
NewDaylight

N
ew

Daylight

Included in this issue
Noah sheila walker

The character of a saint amy boucher pye

Image of the invisible God naomi starkey

Sustaining your daily journey with the Bible

JANUARY–APRIL 2021 BRF

https://www.brf.org.uk


5

Sally Welch writes…
I write this at the very beginning of a new year, looking at the illuminated 
decoration in the shape of a star which a clever carpenter has made and 
which sits now at the top of our church steeple. It is a visual reminder that 
‘the light shines in the darkness’ and also that the ‘darkness has not over-
come it’ (John 1:5, NIV). In the post-Christmas gloom that can sweep over 
us during the cold days of January, it is important to hold on to a belief in 
the light. This is particularly the case when we are facing death – our own 
or that of someone we love. Margaret Silf encourages us to take the brave 
step of exploring what death means to us, gently and generously leading 
us to the prayer that death is ‘not the fracturing but the completion of the 
circle of life’.

On a more cheerful note, in her reflections on gladness and generosity 
(as part of BRF’s Holy Habits initiative), Fiona Stratta invites us to participate 
in the ‘virtuous circle: thanksgiving and praise give rise to gladness, which 
results in further praise, leading to more joy!’ Elizabeth Hoare reminds us 
after Easter that ‘no day can ever be ordinary, because Christ is risen’, and 
we are encouraged by her to celebrate the risen Christ in every aspect of 
our lives, drawing us into the experience of self-giving love, which is at the 
heart of Christ and which is the aim of every follower of his. 

In her reflections on the character of a saint, Amy Boucher Pye refers to 
her fortnight mid-Lent as being in the ‘messy middle’ of the season: ‘We’ve 
passed the first rush of inspiration and the end isn’t yet in sight.’ We can feel 
that our faith journey has more than a touch of the ‘messy middle’ about it, 
which is why the new year can be a good time for bringing change into our 
prayer lives or Bible-reading patterns. Amy uses the list of Old Testament 
characters found in Hebrews 11 to remind us that ‘messy’ people too can 
be used by God and that all we need is to keep faith in the light.

I pray that the reflections you find in here will keep the light burning in 
your hearts and minds this season. 
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Introduction

Dear divided church: 1 Corinthians
As we come to the end of the Week of Prayer for Christian 
Unity (18–25 January), it is good to turn to a letter written to 
a chronically divided church. It is also fitting that the letter 
was written by the apostle Paul, whose conversion is marked 
on the final day of this week of prayer. Paul’s meeting with 

Jesus and the new life he found in Christ are fundamental to him, as is the 
need for Christ’s followers to find their unity as the body of Christ, serving 
and witnessing in the world. 

The letter known as 1 Corinthians is part of an ongoing correspondence 
between Paul and the church that he had helped to found. Much of that 
correspondence has been lost, but what has been preserved, in the form 
of the two New Testament letters, gives a brilliant insight into Paul’s think-
ing and his work with a Christian community as it develops its life and as 
relationships between church and apostle become strained. In his first visit 
to Corinth he had been nervous and unsure how to speak but had resolved 
to focus on Christ and above all Christ crucified. It is to this foundation that 
Paul returns again and again within the letter.

Jesus Christ, crucified and risen, is for Paul the heart of our faith, the 
reason for our hope and the inspirer of our love; it is these three gifts that 
abide, the greatest being love (1 Corinthians 13:13). It is Christ’s love that 
binds Christians as one. This is why Paul is appalled by the divisions in 
the Corinthian church. Disunity had become focused around the different 
 leaders – Paul, Peter and Apollos – with Christ himself taken by some as 
their party label. ‘Has Christ been divided?’ Paul asks in horror (1:13, NRSV). 
Other fault lines had developed too, centring around knowledge, social 
standing and wealth, attitudes to food, disagreements about marriage 
and sex, forms of public worship and church collections. Paul attempts to 
respond to all these disputes, always returning to that focus on Jesus Christ, 
the name he calls to mind in the very first and last sentences of this letter. 

Let’s delve into this great letter, wrestling with its challenges and letting 
it lead us to the crucified and risen one, Jesus Christ.

