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Introduction to John’s first letter:


This brief but meaningful letter was written by John, the beloved apostle, near the end of the first Christian century.  It was addressed to the churches in Asia Minor where John had pastored, primarily in Ephesus.

The reason for the letter:


A false teacher, Cerenthus, had led many into a form of heresy later called Gnosticism.  The word Gnosticism comes from the Greek word gnosis, which means knowledge or to know.  These followers of Cerenthus claimed to have divine insight or knowledge that others did not have.  They were “enlightened” as to spiritual knowledge.


This teaching grew out of Greek culture which taught that there are two distinct worlds, the physical, imperfect, fleshly world; and the perfect spiritual world. (Plato’s ideals are the background of this thought.)  These people took this Greek philosophy and brought it into the church and “Christianized” it.  Some of their teachings were very dangerous to the life of the church.
What was the heresy John opposed?

1. These false teachers denied the person of Jesus Christ.  This teaching took two forms.

a.) Some denied Jesus’ real humanity.  They said He just seemed to be a man. He really was not real flesh and blood because they said all flesh is evil and God could not become flesh.  (This was later called “docetic” Gnosticism from the Greek word “dokeo” which means to seem.)

b.)  Others denied that Jesus was really God.  If his body was flesh then He was less than God; He could only be one of God’s angels or messengers of very high rank. Therefore, they said the “Christ” spirit came upon Jesus at his baptism, and left him at his death on the cross. This heresy is often called “adoptionism.”
2. These false teachers were using their libety in Christ as an excuse to sin.  They reasoned that since the flesh is evil anyway, and since they have gained divine knowledge of God, these two worlds could never be joined.  So, it did not matter how they lived in the flesh as long as they had a spiritual “experience.”  Thus, they indulged in all manner of sexual and sensual gratification; yet, they would not recognize these gratifications as sin.

3.  These teachers were destroying the very fellowship of the church.  They had no love in them, yet they claimed to be great spiritual leaders.

Back To Basics:

How does John deal with the problem?


This little letter is a manual in “How to be a Christian.”  It deals with what basic Christianity really is.  Since these false teachers had taught so many strange things, many people were losing sight of their original faith in Christ and its meaning.  John takes them back to the basics, back to the original apostolic witness to the person of Jesus.  What did Jesus originally teach?  Who was He? What does it mean to know Him?  These are the questions John will answer once and for all.  Let these false teachers beware!  If they disagree with John’s witness to Jesus, they are “liars and know not the truth.” (1 John 2:4)
An outline of First John:


John offers us four “tests” of our walk with Jesus.  Anyone who does not pass these tests “is not walking in the light as He is in the Light.”  Here is John’s fourfold test of true Christianity: 
1) Right fellowship  
2) Right belief  
3) Right loving  
4) Right living.

The Test of Right Fellowship- 1 John 1:1-7
Verse 1 “what was from the beginning….”


John begins this letter the same way he begins the Gospel he wrote; however, the meaning is different.  The gospel says, “In the beginning was the Word….” Now, these two “beginnings” are different.  The “In the beginning” of the Gospel of John is the same as the “In the beginning” of the book of Genesis.  It refers to the prehistory of things; thus, John’s Gospel says that the Word (Christ) was before time or history.


However, in this letter, John refers to the beginning of Christ’s earthly ministry as John saw it.  “What was from the beginning … what we have seen with our eyes... “1 John 1:1.  Notice John’s claim to eyewitness verification of the life and teaching of Jesus; he was there!  No matter what anyone else says, Jesus is or what He taught, John says that he was there from the first, from the very beginning of our Lord’s ministry.  He says that he is going to se the record straight.  Notice John’s fourfold claim to be an original witness to Jesus in 1 John 1:1 – “What we have heard, what we have seen, what we beheld, what our hands have touched concerning the Word of Life.”

The language John uses here is very graphic... The first two verbs are in the perfect tense.  They could be translated, “I heard Jesus teach, and heard Him perfectly and I am still hearing Him.  I saw Jesus then and I beheld Him clearly.”  You see, John’s memory has not been lost; he can tell you all about Jesus.  Now, with his own hands he touched Christ- Jesus was real!


Why was John’s emphasis of the reality of Jesus so Important?  1st John 1:3 tells us:  “What we have seen and heard we proclaim to you also, that you also may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and with His Son Jesus Christ.”  Not only this, but he wants our fellowship with God to be joyous.  In verse 4 he says that our joy can be made continuously full.

Apply:
Is your fellowship with God a joyful one?  Is it continuous?  It can be, but it cannot be joyous fellowship with God if you walk in darkness.  In verse 6, the darkness John refers to has to do with moral and theological darkness.  Remember, these false teachers claimed to have the “light.”  They were supposed to have the truth.  John says that they are in darkness, their lives prove it; they have no fellowship with the Father.
What then is Christian fellowship?


