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THAT OUR JOY MAY BE COMPLETE
1 John 1:1-4

There is little doubt that the apostle John, the beloved disciple,
wrote the account of Jesus’ life that we call the Gospel of John. We
are convinced that John wrote that account even though his name
never appears in the writing, but rather shows up in a cryptic fashion
several times as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” or “the other
disciple.” 

As we begin our study in 1 John, we also must realize that we
do not find the name of the human author mentioned anywhere in this
letter. We do know that because it is Scripture, the author is
ultimately God the Holy Spirit. But who is the human author? And all
modern Christians answer with one voice, “Well obviously, it was
John because the letter is called First John!” But how did ancient
Bible scholars in generations past arrive at that conclusion? First, the
Greek language and arrangement is very similar to the Gospel of
John. In fact, the opening words of our text (vv.1-4) sound like a
smaller replica of the prologue in the Gospel of John. Second, the
Church leaders, who were only a generation removed from John
himself, concluded in their writings that John wrote these letters.

Why did John write this letter? The last statement in our text
pretty much reveals what John hoped to accomplish with the writing:
“And we are writing these things so that our joy may be complete”
(1 John 1:4). The “we” is obviously an editorial we. Does this mean
that John wrote a letter to someone simply for his own ends, to
somehow derive his own pleasure? No. There was a problem that
effected people whom John loved and cared much about. Like a
loving father, John was concerned that his “children” be informed
about a lurking theological danger. Like a loving pastor, John sought
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to teach people the truth about Jesus so that they would be able to
identify heresy and cling to scriptural truth. Nothing makes the godly
father and pastor happier than “to hear that his children are walking
in the truth” (3 John 1:4).

What was the problem? First, we need to understand the time
and circumstances in which John wrote. John served as pastor of the
Church that was in Ephesus from about 70-90 AD. The last ten years
of that ministry, Domitian ruled as emperor of the Roman Empire
(81-96). In his later years, Domitian became very suspicious and
maybe even mentally unstable. Around the mid-nineties, Domitian
ordered a vicious persecution against Christians because he concluded
they were opposed to him. In that siege against the Church, Domitian
arrested John and exiled him to the lonely island of Patmos where
God inspired the aged apostle to write the Revelation. 

Sometime, before Domitian exiled John, while he was pastor in
Ephesus, John wrote the letters we call First, Second and Third John.
It seems almost certain that he had to write before the year 90. We
assume John penned these letters around 85. That would mean that
the Church was about fifty years old and populated by second and
third generation Christians. No doubt nearly all of the original
believers, with the exception of octogenarian John, had died. Along
with the departure of the first generation of believers went all
eyewitness accounts of the person and ministry of Jesus.

In light of the fact that we live in a sin-plagued world that lies
in the power of the evil one (5:19), we are not surprised to learn that
various false teachings and heresies began to assault the truth of the
Bible. By John’s last days, it became necessary for pastors and
teachers to spend much time defending truth and pointing out the
characteristic teachings of heretics. 

This letter we call First John serves that purpose. In it we learn
that there was a group of people who “went out from us, but they
were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would have continued
with us” (1 John 2:19). We might call them separatists for the wrong
reasons or secessionists. The more accurate title is probably “heretic.”
We will observe in the study of this letter various characteristics of
the people who broke off and likely started their own church. It
wasn’t that they didn’t like the music, or the dress, or Bible
translation of John’s church. Rather those people were like the “liar
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who denies that Jesus is the Christ” (2:22) They denied the eternal
Sonship of Jesus Christ (2:23). In some way, these deniers rejected
the deity of Christ. It is possible that they, like some false teachers of
the day, taught that Jesus the man from Galilee, son of Mary and
Joseph, became the Christ when the Holy Spirit descended from
heaven and rested on Him.