TERRY HINKS
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Sunday 24 January  1 Corinthians 1:4–5 (NRSV) 

Give thanks always
I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God 
that has been given you in Christ Jesus, for in every way you have been 
enriched in him, in speech and knowledge of every kind.

It’s not always easy to be thankful in life. Things go wrong or we mess up, 
and gratitude is squeezed out of our hearts and minds. We start to look at 
life resentfully or regretfully, rather than thankfully. Yet thanksgiving is at 
the heart of the Christian life – something underlined whenever we share 
in bread and wine (the thanksgiving meal), remembering how Jesus took 
those gifts, gave thanks to his Father (on the night of his betrayal and arrest) 
and gave them to his friends.

Paul always begins his letters with thanksgiving. In this he was in part 
simply following the custom of letter-writing in his day. The letters he wrote 
followed a standard structure – a habit that had become ingrained within 
him. Yet thankfulness was more than a habit for him; it flowed out of his 
experience of the grace of God in Christ Jesus. So when Paul writes to the 
church at Corinth, he first gives thanks for them, despite all the pain they 
are causing him. The letter will go on to address fundamental matters of 
faith and church order and confront divisions, injustices, distortions to the 
faith and failures to love, yet still Paul begins with thankfulness.

Above all Paul’s gratitude focuses on what God has done and con-
tinues to do among and within the Corinthian Christians. It is that reality 
of overwhelming, amazing grace in his own life and theirs which keeps 
Paul thankful not just on the good days but always. It also keeps Paul from 
getting carried away with his own many gifts or overshadowed by those of 
the Corinthian Christians. Whatever gifts of speech or knowledge they may 
have are ultimately gifts from God, not reasons for arrogant pride. He turns 
the focus away from himself or the Corinthian church to the faithful God 
who has called all into fellowship with his Son, Jesus Christ. 

Give thanks to your God today, with a grateful heart,  
humble mind and willing spirit.

TERRY HINKS
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Monday 25 January  1 Corinthians 1:11–13 (NRSV)

Christ divided?
For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels 
among you, my brothers and sisters. What I mean is that each of you 
says, ‘I belong to Paul’, or ‘I belong to Apollos’, or ‘I belong to Cephas’, or 
‘I belong to Christ.’ Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? 
Or were you baptised in the name of Paul?

Many of our soap operas thrive on people openly arguing with each other. 
None of the suppressed rage of the middle classes there; instead people 
tell it as it is and it’s not always pleasant. Christian communities try to get 
along without such arguments, but every so often they break out with a 
vengeance. Once the genie is out of the bottle, it is very difficult to get it 
back in; the quarrels escalate and all too easily become personal. 

This was certainly the case with the Corinthian church. Quarrels over 
different ways of presenting the faith, different tastes and habits, different 
personalities and backgrounds became focused on three key leaders who 
over the years had had a major influence on the church. Some looked to 
Peter, the fisherman who had followed Jesus from the earliest days. Others 
stood up for Paul, who had brought the gospel to the Corinthians and had 
given so much to build up the church. Others saw themselves as belonging 
to Apollos, the eloquent preacher who had helped strengthen the Christian 
movement in Corinth. Yet others saw themselves as above such factions 
and belonging to Christ himself. 

In each case Paul uses the word ‘I’ to emphasise how the Christians in 
Corinth had forgotten their corporate belonging to Christ and made even 
Christ’s name a divisive party slogan. Far from commending the group 
claiming to belong to Christ, he wants all to recognise that they belong to 
the Christ who had been crucified for them all. As for those seeing them-
selves as belonging to Paul himself, he will have nothing to do with them. 
The new birth of baptism isn’t accomplished in his name. As he will write 
later in the same letter, ‘For in the one Spirit we were all baptised into one 
body’ (12:13).

Father, may your church be one in Christ, that the world may believe.

TERRY HINKS
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Tuesday 26 January 1 Corinthians 1:22–24 (NRSV)

The foolishness of God
For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ 
crucified, a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to 
those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God 
and the wisdom of God.

Who among us wants to be shown up as foolish? Who wants to admit to 
weakness, to needing help? Many of us will do virtually anything to prevent 
people seeing behind the strong, smiling mask. We want to be wise and 
in control. We want to be strong and independent, able to face anything 
life throws at us. We certainly want God to be these things – that ultimate 
rock we can depend upon, that ultimate force that will sort the mess out.