In the first 7 verses John uses this word “fellowship” four times.  Our fellowship with God is the most important thing in life.  Without continual fellowship with the Father we are dead; life becomes meaningless and loses purpose.  Right fellowship with God cures all ills, solves all problems, and meets all needs.  John writes to us that our joy may be full.  This comes from right fellowship with God.  This fellowship with God produces fellowship among men (verse 7).

What then is fellowship?


The word comes from a word which means “common.”  This fellowship with God comes from having some things in common with God and with each other as children of God.  What then do we have in common with God? Peter uses this idea of fellowship as being a “partaker.”
1. Right fellowship begins in sharing the nature of God.  “Seeing that His divine power has granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness, through the true knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and excellence.  For by these He has granted to us everything pertaining to life and godliness, through the true knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and excellence.  For by these He has granted to us His precious and magnificent promises, in order that b y them you might become partakers of the divine nature, having escaped in corruption that is in the world by lust.”
 2nd Peter 1:3, 4 

Notice the word “partakers” in verse 4; it comes from the same root word as fellowship.  It means “sharers;” we are sharers of the true nature of God.  We have this in common with the Father.  He has shared His very life with us.  He has put His Spirit in us so we could have fellowship with Him.


Why does the Father share His nature with us?  Peter tells us in the preceding verse that we share His nature so we can live like Him.   We are to live a life of godliness, through the knowledge of Him that called us to both glory and virtue.  This is very important!  Our fellowship with God produces a life of virtue and godliness so God can receive glory through us! That is why John says in 1 John 1:6, “If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.”  You see, we share God’s nature so we can live virtuously.  Anything it takes to live virtuously, God shares with us.  We have it in common with Him.  Do you need wisdom to make decisions?  James 1:5 says God gives us wisdom.  Do you need love?  Romans 5:5 says that God has shed his love in our hearts through the Holy Spirit.  Do you need discipline for a sane mind? II Timothy 1:7 tells us that we share this because we have His nature.  Do you need peace of mind?  Isaiah 26:3 promises us this perfect peace as a privilege!  Our salvation makes this possible.  We have this in common with God.  Fellowship with God then produces the life of God on earth through His children.

2. Right fellowship makes us God’s partner.  In Philemon, verse 17, Paul uses this word for fellowship in this sense of “partner.”  He says to Philemon, “If then you regard me a partner…”  Now what does Paul mean?  A partner in what? He means a partner in the kingdom of God!  We are sharers, partners of God’s work.

In Luke 2:49, Jesus as a boy said to His parents, “do you not know that I must be doing My Father’s business?”  You see, Jesus was God’s partner in God’s business.  He shared the “business” with His Father.  Now we too, share (have in common) the business of God.  Being a partner in the greatest business in the universe is an awesome responsibility.  John writes in his epistle that our fellowship with God involves walking in the light as He is in the light (verse 7).  What then is God’s business?
Four Characteristics of God’s business:

1. Feeding the hungry and clothing the poor.  Luke 4:18, 14:21.  Jesus made it His business to share God’s business in taking care of the physical needs of people.  Jesus and His disciples had a treasury for the sole purpose of feeding the poor.  Are you God’s partner in caring for the poor?  
Question: What are some ways we can share this business with God?  See James 2:14-17 and 2:28
2. Lifting up the fallen.  In Luke 4:18, again Jesus says that He came to give sight to the blind, heal sick, and to set free those who are downtrodden.  The word downtrodden means those who have been crushed.  Jesus was called the friend of sinners.  He was a friend to people who had been crushed in life.  

Question: Does your fellowship with Christ motivate you to befriend those who are crushed, broken and beaten down?  That is, how many people who are downtrodden have you sought to love and befriend?  Many Christians do not associate with “those people.”  Do “sinners” love you as they did Jesus?  If we have fellowship with God, we would share His business of helping people who need us.

3. Ministering to the household of faith.  Jesus spent many hours with His disciples, teaching and training them.  He met their needs so they could in turn help others.  Do you have a personal ministry to build up others in the faith?  Are you a partner with God in His church?

4. To seek and to save the lost.  In Luke 19:10, Jesus says that He has come to seek and save the lost.  This was His Father’s business.  He came to give His life a ransom for us all.  What a privilege to share this wonderful work with Jesus.  We are His partners.  We are to help Him win the lost.  What a responsibility!  I am afraid too many of us are “silent” partners when it comes to sharing our faith with others.

Conclusion:

What has John taught us about real fellowship with the Father and with His Son?

He has taught us:

1. To have fellowship with God means we share His life and thus, live like Him.

2. To have fellowship with God means we share His business. 
3. If we are not living like Him and not sharing His business, then this is proof positive we are not in fellowship with Him!  “… we lie and do not practice the truth.” 1 John 1:6b

4. In 1st John 1:8-10 he says that if we say we are not responsible (do not sin) and say we still have the truth, we are liars.
Do you have fellowship with the Father?  If not, partake of His nature, share His business, and your joy will be continuously full.

