Sunday, November 22, 2015 – New Heights Christian Church, Kent, WA – Dr. Daniel Folden

John’s personal testimony about Jesus Christ!
John 1:1-4
1:3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ.
1 John 1:3 (NIV84)
-----------

If the First Letter of the Apostle John is like the city of Kent, Washington, for the past three weeks, then, we have been taking rides in a helicopter to survey the general terrain of the city, to take note of prominent buildings, gathering places, roads and rivers, housing areas, parks, schools, etcetera. And today we land the helicopter at the entrance to the city just before crossing over the Green River on West Meeker Street. You know, down by the golf course. Essentially, today we will do the equivalent of studying the welcome sign to the city and read the promotional literature that tells us what we can expect were we to move in and live and work and raise a family in this city.
So, welcome again to our study of John’s letters. Specifically, welcome to the first chapter of the first letter of John. We’ll be looking carefully at the first four verses.
I would like to start by selectively highlighting some of the discoveries we made while getting an overview of John’s letters. We first set out to learn something about the author. So here are some of our highlights of the Apostle John.

John was the younger brother of James and a son of Zebedee and Salome. They were a fishing family who had some kind of partnership with Peter and Andrew, who were also fishermen. We know that Andrew, and very likely John, had been students of John the Baptist prior to meeting Jesus. The day that Jesus invited James and John to follow Him and become His students, they were out with their father on the shores of the Sea of Galilee preparing their nets. Their location made them well positioned to observe Peter as he surprisingly went back out onto the Lake to fish. This was at the request of Jesus, even after he had told Him that he had already fished all night and caught nothing. But it wasn’t long before they heard Peter urging them to come out to help him and Andrew because their fishing nets were beginning to break from catching too many fish.
Now it’s likely that this wasn’t the first time that Peter, Andrew, James and John had heard of or seen Jesus. But, it certainly stood out as the turning point in their lives, not only because of the astonishing catch of fish they caught at the instruction of Jesus, but there was something so very powerful and penetrating about the presence of Jesus. Peter actually became afraid of Jesus because of this huge catch of fish, clearly as a result of Jesus just being there with him. He was so afraid that he told Jesus to go away from him. And Peter identified his fear as springing from his realization that he was a sinner in the presence of someone very, very holy.

But Jesus quickly assured Peter he need not be afraid. And that from now on he would be catching men instead of fish. And Jesus would show him and his partners how. And from that moment forward, John, who was probably as young as a late teenager, and his brother James and Andrew and Peter, began to follow Jesus wherever He went.

We also observed that in the first couple of years that John traveled with Jesus that he, along with his brother James, was quite immature, and reckless, self-assertive and even explosive. But, as Jesus and the Holy Spirit spent time with John, he began to grow up, and not just physically, but spiritually. 

Some time later, John was privileged to be invited by Jesus, along with Peter and James, to go with Jesus to a high mountain where they observed the miracle of Jesus being transfigured before them where His face shone like the sun and His clothes became as white as the light. They even heard a voice coming from a cloud that was enveloping Jesus. The voice said to them, “This is My Son, whom I love; with Him I am well pleased. Listen to Him!” Surely this experience with Jesus on the mountain was life-transforming for John. It marked him for life. He may have been referring to this experience in his prologue when he tells us he didn’t just see Jesus, he gazed on Him.
John was also among the first to go out to the tomb where Jesus had been buried following His crucifixion, only to find what the women had already discovered earlier that Sunday morning, that Jesus was no longer in the tomb. When he finally learned that Jesus was alive and that he and the other disciples would have more personal time with Him as the resurrected Jesus, only then did the full realization that he had been living with the Son of God powerfully lay hold of his mind and heart. Jesus was no ordinary Man. He was the Lord, the King of the universe, God in human flesh.

Now, multiply these experiences that John had with Jesus by a hundred or more and we begin to understand how John became a changed man for having spent time with Jesus. And because John had such an up-close, personal relationship with Jesus, it doesn’t surprise us that John becomes for us an exceptionally, well-qualified eye witness to the words, the compassion and the miracles of Jesus while He was here on earth.
But John’s relationship with Jesus didn’t end with His ascension into heaven. Keep in mind that John is writing both his Gospel and his Letters somewhere between 30 and 60 years after Jesus ascended into heaven. And John’s testimony of his relationship with Jesus certainly must include those years as well. John is not saying he only had a relationship with Jesus while He was on this earth, and that when He left for heaven, that relationship with Jesus ended.