Yet Paul challenges us with a paradox: a God supremely revealed in what 
looks like weakness and folly. How can a man hanging limply from a cross, 
with blood dripping from his pierced hands, speak of an almighty God? In 
the Jewish tradition, such a death looked more like a sinner cursed by God 
than a Messiah and Saviour or a sign of God at work. For the Greek philoso-
phers, such a messy death had nothing to say of that supreme passion less 
being – unmoved and unmoving – that they regarded as divine.

Paul would have felt the same, until an encounter with this Jesus of 
Nazareth, crucified and risen, turned his mind and his world upside down. 
From then on, the cross was his supreme reference point as he considered 
how to live and act day by day and as he explored the reality of God in a 
world of suffering and sin. As the chaplain Geoffrey Studdert-Kennedy 
wrote, in the face of the horrors of World War I, ‘I do not know or love the 
Almighty potentate – my only real God is the suffering Father revealed in 
the sorrow of Christ’ (The Hardest Part).

This is the God who Paul proclaims, and this is the God we need to know 
and love as we reach out to a needy world.

God of the cross, turn our minds and hearts to you, that we may know 
the power and wisdom of your love, in Christ Jesus.

TERRY HINKS
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Wednesday 27 January  1 Corinthians 2:9–10 (NRSV)

Spirit search
As it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the human 
heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him’ – these 
things God has revealed to us through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches 
everything, even the depths of God.

Paul continues his exploration of the wisdom of God shown in the appar-
ent foolishness of the cross. He brings together some verses from Isaiah 
and Jeremiah to remind his readers that divine wisdom is beyond human 
comprehension and that we cannot domesticate God or limit the work of 
God. But then Paul proclaims that this mystery has been revealed by God 
through the work of God’s Spirit among us. Thus the love of God connects 
with our love, the mind of Christ changes our minds and the Spirit of God 
transforms our spirits.

Paul is wrestling with deep things here, realities where we are all, as 
human beings, totally out of our depth. Humanity may be able to put a man 
on the moon, discover the intricacies of DNA, explore the depths of space 
and create artificial intelligence, but in terms of searching the depths of 
God, humanity on its own has no clue where to start. Human philosophies 
and natural theologies so easily get stuck in circular arguments, and the 
alternatives of agnosticism or atheism have little to offer in terms of going 
deeper into life. For Paul the depths of God are seen above all in the reality 
of the cross of Christ, the paradox of life given in death, love poured out, in 
the midst of hatred. These are the depths, but human minds cannot easily 
grasp this mystery. It requires God’s life-giving Spirit to stir up and plumb 
these depths: the Spirit that stirs within God and stirs, by God’s grace, within 
those open to the Spirit’s workings. 

The Spirit that searches the very depths of God is also the Spirit that 
searches our depths, showing us who we really are and who we might 
become, by the grace of God.

Come, Holy Spirit, come deep within us, taking us into the heart of God, 
opening us to the amazing grace of our Lord Jesus Christ.

TERRY HINKS
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Thursday 28 January  1 Corinthians 3:16–17 (NRSV)

The Spirit lives in you
Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells 
in you? If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that person. 
For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.

The fire at Notre Dame on 15 April 2019 sent shockwaves through Paris, 
France and the world. No one was killed, unlike the brutal terrorist attacks 
in recent years, but even so there was an outpouring of grief and sympathy. 
Tears were shed, prayers were offered, money was pledged and the commit-
ment to rebuild made within days. Like so many other churches, temples 
and sacred buildings, Notre Dame has a powerful place within the human 
imagination and psyche.

Paul no doubt also knew the power of buildings, for good and for ill. 
The sacred temple in Jerusalem still had a place in his heart, according 
to the picture given in Acts 21:26–27 (where Paul is spotted in the temple 
and arrested as a result). But in today’s passage he takes the image of the 
sacred temple and applies it to the Christian community. It is this gathering 
of ordinary people – few of whom were wise by human standards, powerful 
or of noble birth (1 Corinthians 1:26) – which is the dwelling place for God’s 
Spirit, the outpouring of God’s love. And woe betide anyone who attempts 
to destroy that temple; they shall not succeed. There is an echo here of the 
words of Jesus to Peter in the gospels: ‘On this rock I will build my church, 
and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it’ (Matthew 16:18). 

