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We have the opportunity to begin this new year with a new study in the 

book of First Corinthians. I feel as though I ought to apologize that having 

served as your pastor for nearly 15 years, I have yet to teach through I or 2 

Corinthians, as there is so much practical and essential instruction for the 

life of the church. This letter from Paul was written to the believers in the 

city of Corinth in southern Greece. Because of its location, Corinth was a 

hotspot for international travel, trade, intellectual discussion, multi-cultural 

exchange. “It was a city where Greeks, Latins, Syrians, Asians, Egyptians, and 

Jews bought and sold, labored and revelled, quarreled and hob-nobbed…as 

nowhere else in Greece. ”
1
 It was a city whose highest value was getting 

what you want in life and where the only law was your own desires. As a 

result Corinth was a place of every vice imaginable—a cesspool of 

immorality. In fact the city developed a reputation whereby the term “to 

Corinthianize” meant to “go to the devil”, referring to gross immorality. It 

was in this city that Paul had earlier preached and established a church. 

Why? Not only because the gospel was so deeply needed there, but 

because it was a central and influential city from which the gospel could 

spread around the world. What happened in Corinth didn’t stay in Corinth.  

Yet given the cultural looseness and moral lack of restraint that Corinth 

prided itself in, you can imagine that Corinth was a hard place to be a pure 

church. And yet let’s not overlook the fact that the Corinthian church, with 

its reputation of being a carnal church, was made up of people who were 

being snatched out of pagan lifestyles of drunkenness, debauchery, and 

every form of sexual perversion. So Paul is writing to a church submerged in 

the most worldly culture of its time, where the god of selfish ambition and 

pride was threatening to drown out the humble, serving spirit of Christ.  

Paul’s Credentials (vs. 1) 

 Paul begins in vs. 1 by giving us his credentials: [vs. 1]  
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The key thing I want you to note from verse one is that as an apostle, Paul is 

a mouthpiece for God—He is speaking on behalf of Christ to the church. And 

this calling to be an apostle was not just the result of some internal 

subjective desire or personal ambition as we often speak of calling. No, it 

was according to the will of God. Just remember, Paul’s conversion and call 

to gospel ministry was not something he when looking for. When Jesus met 

Paul on the road to Damascus, Paul was doing everything in his power to 

persecute Jesus and exterminate His church. But when God stopped Saul in 

his tracks and called Him to saving faith in Jesus Christ, God’s call changed 

his life. Just a few verses later, in Acts 9, the Lord confirmed to Ananias that 

Saul was indeed “a chosen instrument of Mine, to bear My name among the 

Gentiles” (15). It was not according to Paul’s will, but God’s will that he be 

an apostle of Christ. So Paul is not flaunting his position here, he is humbly 

acknowledging that what he writes to the church is not his own, but from 

the Lord. Here’s why this matters. When we read and study I Corinthians, 

we ought to apply it to our lives with the same weight that the very words 

of Jesus carry, because Paul is speaking on behalf of the Lord Himself.   

Paul’s Addressees (vs. 2) 

Next we see in vs. 2 who Paul is writing to: “to the church…” I Corinthians is 

written to believers, specifically to the church in Corinth, but the truths laid 

out for the believers in Corinth are basic and binding for all believers, 

because they provide the Lord’s instruction for how believers are to conduct 

themselves in the New Covenant community called the church.  

Yet notice how Paul goes on to further describe and clarify who the church 

is with three other terms. 1) “those who are sanctified,” 2) “saints by 

calling,” 3) those who “call on the name of our Lord Jesus.”  

The Church—Sanctified (vs. 20 

We’re going to slow down here and spend most of our time unpacking our 

identity as the church in vs. 2. Isn’t it a bit curious that Paul refers to the 

Corinthian church as “those who have been sanctified” when we know that 

the Corinthian church was quite carnal and immature? The reality is that all 



true believers (those who have been born again) are both sanctified and in 

need of ongoing sanctification. We usually think of sanctification primarily 

as a process of growing maturity into Christlikeness and holiness. For 

example, in Rom 6:19 we are called to actively “present [our] members as 

slaves to righteousness, resulting in sanctification.” In this sense, 

sanctification is our responsibility. Hebrews says we are to 

“pursue…sanctification without which no one will see the Lord” 

(Heb12:14). So on the one hand sanctification is a progressive process 

which we are responsible for. Yet the NT also speaks of sanctification in a 

positional sense as that which God has done to set us apart. When we are 

born again, we are regarded as holy or sanctified, set apart and made 

righteous by the blood of Christ—that’s our new status. So we have been 

sanctified in the sense that when we were born again there was a decisive 

break with our old life of sin and unbelief  to a new life of faith and 

obedience.
2
 This is how Paul could speak of the believers in Corinth as being 

sanctified in the past tense (1:2). They have been fundamentally changed 

and set apart, regarded by God as blameless because of the cleansing blood 

of Christ from the moment they were born again. That’s the past sense of 

sanctification.  