Listen to John’s Gospel where Jesus is talking about His continuing relationship with His disciples once He left earth and returned to heaven. I’m pointing this out to you before we read John’s personal testimony about Jesus so we can understand what kind of fellowship John is inviting us into. John’s relationship and fellowship with Jesus did not end at His ascension.
John 14:16–17 (NIV84) 16 And I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Counselor to be with you forever— 17 the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept Him, because it neither sees Him nor knows Him. But you know Him, for He lives with you and will be in you. 

John 14:25–26 (NIV84) 25 “All this I have spoken while still with you. 26 But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. 

John 15:26 (NIV84) 26 “When the Counselor comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father, He will testify about Me. 

John 16:7 (NIV84) 7 But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send Him to you. 

John 16:12–15 (NIV84) 12 “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear. 13 But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all truth. He will not speak on His own; He will speak only what He hears, and He will tell you what is yet to come. 14 He will bring glory to Me by taking from what is Mine and making it known to you. 15 All that belongs to the Father is Mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is Mine and make it known to you. 

Folks, there is a continuity of relationship between Jesus Christ and His first disciples from the time they formed their earthly friendship into eternity. The lack of the physical presence of Jesus did not stop nor hinder their relationship with Jesus. I believe it is vital that we have this understanding as we enter into the study of John’s letters.
Father God, thank You for communicating with us through Your written Word and Your living Word. Thank You for giving us Your Holy Spirit who takes Your written Word and penetrates even the hardness of our hearts to speak to us Your truth. And may He do that now as we read and listen to Your written Word given to us through Your servant, John, the Apostle.

As a reminder, John’s audience was not one specific local church but the Christian community as a whole in a fairly large region, likely surrounding the city of Ephesus just south of present day Ismir, Turkey. It’s a general letter in that regard, though he does address specific concerns that he is observing as these Christian believers seek to live obedient lives with Christ. I believe we will find John’s letters to be exceedingly relevant for us as present day believers in Christ.
For those who brought your notebooks with you this morning, I want to point out a feature that begins on page 18 and is continued on with each portion of the letters I’m calling blog posts. I have taken the outline found on page 17 and incorporated it as a preview to each specific text to be read and studied. I believe this will help you see how each blog fits into the whole. 
For example, the preview for our text today goes as follows: Prologue (1:1–4) “We proclaim a message that you might have fellowship with us.” The message: Jesus Christ has appeared as our Eternal Life. (Christ is Life) (1:1-4; 5:20)
You will also notice that following the Bible reference, like 1 John 1:1-4, you see a cross reference or two in brackets. These are parallel texts in the Gospel of John. And immediately as I say this, I need to point out an exception and an omission in the cross references to 1 John 1:1-4. The first is correct, John 1:1-18. But the reference to 5:20 is a 1 John reference, not a John reference. So, if you would write in 1 John on top of 5:20, that will eliminate any confusion were you to go looking for the connection in John 5:20 instead of 1 John 5:20. 
Now to John’s very important prologue. Please listen and watch carefully and thoughtfully.
1 John 1:1–4 (NIV84) 1:1 That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 1:2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 

1:3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ. 1:4 We write this to make our (your) joy complete.

Visually, here is verse 1.
	
	that which was from the beginning
	

	
	which we have heard
	

	We proclaim 
	which we have seen with our eyes
	concerning the Word of life.

	
	which we have looked at
	

	
	(which) our hands have touched
	


With the exception of the first statement, that which was from the beginning, the remaining four descriptions concerning the Word of life are the experiences that the author and his friends had with the Word of life. They heard it, saw it, gazed at it with studied and attentive looking and touched it. These witnesses are saying that the Word of life was physically and tangibly present with them. This was not something in their imaginations. This was not strictly a spiritual experience. Nor was it a vision. The Word of life was known to them and they engaged with it.
Now, I’ve continued to use the term Word of life as an object simply because the grammar expressed it this way. We already know from verse 3 that the Word of life is the Person of Jesus Christ, the Son of God the Father. So, why does John speak of Jesus as the Word of life?