In the west, many of us, both inside and outside the church, have a 
jaded view of the institution of the church. The organisation seems to us 
to be all too human and fallible, weak and failing. Yet what might happen 
if we recaptured Paul’s sense that the church, for all its weaknesses, is 
God’s temple, a dwelling place for the Spirit to bring healing, hope, love 
and purpose to humanity as a whole?

Recognise the community of which you are part as a sacred space for God. 
What difference does that make to you in your daily life?  

Carry that gracious Spirit into every part of your life.

TERRY HINKS
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Friday 29 January 1 Corinthians 8:1–3 (NRSV)

Food, glorious food
Now concerning food sacrificed to idols: we know that ‘all of us possess 
knowledge.’ Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. Anyone who claims 
to know something does not yet have the necessary knowledge; but 
anyone who loves God is known by him.

It is good to remember that we are reading a letter that is responding to 
concerns raised by a group of ordinary, fallible Christians. We don’t have 
their letter, but it seems that at times Paul quotes phrases they have written 
or that have been reported to him. (This is not always easy to spot, as New 
Testament Greek doesn’t have quotation marks.) Here Paul is probably 
quoting the Corinthians’ remark that ‘all of us possess knowledge’. This 
superior knowledge on the part of some of the Corinthians means that they 
feel they can eat food sacrificed to pagan idols without any danger, as they 
know that the idols have no real existence.

Paul knows this too, but he is not so quick to tuck in. What about those 
for whom the ancient pagan gods still seem to have some power – those 
who may waver as to the reality or otherwise of this multitude of alterna-
tives to the living God? What if they see him enjoying a steak originally 
offered to Zeus? Might it not unsettle them?

Food has become a huge business in western society, with a multitude 
of restaurants serving food of every kind. Christians feel that we are free 
from the food regulations of the past or of other faiths. Yet we cannot eat 
without thought. There are always implications in what and how much we 
eat. The food miles spent on getting some out-of-season vegetable on to 
our plates; the conditions in which an animal was raised; the fact that many 
across the world do not have enough to eat, while we waste tonnes of food 
each year; the dependence of many in our own nation on food banks: these 
are all issues we cannot ignore. We cannot eat a mouthful without thinking 
through the implications of what we eat.

For Paul the real scandal in Corinth was how some would feast at the 
Lord’s Supper and leave others with nothing. That scandal remains.

Loving Father, give to us all bread sufficient for the day.

TERRY HINKS
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Saturday 30 January  1 Corinthians 9:24–25 (NRSV)

Training for life
Do you not know that in a race the runners all compete, but only one 
receives the prize? Run in such a way that you may win it. Athletes exer-
cise self-control in all things; they do it to receive a perishable garland, 
but we an imperishable one. 

Approaching the age of 60, I realise that I need to exercise more systemati-
cally than I have in past years. I can’t just rely on the occasional good long 
walk or an afternoon in the garden. Too much of my time is spent in the 
car or in front of the computer, and I need to get out there, using my legs 
and my body; otherwise I fear I may stiffen and seize up. I’m not planning 
to enter a marathon or swim the Channel, but I need exercise.

Paul, like many of his contemporaries, enjoyed using the illustration 
of the athlete. Did he, I wonder, like going to see the Greek games (not 
something that had a big place within Jewish tradition)? He knows that he 
himself has been enrolled in a race of faith and hope. The love of God has 
claimed him for this race, with the prize of being with Christ and raised to 
new life with him at the end of the journey. The prize is not guaranteed. 
The race must be run fairly (no disqualifications) and with determination 
(no turning back).

The metaphor is not perfect: the race is a cooperative one rather than 
a competition, and there is not just one winner, be that an individual or a 
group. Rather the prize is there for all to reach out for and claim. But what 
Paul is trying to do is challenge the Corinthians’ complacency. As Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer pointed out, the grace of God is free, but it is not cheap; there is 
a daily cost in following Christ, seeking God’s kingdom and doing God’s will.

