another year, and get ready to start a new one.  We will have

made a difference in the lives of others, whether we’ve meant to or not, unless we’ve

been intentionally like Ebenezer Scrooge or Mr Potter.  And we will continue to make a

difference in the new year unintentionally.  But I wonder if it’s something we need to be

more intentional about?  How can we make a greater difference?  What more would God

have us do?  What would God have us do?   

And let’s not forget to take time to thank those who have made a difference to us.

Over the next six weeks we’re going to look at the first four chapters of 1 Corinthians.

The first nine verses are no way a boring introduction, this is brilliant essay writing stuff,

write your introduction last because by then you know what you’re introducing.  It’s a

densely packed nine verses, a bit diamond like, shedding light in many directions.  If you



were to spend time pulling it apart word by word, you’d find that it’s a very clever

summary of the whole letter.  If parts of it whet your appetite, read on!

Read 1 Corinthians 1:1-9

There are all sorts of things we can focus on in these nine verses, here is my selection of

three.  

1.  v2  Sanctified – holy – Us? Really?!

It’s hardly surprising that as this is a letter, Paul begins with Dear Corinthians.  However,

unlike in the other letters he wrote that we have in the Bible, he also addresses this

letter to all other Christians everywhere.  So this letter is as much to us, now, as it was

to Christians then.

And these followers of  Jesus  he regards  as sanctified and holy,  called saints  in  one

version (NASB).  Which is rather interesting because the Corinthians were far from saint

like.  They were getting drunk at Holy Communion, shouting insults at one another.  One

of them was sleeping with his mother in law.  Preachers were all talking at once in

worship  services,  and  some  of  the  women  in  these  services  were  chatting  and not

listening to anyone.  Dreadful behaviour!

To make matters worse they had split into factions and some even thought that polished

language was more important than Jesus dying on the Cross.  Others even denied the

Resurrection.  (Keep reading 1 Corinthians and you’ll see it all!)  Yet Paul calls them

saints, sanctified, holy!  It’s not what we would regard as saint like or holy behaviour.  In

the Old Testament it was God who was holy.  Now it seems that believers are holy and

sanctified.  This is remarkable, and quite rightly you might find it ridiculous.  But it’s

here in verse 2.  

So how are we going to deal with this?

Actually, it’s not too difficult.  Sanctification has two senses, one a verb, the other an

adjective.  One is about the continuing work of God in the lives of believers, that is the

on going work of the Holy Spirit in our lives as we strive to become more like Jesus,

attaining Christlikeness.  It’s about changing our moral condition into conformity with

our legal status before God.  Legally we are saints, now we have to live up to the title.

For Paul a saint (a sanctified person) was a person who had received the Holy Spirit and

not a person who had reached some high level of self defined correct behaviour.  He

focuses on the legal status side.  These troublesome Corinthians were saints!  

Where does that leave us?  



What does that make us?  

This  word  sanctified  does  have  implications  for  us.   While  it  is  the  act  of  making

something or someone clean or holy, it is also the process of cleansing that happens

after we become a Christian.  This involves the Holy Spirit’s continually washing us from

sin, after conversion guiding us in right living.

Now, how would the world look if people once they achieved their legal status of saints,

I mean once they’ve become sanctified, they rested on their laurels and did nothing

about right living, just continued living as it seems the Corinthians were doing?  Then life

would be like the movie, all manner of bad and evil would pervade the world.

Fortunately, most Christians do want to do their best for God, want to be holy.  And to

be holy is to bear the likeness of God.  And hopefully if you stopped and thought about

it, you could recall occasions in your journey when a person has been very like God to

you.  I can think of an older man I gave a ride home from church in Ashburton who just

seemed to know that I needed prayer, and before he got out of the car he prayed for

me.  He wasn’t just living for himself.  It really blessed me.

I hope you see the point here for us, that even the most imperfect church, this one to

whom Paul is writing to, they’re still in Jesus, still sanctified.  Now they need to work on

the other sense of the meaning!  Living lives of Christlikeness. 

And least we think it’s something we can just ‘try hard’ on, no, we can’t do with on our

own, this is a Holy Spirit thing, a progressive thing (Phil 1:6) being saved (1 Cor 1:18).

We work with the Holy Spirit in refraining from sin and desiring holiness.

Do we ever come to a point where we no longer sin?  Is sanctification ever complete on

earth?  Is a garden ever weed free?  Charles Finney and the Armenians say yes, you can

be perfect (and they have verses to back this up.)  Calvinists say no, as the great Paul

struggled with sin in Romans 7, so we all will.  Like weeds though, you can stop them

getting too big with a hoe.

So we are sanctified, but we continue to work with God on being sanctified!

Two valid meanings, one an adjective, the other a verb.