The present sense of sanctification is that we need to keep growing in the 

living out of our new life in Christ by continually forsaking sin and living by 

faith in God’s promises. The future sense of sanctification is that when we 

see Jesus we will be like Him, both positionally and practically pure in every 

way. So when we look at sanctification comprehensively in the NT, we can 

say that sanctification is both positional and progressive (its is both an event 

and a process). And we can also speak of sanctification in past, present and 

future sense (that is, we have been sanctified, we are being sanctified, and 

we will be sanctified). Yet there’s one more thing that we need to see about 

the doctrine of sanctification. It is both God and man together who are 

responsible for it. We know that we are responsible because of  verses like 

Hebrews 12:14 which command us to “pursue …sanctification without 
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which no one will see the Lord.” Or verses like I Peter 1:16 where we 

are commanded to be holy because God is holy. Yet the Bible also 

presents sanctification as something that God does in us. This is how 

Paul could pray, “Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you 

entirely…” (I Thess 5:23). So progressive sanctification is something 

that will not happen if we do not pursue it, yet as we pursue it God 

does the sanctifying work in us. We seek the change, He creates the 

change.  

I think the birth of a new baby is a great way to illustrate many of these 

truths about sanctification. On the one hand birth itself is an event. The 

baby is positionally changed in status, from in the womb to out of the 

womb. When the baby is born is has all of its necessary parts but there is 

still a lot of growing to do. So it is when we are born again, we are 

positionally set apart from the kingdom of darkness to the Kingdom of 

Christ. We are a new babe in Christ with all that we need, yet we have a lot 

of growing to do to manifest our new life in Christ.  

So what does all this have to do with us practically? Well, just like the 

Corinthian believers, even though we all have a lot of growing to do, its 

important that we understand our identity as the church. We are those who 

are sanctified. That is, we have been set part fundamentally, positionally for 

God’s purposes. There is a reserved sign on your heart. Therefore, we can 

get up every morning with a sense of purpose and identity.  Our lives are 

about one thing. To live for God’s purposes, to manifest the change He has 

made in us through the saving and transforming grace of Jesus Christ.  

The Church—Called (vs. 2) 

The second way that Paul describes the church in vs. 2 is “saints by calling.” 

First, let me clarify that the bible never uses the term saints to refer to some 

special, elite Christian that has been canonized or sainted by the church for 

their impressive piety or sacrifice. That is a completely unbiblical notion. The 

only biblical sense of sainthood is all believers. If you are a follower of 

Christ, you are a saint. You may not always act like a saint, just as presidents 

don’t always act presidential, but you are a saint by calling.  



Now the NT uses the term calling in different ways. There is what we refer 

to as the general call or gospel call that goes out to all people. So Jesus 

could say, “Many are called, but few are chosen” (Matt 22:14). But here in 1  

Corinthians 1 Paul is referring to God’s call, what theologians sometimes 

refer to as the effectual or effective call. This is, God’s call of salvation to a 

person that changes that person.  

Think of it this way. When I preach the gospel to those who gather here, I 

put out a general call. I call all of you to respond to the message of the 

gospel by repenting of your sin and trusting in Jesus Christ as Savior and 

Lord. A person may here this call over and over again and be unresponsive. 

But there comes a time when suddenly that person hears the gospel in such 

a way that their heart is moved and actually changed so that they repent 

and believe on Christ—they are born again. What makes the difference? Its 

not that the preacher somehow said it better. Its not that the listener 

analyzed it better. What happened is in that through the preaching of the 

gospel God called the person to himself. God opened the eyes of his heart 

to see. God brought about a change of heart. That’s something that I don’t 

have the power to do. I can only put out the call of the gospel, but when 

God calls, He saves. The call of God that makes someone a saint, is the call 

of God that saves and changes a person.  

We know that there is an effectual calling of God based on verses like 

Romans 8:30 which is more specific than the general call of the gospel: 

“those whom He predestined He also called; and those whom He called He 

also justified.” So in Romans, those who are called are those who are 

justified or saved. A good picture of this kind of calling is in Acts 16:14 

where the Lord opened Lydia’s heart to give heed to the gospel.  

The NT has a number of ways of describing what God’s call does in a 

person’s life. 

� In I Peter 2:9, He called us “out of darkness and into His marvelous 

light.”  

� In 1 Cor 1:9 we are “called into fellowship with His Son.”  

� In I thess 2:12 we are called “into His kingdom.” 

� In Romans 1:6 the called belong to Jesus Christ 

� In 1 Cor 1:2, we are made saints by His calling (God’s calling sets us 

apart to be His own) 

So how can we verify that this is the calling that Paul has in view in I Cor 1:2. 

Well He comes back to it in vs. 9 and says, “God is faithful through whom 

you were called into fellowship with His Son…” So Paul verifies that the 

calling He has in mind in chapter 1 is God’s saving call. Again, in vs. 23 and 

24 He makes a distinction between the general call of preaching the gospel 

which many Jews and Gentiles reject (23)and the saving call of God that 

saves some of those Jews and Gentiles (vs. 24). [vs. 23-24]Then Paul goes on 

to say in [vs. 26-27]. In other words, look around you. The reason ya’ll are in 

the church is not because you were wise or noble or pious, but because God 

called you.  We are saints by calling.  