We all need a bit of self-discipline to exercise and resist that cream cake. 
The business of discipleship is no different. The stakes are even higher, as 
we are looking to the health not simply of our bodies but of our very souls – 
our relationship to our God, to humanity and all creation. 

Go on, get exercising! To the glory of God!

TERRY HINKS
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Sunday 31 January  1 Corinthians 11:23–24 (NRSV)

Handed on to you
For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when 
he had given thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is for you. 
Do this in remembrance of me.’

This is the earliest known recording of what happened on the night Jesus 
was betrayed and led off to trial and execution, written by Paul some years 
before the earliest of the gospel accounts. As such, it is a set of words to 
be treasured and pondered upon. References to what Jesus had said and 
taught are few and far between in Paul’s letter (though there are many 
more echoes of Jesus’ teaching than may first appear). The scarcity of the 
words makes this passage all the more significant. Paul is reminding us 
of an action that helps define who we are as a Christian community. He is 
passing on a tradition that comes from Jesus himself, words and actions 
used and reused by the Christian community, traced back to a certain 
definable time and place. 

Paul feels it necessary to remind the Corinthian Christians of this 
because of the abuses going on in that church – the divisions and lack of 
care that are all too apparent in the way they celebrate their meals together. 
The reference to the betrayal of Jesus may be there to challenge them to 
consider how they are betraying their Lord in the way they treat the poorer 
members of the community.

I imagine that for Paul, Jesus’ words ‘This is my body’ refer not simply 
to the bread broken, but to the whole action of the community sharing 
food together. They connect very powerfully to Paul’s image of the church 
community as the body of Christ – a body with many diverse parts, yet all 
joined by the Spirit and united in Christ.

These words and actions of Jesus have been passed on to our own 
generation of Christians. Will we live them out and pass them on to future 
generations? Will we be the body of Christ to those around us today?

Thank you, Lord, for all that we have received.  
Help us to hand your grace on.

TERRY HINKS



41

Monday 1 February 1 Corinthians 12:12–13 (NRSV)

One glorious body
For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members 
of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For in the 
one Spirit we were all baptised into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves 
or free – and we were all made to drink of one Spirit.

Communication technology and social media have connected people in 
ways that were unimaginable in Paul’s day. Events on the other side of 
the world impact us through our television, computer and phone screens. 
News flows 24/7. The opinions of bloggers, influencers and trolls touch us 
and challenge or reinforce our viewpoints. We have more information at 
our fingertips than ever before, yet we can feel overwhelmed by the sheer 
quantity (and variation in quality) of material and helpless to bring about 
change. Too often we feel like spectators, watching on as the car crash takes 
place, unable to help in any way. We cannot see the wood for the trees.

Paul had none of the advantages of communication that we have. His 
letters took weeks to arrive, carried by friends or fellow workers. Yet his 
sense of connection with Christians across the Mediterranean was incred-
ibly deep and powerful, both to those he knew (like many in Corinth) and 
to those whom he had never met but had heard of through others. His 
journeys involved risk and hardship but were vital to him as a way of com-
municating his message and of meeting other Christians, though inevitably 
they could only be occasional.

He kept this connectedness through prayer, correspondence and a 
network of fellow missionaries, and above all his conviction that all are 
members of the one body of Christ, connected as organs and members of 
the same organism. The one baptism, one meal and one Spirit all united 
them in Christ, whatever their differences of race, background or situation. 
It meant that Paul could emphasise the needs of ‘the many’ and never 
retreat into some exclusive elite, ‘the few’. That challenge remains for us: 
to look beyond ‘the few’, and those who are like us, to ‘the many’ in all their 
diversity, all made one in Christ.

Christ of all times, widen our vision of your body today.

TERRY HINKS
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Tuesday 2 February  1 Corinthians 13:1–2 (NRSV)

Love matters
If I speak in the tongues of mortals and of angels, but do not have love, 
I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, 
and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so 
as to remove mountains, but do not have love, I am nothing. 

Of all the writings of Paul, perhaps none is as familiar or as popular as 
1 Corinthians 13. It has been read at countless weddings and many fu nerals 
too, treasured by Christians all over the world and down the centuries.

