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Theme: “... he has invited you into partnership ..."

Last week we were talking together about the baptism of
Jesus.

This is the episode where we see the trinity conspicuously
involved:

e we hear the voice of the Father, confirming that this man,
Jesus, is the one the world has been waiting for

e we see the submission of the son to the baptism of his
cousin John the Baptist,

e and we observe the sign of the Spirit who comes down
on Jesus like a dove as he is coming out of the water

This marks a whole new chapter in world history, as the
promise of all that has gone before in the OT, leading up to
and including the coming of the Messiah is fulfilled in this
man Jesus. And this is the springboard from which
everything else about his life, ministry and mission flows.

We are talking kick off. We are talking launch pad. We are
talking a whole new ball game.

So, if that is the background to the start of this new year,
today we come to Vision Sunday. This Sunday, over the last
few years, has been our annual opportunity to look again at
the year ahead of us, to focus on God, who he is and what
he has done for us, so that next week on Gift Sunday, we

have a proper sense of the background context of any
response we might make to him in 2026 — either with our
money, or our resources or our time and energy.

Often Vision Sunday has allowed us to focus on Jesus in
some aspect of the gospel story. This year, though, we have
moved away from the gospel reading to the epistle. And
today we are looking at the first part of Paul’s First Letter to
the Christians in Corinth.

And what is very exciting here is that Paul has some things
to say not just about Jesus, but about us as well. He helps
us understand a bit more of who we are and a bit more of
what that might mean.

There are four things Paul tells the Corinthians by way of
definition, four things he tells them about their standing
before God, about their relationship with him, about who
they actually are, if they say they are Jesus followers. And
just as Paul says these things to the Corinthians in the first
century, he says them to us, who say we are Jesus followers
in Farnham in 2026.

The four defining things are these:

e you who have been called by God to be his own holy
people

e you belong to Christ Jesus

e you have every spiritual gift you need

¢ he has invited you into partnership

Let’s look at each one in turn ... but first let’s think about how
we might define ourselves ...



People define themselves, don’t they, in lots of different
ways: they say they are tall, short, larger, smaller (you can'’t
say fat these days, of course), they may say they are good
at maths, or good with words, or great at music or art or
sport. They may say they are interested in politics or
economics or saving the planet or spending time in the great
outdoors.

There was a time when we were told that if you met
someone for the first time you shouldn’t ask that someone
what their job was, in the first two minutes of the
conversation, as that would be to define them too much, as
if being an accountant or an estate agent didn’t tell you all
you needed to know in an instant!

But sometimes we do define ourselves by what we do. We
define ourselves in lots of different ways.

So, it's really interesting this morning to notice how Paul
defines the people he is writing to, first the Christians in
Corinth and then, of course, to us, not in any of these terms
that we might initially have imagined ... but in terms of their
relationship with the God of the universe.

Paul is interested in a spiritual definition not a material or
physical one. And we may not have thought much about that
before in terms of how we might define ourselves if someone
were to ask us to.

Paul first then says this:

1 you who have been called by God to be his own holy
people

There are two really interesting things here, in the two words
called and holy.

Called: As Christians we have been called by God — he
knows us by name, he knows who we are, he made us and
loves us and wants the best for us, he is for us, he is on our
side, he is cheering us on. In this age of mass
communication, people say, don’t they, that people have
never been more lonely. | wonder sometimes if we
undervalue the power of our voice to communicate and build
relationship. Last week we noticed how the voice of God the
Father was present at the baptism of Jesus, affirming and
confirming him as the one.

As many of you are aware | have been in ministry nearly 40
yrs and only once in all that time has a bishop ever called
me out of the blue to ask if | was doing OK. As | say these
words, | can still remember the impact and the power of that
unexpected and rather lovely concern expressed in a 5
minute phone call.

We have been called by God — not on the phone, obviously,
but called as an expression of being known, remembered,
loved. What a great way (maybe a new way) for us to think
about defining ourselves.

Second, we are called to be his own holy people

Holy: Again, holy is an interesting word. It means “set apart”.
It means called out. It means invested in and given purpose.
And it speaks of the closeness of the relationship God wants
to have with those he loves.

Being holy means being on his team, not left out and left till
last like the sad little boy or girl in the line when the captains
were picking their teams in games at school. Being holy
means going in his direction not the direction of the world
around us which is obsessed with image, material goods



and status. Being holy means we are defined in relation to
him. We are to be holy, as he is holy. We are to be in the
world but not of the world. We are not to be confirmed to the
ways and culture of the world, but we are to be transformed
by the renewing of our minds.

So, we are called to be holy.
Second, we are told
2 you belong to Christ Jesus

We’'ve already said that it's amazing isn’t it that in a world of
mass communication people are lonely, but it's also
amazing that in world of advanced technology, Al and a
potential robotic future, changing the face of commerce and
industry like we have not seen for a generation, people just
don’t know where they fit. People don’t know where they
belong.