Our first clue is in the first description John gives us about the Word of life. He says, “that which was from the beginning.” So, where does that take us? OK, to the beginning. But, which beginning? We will have to answer that question more than once in our study of First John. In this case, because of what John has already written in His Gospel, we find some help with this question.

Notice John 1:1-5 & 14 (NIV84) 1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 He was with God in the beginning. 

3 Through Him all things were made; without Him nothing was made that has been made. 4 In Him was life, and that life was the light of men. 5 The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it. 

14 The Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth. 

So, I believe that we can import from the Gospel of John these verses to explain for us what he means by “in the beginning” in the opening of his first letter. It is the time before time began. It speaks of the pre-existence of Jesus as God’s Son before the creation of the universe and the world. And the description John used of Jesus in his Gospel and in this context is “the Word.” So by using these words to open his Gospel and his first letter, John intends to take us back to Genesis 1 and the opening words of the Bible. Genesis 1:1 (NIV84) 1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. And for the remainder of the first chapter we read over and over, “And God said.” And by Him speaking things came into existence. By His Word living things were created. By His Word, mankind was spoken into existence. So, when John uses the term “the Word of life” to describe Jesus, he is letting us know that this Person he has personally met, who called him to follow Him, is none other than God in human flesh, the Creator of the universe.
But, since there are four other descriptive terms used by John in his testimony that speak of his earthly, personal engagement with Jesus Christ, it is also possible that the term, “in the beginning,” is referring to the beginning of Jesus’ earthy ministry. John may intend both meanings.
Now I started this sermon with a quick review of three of John experiences with Jesus where John heard, saw, gazed upon, and touched Jesus – on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, on the Mountain of Transfiguration, and at the empty tomb and the days following when he heard, saw, gazed upon and touched Jesus in His resurrected body. Indeed, when Jesus came to this world it was the beginning of new things for the world.

1 John 1:1–4 (NIV84) 1:1 That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. 1:2 The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. 

1:3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ. 1:4 We write this to make our (your) joy complete.

In verse 2, John moves from proclaiming Jesus as the Word of life to Jesus as the eternal life. And here he brings the two beginnings together. Jesus was with the Father in the beginning at the creation and now has appeared to us in the beginning of the New Covenant, the new relationship we can have with God through His Son. This is new. This is a new beginning. And John is proclaiming that the Word of life is eternal life. It’s life with Him without end.
In verse 3, John makes a third proclamation. And in this proclamation we are included. Notice the first of two purpose clauses in this prologue. A purpose clause most often begins with “in order that,” or “so that.” It points to the conclusion. It calls attention to the purpose. Here John tells us why he’s proclaiming to us what he has seen and heard. And what is that purpose?

1:3 We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ.
Folks, we simply cannot brush up against this statement, and say, “excuse me,” and then move on. No, these words must be entered into with our whole mind and heart. John is telling us of his extensive and ongoing encounter with Jesus Christ because his encounter resulted in him being completely transformed by coming into a very personal and joyful fellowship with Jesus Christ. And the astounding news is that this fellowship is intended to include us, all who place their trust in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. Our participation in this fellowship that John speaks of fulfills one key purpose for his writing this letter. John’s purpose for proclaiming what he has seen and heard is to expand the fellowship to include you and me. That sounds like something I’m interested in. Especially when he clarifies what he means by this fellowship. And our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ. I want to be in fellowship with them, don’t you? John seems to be saying that he knows how to enter into that fellowship and that he wants us to join him in that fellowship. I want this. Don’t you?
Then John adds a bonus to his invitation. He says in verse 4, 1:4 We write this to make our joy complete. 1:4 We write this to make your joy complete. Both are true.