Yet this familiarity may obscure just how radical these words are. They 
challenge the view that Paul’s message is all about being put right with God, 
through our faith. They, in fact, challenge the very words of Jesus, words 
that Paul no doubt knew (and treasured) and that some of the Corinthian 
Christians may have been using as their mantra. Paul picks up Jesus’ phrase 
about a faith that can move mountains, but tells the wayward Corinthians 
that such faith is useless without love. Faith has immense eternal value, 
but ultimately it is subordinate to love – the love of God, shown in Christ, 
that we can trust utterly and the love that we are called to share and live 
by, as people of faith. Without that love we are nothing. 

What a terrible self-discovery it would be to find that for all our skills 
and abilities, all our successes and achievements, all our knowledge and 
possessions, we are at heart ‘nothing’. Pray to God that we can avoid that 
emptiness; pray that we can receive and give love in our lives; pray that 
God will teach us the way of love. We won’t achieve this by our own efforts 
or abilities. Ultimately we will love because we have first been loved: loved 
by God in creation, loved by God in the redeeming work of Jesus Christ and 
loved by God in the continuing outpouring of the Holy Spirit. Allow that love 
in and life changes, blossoms, becomes fulfilled – we become ‘someone’, 
loved and loving. 

God of all, open our lives this day to your love,  
spoken so wonderfully through Jesus Christ.

TERRY HINKS
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Wednesday 3 February  1 Corinthians 14:18–20 (NRSV)

Infants and adults
I thank God that I speak in tongues more than all of you; nevertheless, 
in church I would rather speak five words with my mind, in order to 
instruct others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue. Brothers and 
sisters, do not be children in your thinking; rather, be infants in evil, but 
in thinking be adults.

In recent years there has been a tidal wave of popular opinion disillusioned 
with experts and intellectuals. In the church, too, there are those who have 
become suspicious of theologians and thinkers, unsure of the value of the 
intellect in the Christian journey. Belief and thought, religion and science 
have been seen by many as opposing forces, struggling for supremacy.

Paul, on the other hand, wants Christians to use their minds as well 
as their hearts, for them to grow and mature in their faith and not simply 
stay in the same place. In his great meditation on love (1 Corinthians 13), 
he talks of how he is putting childish ways behind him; he continues that 
theme as he discusses the place of speaking in tongues within the church’s 
life. He himself prays in the Spirit and speaks in tongues in his praise of 
God, but his concern is above all for those who are still exploring the faith 
and seeking Christ, the stranger and newcomer at the church gatherings. 
How can we echo Paul’s focus on the marginal and vulnerable, the seek-
ers and those making the first steps of faith? How can we help those who 
need building up in their lives and their hope in God? The Spirit does not 
only warm hearts; the Spirit also stretches minds, enabling the gospel to 
be shared in new and vibrant ways.

We are called to love God not just with our hearts, but with our minds 
(and lives) too. Yes, we are to be like children in our openness and accept-
ance of God’s kingdom, but we also need to grow up in Christ. Can we be 
infants in relation to evil but adults in terms of thinking, or, as Jesus put 
it, ‘as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves’ (Matthew 10:16, NIV)?

Help me, Lord, to put aside childish ways and to grow up in Christ, 
seeking always to live as your beloved child.

TERRY HINKS
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Thursday 4 February 1 Corinthians 15:3–5, 8 (NRSV)

First importance?
For I handed on to you as of first importance what I in turn had received: 
that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures, and that 
he was buried, and that he was raised on the third day in accordance with 
the scriptures, and that he appeared to Cephas, then to the twelve… Last 
of all, as to someone untimely born, he appeared also to me. 

What is the most important thing you have learned in recent years? What 
is your main aim for today? What’s your top priority for the months ahead? 
Past, present and the future, we all need to sort out our priorities, to sort 
out the wheat from the chaff, to know what is really crucial in life. 

Priorities were something Jesus knew all about in his single-minded 
seeking of God’s kingdom and fulfilling of God’s will. Jesus’ followers were 
challenged to sort out their priorities in the light of his death and resur-
rection, a reality that turned their worlds upside down. Paul makes it very 
clear that Christ’s death and resurrection are fundamental; remove these 
and the good news ceases to be good or newsworthy.