Self-esteem and self-worth are some of the really tricky
issues of mental health these days. We know that is true for
young people, wondering what their future might hold. But
it's also true for people in relationships that are rocky, or
work situations that are precarious. Being told after a life-
time of faithful service at work that you are no longer
required is a killer. Being aware that a relationship is going
cold is heart-breaking. Being conscious that your body is
limiting what your still-young mind is telling you you can do,
is a hard negotiation to have with yourself.

People of all ages and at all stages struggle to belong and
feel secure.

Paul says we belong to Christ Jesus. Elsewhere he says
that we are adopted into his family, whereby we call God our
Father.

Of course we don’'t belong like the first 12 disciples
belonged. In that sense of course we haven’t had the
privilege of walking and talking with him, listening to him,
eating with him and enjoying his company. But we can and
we do have a sense of belonging when we come to worship
and gather with others who are like-minded. We can and we
do have a sense of belonging in the quiet moments at home
during the week when we sit and read our bibles or say our
prayers, when we go into the park and kick the leaves and
mull things over with him, when we pause to look at the
scenery and marvel at his creative genius. Friends, these
are times when we know we belong. What a great way
(maybe a new way) for us to think about defining ourselves.

So, we are called to be holy, we belong to Christ Jesus, now
third, we are told

3 you have every spiritual gift you need

If this week is Vision Sunday, next week is our annual Gifts
Sunday. That is the Sunday in the year when we think about
gifts of all kinds, so | won'’t say too much about that part of
our definition this morning. But | will say this: that the God
who calls us to be holy and assures us that we belong is
also the God who provides for our every need.

This is exactly what we mean when we say the Lord’s
prayer:

Give us today our daily bread



We regularly ask God to provide for our physical need. And
he does. In the same way we can ask him to provide for our
spiritual needs. We'll talk more about this next week, but
Paul gives us, in several places in his letters, some lists of
what those spiritual gifts might be, what they might look like,
and how they might be deployed and employed for the
extension of the kingdom and for our personal spiritual
growth, as his adopted children. They are gifts that make us
look more like and indeed act more like and live more like
Jesus, our adopted brother.

For now let’s just note Paul says we have the spiritual gifts
we need.

So, we are those who have been called by God to be his
own holy people

we belong to Christ Jesus

we have every spiritual gift you need
And finally, Paul says:

4 he has invited you into partnership
Let’s notice what an amazing thing this is.

The world is full of partnerships, collaborations, team-
working. Sometimes that’s working with one other person
like the guy who writes the words and the guy who writes
the music (Rogers and Hammerstein, Rice and Lloyd
Webber in the world of musicals). Or it’s a classical or jazz
combination like Britten and Pears, or Cleo Lane and
Johnnie Dankworth. Or it's a string quartet or it's a pop or
rock group like the Beatles, Status Quo, The Rolling Stones,
The Who, Queen or Coldplay. Or it's a sporting legend

situation like Torvill and Dean, Redgrave and Pinsent. Or it’s
a comedy combination like Morcombe and Wise, Corbett
and Barker, French and Saunders, Smith and Jones. Or it’s
a whole team or an orchestra or a workforce or an extended
family.

Larger or smaller, partnership often is and always can be a
wonderful and creative thing.

Right from the beginning of the Bible story, God called
people into partnership. He did it with Noah, with Abraham,
with Moses and Joshua, with David and Solomon, with Elijah
and Elisha. We spoke last week about the Jordan River as
a place of the transfer of power from one of these characters
in OT history to the next, the lesser to the greater, and we
traced that right through to the example we were looking at
last week of John the Baptist and of Jesus.

Now in what Paul is saying here, there is something about
partnership and about the transfer of power from Jesus to
his people in Corinth. They are to continue the work Jesus
had begun. We are to continue the work Jesus has begun
... working in partnership with him to achieve his aims and
objectives in the bringing in of the kingdom. And today we
hear the invitation to be involved, to step up and to step out.
And as Jesus himself says: we are to do greater things than
these. What does he mean by that. Well, great though Jesus
was, he could only ever be in one place at one time. His
people can be everywhere all at once. Greater things
because of greater access, greater potential, greater
possibility.

What a privilege! What a responsibility! What a great way
(maybe a new way) for us to think about defining ourselves.



This Vision Sunday then, let’'s take to heart all Paul is
teaching us about how we might define ourselves in relation
to God our creator and Jesus our saviour. That we might
begin to see ourselves as he sees us:

People who are called to be holy

People who belong

People who have every spiritual gift we need
People who are invited into partnership

And let’s pray in a prayer attributed to Desmond Tutu, who
knew all about partnerships and about the possibilities of
change and transformation ... and who in this prayer,
encourages us to think big and pray bigger ...

Disturb us, O Lord when we are too well-pleased with
ourselves when our dreams have come true because we
dreamed too little, because we sailed too close to the
shore.

Disturb us, O Lord when with the abundance of things we
possess, we have lost our thirst for the water of life
when, having fallen in love with time, we have ceased to
dream of eternity and in our efforts to build a new earth,
we have allowed our vision of Heaven to grow dim.

Stir us, O Lord to dare more boldly, to venture into wider
seas where storms show Thy mastery, where losing sight
of land, we shall find the stars.

In the name of Him who pushed back the horizons of our
hopes and invited the brave to follow. Amen.