Now if I hadn’t included the reading with “your joy,” and just read it as the NIV84 has it, “to make our joy complete,” you could think, though wrongly so, that John is telling us this because he’s going to increase in joy but you won’t. But, that would be a terribly wrong conclusion. John has already invited you into his fellowship. Thus, you and I are now included in the phrase “our fellowship” and, therefore, also in “our joy.” That’s why the New King James Bible reads “your joy” in verse 4. I chuckled when I read how The Message paraphrase tries to make this point. Verse 4 reads, We want you to enjoy this, too. Your joy will double our joy! What’s funning about this is that John still comes out the better, right? His joy will be doubled when we enter into his fellowship with the Father and His Son, Jesus Christ. It was a nice attempt to say that a primary factor of our fellowship together with the Father and His Son is joy, joy for all who are in that fellowship.
So John has just given his personal testimony of having met the Son of God during his lifetime here on this earth. He is not simply testifying to the reality of his experience, he is proclaiming it. He’s announcing it with passionate joy and earnest conviction. He met, he lived with and his life was totally transformed by Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who entered human history for the purpose of rescuing and redeeming us from the clutches of sin and evil and death. That has produced for John and his Christ-believing friends, a fellowship that bears the fruit of joy.
Folks, this opening to John’s first letter has captured my attention. First, a joyful fellowship is attractive. I want to be a part of that fellowship. I’m guessing most of you are attracted to this invitation by John, too. I rather doubt any of us are attracted to a joyless fellowship. 

So, for John to say that his purpose for writing this letter is so that my joy, that your joy, would be made complete, that it would be made full or that we would be filled up with joy, that sounds to me like he’s going to be helping us realize that joy if will follow his instructions in his letter. Doesn’t it? He’s got my attention. I hope he has yours. I’m want this joy. And I image you do too.
The second thing that has captured my attention in John’s prologue, is the desire to discover what John means by having fellowship with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ. What does that look like? What am I to do to fully enter into that fellowship with the Father and His Son?

Here’s where I had my momentary envy of John for his being able to have had the benefit of being physically with Jesus for at least 3 years of his lifetime. And those were action packed years. But none of us have had that same privilege. We’ve only had the Bible to tell us about Jesus, right? Not so quickly. Remember those verses from John’s Gospel about the coming of the Holy Spirit. 

I believe the argument could be made that we are actually better off that we have the Spirit of Christ rather than the physical Christ, because the Holy Spirit makes it so that Christ’s Spirit lives within us, never leaves us, uses the Bible and the Bible we have hidden within our hearts to teach us the truth about God and about ourselves. No. We are not short changed in the least as we walk with Christ today by His Spirit. The combination of the Word of God, the Spirit of God and the fellowship of those who are humbly surrendering to Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, is, I believe, exactly the fellowship that John is inviting us into in his first letter. 

Still, I am asking, what does this fellowship that John is speaking of look like? And what am I to do to fully enter into this fellowship?
John opened his letter by using the terms heard, seen, looked at, hands having touched. Are those words descriptive of our ongoing relationship with Christ’s Spirit? Do they point us to practical actions on our part as we seek to experience the fellowship John is speaking of?
Maybe it’s too early to arrive at a conclusion or an answer to my questions. Maybe this is the hook John wants to lodge in our hearts and minds to get us to study his letters.
There’s little doubt in my mind that the Word of God and the Spirit of God are the two most prominent players in this joyful fellowship of which John’s speaks. But, he has also introduced another major player in this joyful fellowship – namely, us. Yes, people like you and me. We are to be engaged in fellowship with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ and with each other.

What I would like to leave you with this morning is the assignment to investigate First John for clues as to what it looks like for each of us personally to be having fellowship with the Father and with His Son, through God’s Word and His Spirit, and with each other. And look for what can we do to fully engage in that fellowship of which John speaks.
In my study guide for this text, I presented A Seahawk Illustration. For those reading or listening to this outside of Washington State, I’m talking about a professional football team. I apologize if you cringe at the mention of the Seahawks. Their fans may have an inflated view of their loyalty to their team. But that may be part of why my questions seem relevant. #1. How is our “fellowship with the Seahawks” something we proclaim to others for the purpose of bringing them into our fellowship so that they would join us so that we would all have our joy filled up in the Seahawks? #2. What does that fellowship with the Seahawks look like in the context of our physical presence and in our speech? And more specifically, #3. What is the source of the words we use in speaking when we are having fellowship together with the Seahawks?

Would you make these questions part of your conversation during lunch today? As you do, look for what may help us experience more fellowship together around Jesus Christ and His Father.
Amen.
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