The problem for us in the 21st century is that we are bombarded by so 
many messages that this one fundamental can be lost among the general 
noise, fake news and cheap promises. Why should it stand out among so 
many claims on our time, emotions and money? For Paul, the message 
made sense because of his own experience, his own encounter with the 
wounded, risen, glorious Christ. He knew himself forgiven, saved by Christ’s 
death, called to follow and proclaim Jesus as Lord. 

Can that be our priority and experience, too? Can our world be turned 
upside down by this new dawn? Yes, it can, as we give attention to the 
story handed on to us from one generation to another, as we meet Christ 
today in many different guises and as his story becomes our story, perhaps 
dramatically and suddenly or very gradually and gently. Then, like Paul, we 
will know what is ‘of first importance’.

Ponder what is most important in your life.

TERRY HINKS
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Friday 5 February  1 Corinthians 15:54–58 (NRSV, abridged)

Victory day
‘Death has been swallowed up in victory.’ ‘Where, O death, is your victory? 
Where, O death, is your sting?’ The sting of death is sin, and the power 
of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through 
our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, 
always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the 
Lord your labour is not in vain.

It’s difficult for me to read these words without hearing the music of Han-
del’s Messiah, a playful duet mocking death that leads on to the chorus, 
thanking God for the victory won through our Lord Jesus Christ. ‘Thanks 
be to God’ is repeated, again and again, words interweaving, rising and 
descending to express the wonder of what God has done in Christ. 

The great theme of this passage is the victory God has won through 
Jesus Christ. His dying on the cross, his rising from the tomb, his living 
presence that cannot be defeated and his love from which we cannot be 
separated combine to vanquish the triple powers of death, sin and the 
demands of God’s law, which together inflict despair, misery and guilt. The 
triple-wired cage that holds us is broken as we escape to new life, forgiven 
and free. The victory isn’t simply God’s and Christ’s, glorious as that might 
be. For Paul it impacts our lives here and now – God gives us the victory 
that is Christ’s.

That is why Christianity places thanksgiving at the heart of its faith and 
worship. It is our great hurrah to our victorious loving God. Thanksgiving 
for what God has done in Christ comes first; then and only then should we 
speak of work, service and good deeds. We are called to follow Christ, to 
work for God and to seek God’s kingdom in prayer and action, knowing that 
God will bring all things to fruition and thankful that God is faithful to this 
promise. In the words of Julian of Norwich: ‘All shall be well, and all shall 
be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.’

Thanks be to God for the victory Christ has won for me.

TERRY HINKS
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Saturday 6 February 1 Corinthians 16:20–24 (NRSV)

Final word of love
All the brothers and sisters send greetings. Greet one another with a 
holy kiss. I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. Let anyone be 
accursed who has no love for the Lord. Our Lord, come! The grace of the 
Lord Jesus be with you. My love be with all of you in Christ Jesus.

How would you end a letter to a church that had caused you much heart-
ache, but also was very dear to you? What would be your final words? Would 
you want to inspire or admonish? Warn or encourage?

After the stirring words of chapter 15 celebrating the victory of God in 
Christ, we may feel that the final chapter comes as something of an anti-
climax. In it, Paul deals with practicalities about the collection being made 
for those in Judea affected by famine, speaks of arrangements for his pos-
sible visit, gives news about some of his fellow workers and ends with final 
greetings. Is this all too mundane?

We may want something more uplifting, but in fact we need these par-
ticular words to remind us what the Christian faith is all about. God doesn’t 
simply give promises for the future; God is at work here and now – seen in 
the compassion shown for those in need, the faithfulness of real, fallible 
followers of Jesus and the many relationships of mutual care that grow 
up in the church and beyond. Love is not abstract but practical, and Paul 
repeats his plea: ‘Let all that you do be done in love’ (16:14).

It is love that is Paul’s parting word. Taking the pen in his own hand, he 
adds his own greeting, written proof that he is author of the letter. He shares 
the grace of the Lord Jesus, as he does at the end of many of his letters, 
but then adds a personal assurance of his love for this troublesome church. 
Formulas are left behind as he speaks of his continuing love for them, a love 
that is inspired and renewed daily by his experience of Christ Jesus. Take 
that as Paul’s word to you for today and live it.

Let the final word be love – our love for one another and for God, 
modelled on and moulded by the love of Christ.

TERRY HINKS
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