Jesus talked about us being children of God, the implication being that we should show

some genetic likeness to Him.  Elsewhere in the New Testament people Christians are

called, a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God –

remember the song we used to sing?  There’s implications here all right.

2.  v4  Grace received should be a source of thanksgiving to God.  



Okay, moving on, verse four, ah yes, this verse is actually hilarious when you line it up

with how Paul begins his other letters.  In Romans, Colossians, Thessalonians, Philippians

Paul praises and thanks the people for their faith (Rom 1:8), their partnership in the

Gospel (Philip 1:5), for their faith and love (Col 1:4) and for their faith, hope and love (1

Thess 1:3) in the third verse of 1 Thessalonians.  But look at what Paul is giving thanks

here for, nothing the Corinthians are doing!  This is like a naughty child who arrives

home with not such a good end of year report card and the parent gives thanks for the

teaching that the child has received during the year.  Like a reckless rally car driver

having their car praised and not them.

The Corinthians have received a serious amount of grace.  The favour they have received

is seriously undeserved!  Their response to God’s grace has been deeply flawed.  The

kindest thing Paul can say about them is a reminder of the amazing grace (underserved

favour) that they have been freely gifted.

For God so loved us, He sent his only son, to die for us so that whoever believes in Him

would not die but have eternal life.  And we believe and we, what?  We thank Him in

prayer, in what we do, and in worship, singing even.  We don’t want to underestimate

the significance of joining with others to sing and pray to thank God for this remarkable

thing He has done for us.

This shouldn’t be only at Easter, just like valuing our partners in marriage once a year at

Valentines Day would be pretty insensitive.

But least we have been a bit tardy with the thanks thing, it’s a good job we’re coming

up to the start of another year, we can have a think, a sort out, reprioritise, make some

changes, set some goals.  The stat days are well placed, if you don’t have to work them.

And of course it’s also a good time to give thanks, to God and others.  Who are the

people who have made a difference in your life over the year, in the last year?  Have you

ever told them?  Do they know?  Do they need encouragement?

3.  to all Christians everywhere – fellowship with Jesus, not independence

Finally and briefly, let’s note seriously that Paul is writing to the church collectively, in

verse two, and with the mention of fellowship with Jesus in verse nine, is a reminder

that Christian faith is to be with others.  A lone ranger Christian would have been a

bizarre concept to Paul.  

In our culture when privacy is so important, independence is so valued, the idea of being

part of a church, even a team is almost counter cultural.  It’s sad because as the church

we have so much to offer each other, especially in regard to worship, growing faith and

connection with God. 



In summary

God has given us so much, He has sanctified us, made us legally holy, and we should give

thanks for this and the undeserved favour/grace He has given us through’ Jesus death on

the Cross.  We respond by making a difference in the world, and without realising it, as

we  saw  in  the  movie,  we  take  light  into  dark  places  and  extend  God’s  Kingdom.

Independently?   No,  we do this  with Jesus,  with the  Holy  Spirit  and as part  of  the

church.

Pray

Lord  we  thank  you  for  this  past  year,  thank  you  for  the  people  who have  made  a

difference to our lives during it.  Help us as we face a new year, to grow in you, to

connect  well  with  others,  and to  stay  grateful,  thankful  for  all  you  have  done and

continue to do for us.  Amen

I was surprised how well the words of this 1874 hymn fitted with this passage today.

Have a look and see what you think.

Take My Life and Let It Be

Verse 1:

Take my life, and let it be

Consecrated, Lord, to Thee;

Take my moments and my days,

Let them flow in ceaseless praise.

Let them flow in ceaseless praise.

Verse 2:

Take my hands, and let them move

At the impulse of Thy love;

Take my feet, and let them be

Swift and beautiful for Thee.

Swift and beautiful for Thee.

Verse 3:

Take my voice, and let me sing

Always, only, for my King;

Take my lips, and let them be

Filled with messages from Thee.

Filled with messages from Thee.



Verse 4:

Take my silver and my gold:

Not a mite would I withhold;

Take my intellect, and use

Ev'ry pow'r as Thou shalt choose.

Ev'ry pow'r as Thou shalt choose.

Verse 5:

Take my will, and make it Thine,

It shall be no longer mine;

Take my heart,it is Thine own,

It shall be Thy royal throne.

It shall be Thy royal throne.

Verse 6:

Take my love, my Lord, I pour

At Thy feet its treasure store;

Take myself, and I will be,

Ever, only, all for Thee.

Ever, only, all for Thee.

By Frances R. Havergal 1874.

Benediction

Go now, in thankfulness for all that God has done for you

Go in thankfulness for all that others have done for you

And go with a determination to follow faithfully the one who is light.

May God enrich you in speech and knowledge of every kind;

May Christ Jesus strengthen you to the end;

And may the Holy Spirit guide you in faithful living until Jesus returns.

Amen