The Church—Those Who Call on Jesus as Lord (vs. 2) 

Now Paul goes on to say in I Cor 1:2 that the church is not only those whom 

God has sanctified and those whom God has called, but also those who 

themselves call upon the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

Wayne Grudem brings these 2 aspects  together for us when He says,  

“Effective calling is an act of God… through the proclamation of the gospel 

in which He summons people to Himself in such a way that they respond in 

saving faith. Its important that we not give the impression that people will 

be saved by the power of this call apart from their own willing response to 

the gospel. Although it is true that effective calling awakens and brings 

forth a response from us, we must always insist that this response still has 

to be a voluntary, willing response in which the individual person put his or 

her trust in Christ. This is why prayer is so essential to evangelism. Unless 

God works in people’s hearts to make the proclamation of the gospel 

effective, there will be no genuine saving response. Jesus said, “No one can 

come to me unless the Father who sent Me draws him” (John 6:44).
3
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So when I call on Jesus to save me, its because I really want Him to save me. 

But the reason my heart turned from shunning Jesus to treasuring Jesus is 

because of God’s saving call and the Spirit’s work in my heart. So in the 

same breath, Paul can say that the church is defined as those whom God 

has called and those who call on the name of the Lord.  

Verse 2 ends by pointing us to the one common denominator among all 

believers, the one thing that unites us. We are a people who call upon the 

name of Jesus as Lord. The church is a people who gladly live under the 

lordship of Jesus Christ. This is the only way to ultimately overcome factions 

and divisions in the church (which Paul is preparing to address). We must  

settle on the centrality of Jesus Christ as our only Lord. By the way, in the 

opening 10 verses, Paul uses the name of Jesus Christ 10 times. He leaves no 

doubt that as the church we should be centered on Christ, and not on man.  

Paul’s Intent (vs. 3) 

[vs. 3] Even though the strong tone of I Corinthians will be one of rebuke 

and correction, Paul’s intent is that the Corinthian believers will experience 

God’s grace and walk in the peace that has been secured for them through 

cross of Jesus Christ.  

Paul’s Gratitude (vs. 4-8) 

[vs. 4-8] In these verses, Paul expresses gratitude for the past, present, and 

future grace of God for the church of Corinth. In verses 4-6 Paul rejoices in 

the past benefits of God’s grace that have come to the Corinthians and 

blessed them with the ability to speak forth the true knowledge of the 

gospel, confirming that the gospel had truly taken root in them. Then in vs. 

7 He rejoices in the present grace of God that has supplied them with every 

spiritual gift they need to be a fruitful and effective church as they await 

Christ’s return. They have everything they need to be a healthy, mature 

church, to make the mark of God’s kingdom on their community. Then in vs. 

8 Paul rejoices in God’s future grace that will sustain the Corinthian 

believers until the day of Christ’s return.  

What a remarkable way to begin this letter, not only reminding the 

Corinthians of who they are, sanctified, called, and under the lordship of 

Christ, but also reminding them of God’s prevailing grace, past, present, and 

future.  

Paul’s confidence (vs. 9) 

Did you notice how Paul says in vs. 8 that the Corinthians will be blameless 

in the day of Christ? How can Paul be so confident that these carnal 

believers in Corinth will persevere and be blameless when Jesus returns? 

The idea here is that they will be unimpeachable, no charge will be laid 

against them to revoke their heavenly citizenship because Christ will be the 

guarantee of their salvation.
4
 Paul’s confidence in this is based on vs. 9: 

“God is faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, 

Jesus Christ our Lord.” This is beautiful! The God who calls you is the God 

who keeps you! He calls you by His grace, He keeps you by His faithfulness. 

He will not revoke His calling but will see it through to the end! Paul’s 

confidence is not based on the Corinthian’s performance, but on the 

faithfulness of God to give those whom He saves the power to persevere in 

faith.  

So what we have seen in these opening verses is that even in the midst of 

our struggle with sin and sanctification, we can be confident that the God 

who called us will keep us to the very end.  

Paul’s Exhortation (vs. 10+, next week) 

It is with this confidence that Paul will exhort and shepherd the Corinthian 

church toward greater holiness. Paul is confident that as he sets the word of 

God before the church, God will do his sanctifying work in them.  

Know Thyself—In Relationship to God 

I can’t think of any better way to begin this new year than to remind 

ourselves of who we are in relationship to God. You only have to watch a 
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few commercials to discover that the world wants us to think of our lives in 

relation to what we have. But “the Bible defines everything in relation to 

God. Everything is significant or insignificant based on where it stands in 

relation to God.”
5
  

Just consider the courage and strength with which you could face the 

challenges of this year by simply having clarity about who you are, why you 

are here, and where your confidence is found. Who are you in relation to 

God? My friend, as a follower of Christ, you are called. You are His child set 

apart, sanctified to live for Him. You are set apart for His purposes. And you 

are kept by His faithful grace so that as you fight the fight of faith, you need 

not fear. For when Christ returns and we see Him, we will be like Him, 

blameless, unimpeachable, and filled with His glory.  
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