Furthermore, the false teachers rejected the need to order their
lives as though they actually knew God. If we say we have fellowship
with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the
truth (1 John 1:6). Whoever says “I know him” but does not keep his
commandments is a liar, and the truth is not in him (1 John 2:4). No
one who abides in him keeps on sinning; no one who keeps on sinning
has either seen him or known him (1 John 3:6).

One sin in particular that the separatists were guilty of was not
loving fellow Christians. John rather nailed them when he wrote,
Whoever says he is in the light and hates his brother is still in
darkness (1 John 2:9). Whoever does not practice righteousness is
not of God, nor is the one who does not love his brother” (1 John
3:10b). But if anyone has the world’s goods and sees his brother in
need, yet closes his heart against him, how does God’s love abide in
him? (1 John 3:17).

The amazing thing is that it appears that these very people
claimed that they didn’t sin! And so John argued, If we say we have
no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us (1 John 1:8).
Everyone who makes a practice of sinning also practices lawlessness;
sin is lawlessness (1 John 3:4).

Our study of this short letter will be very profitable for us who
live in a day where the term Christianity is broad enough to include
the very infidels John condemns with his teaching. We will be
challenged to know the Christ who saves us from sin. We will be
challenged to live like we know the Christ who we claim has given
us eternal life. Our study will firmly ground us in the truth about
Christ and the truth about His work of redemption so that we will live
obviously different from the unsaved world.
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We Know the Eternal Life.

The Eternal Life is that which was from the beginning. John
specifically focused on this Life that was from the beginning when he
wrote concerning That which was from the beginning the eternal life,
(v.1a). Right away we might wonder how the word “that” can to refer
to Jesus? John does use a neuter gender noun sometimes to refer to a
person. Or he might be making reference to the eternal message, the
word of life. However, the overall context of John’s claim to
relationship with this object requires that he has referenced Jesus
Christ, God the Son, the living word.

We learn that He was from the “beginning,” a term John uses in
different ways in this letter. For example, he wrote that “Satan was
sinning from the beginning” (3:8). That might mean that Satan has
been sinning since the beginning of God’s redemptive story that
began in Genesis 3. Or it can mean that Satan has always been
sinning and continues to sin. Again John used the word “beginning”
to say to his people, “Pay attention to what you heard from the
beginning” (2:7,24; 3:11). Here the word refers to what Pastor John
had taught the Church in Ephesus during his ministry. 

Or John also used the word to say, “You know Him who was
from the beginning” (2:13). This time he used the word the same way
he used it in our text “That which was from the beginning” (v.1). It
is a reference to Jesus Christ being the eternal life. God the Son has
always been, existing even before creation. That is the same truth
John taught with the opening words of his Gospel. In the beginning
was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.
He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through
him, and without him was not any thing made that was made (John
1:1-3).

This astonishing life was with the Father. John wrote about the
eternal word of life (v.1b) that was from the beginning, which was
with the Father and was made manifest to us–(v.2b). The phrase,
“Which was with the Father” is the same truth John emphasized in
His Gospel account where he wrote, In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the
beginning with God (John 1:1-2).
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Who was the Eternal Word with? With Whom is He equal? The
title “Father” was a common reference to God, who is the Father of
His people. Especially the Jewish people took great comfort in the
fact that God the Creator was to them the loving, guarding, guiding,
protecting Heavenly Father. That term took on new meaning when
Jesus Christ, the actual unique Son of the Father, came to reveal the
truth about Himself. And even more important to us is that Heavenly
Father became the title for God that revealed a special, intimate bond
between Him and the sinners He forgives and adopts as His own.

Jesus taught repeatedly that He had come from the Heavenly
Father to do the Father’s will. He often said that He came to teach all
that the Father gave Him to teach. So Jesus answered them, “My
teaching is not mine, but his who sent me. If anyone’s will is to do
God’s will, he will know whether the teaching is from God or whether
I am speaking on my own authority” (John 7:16-17).

He also emphasized many times that He came to do the work
His Father gave Him to do. Early in life He taught Mary and Joseph
this truth when He said to them, “Why were you looking for me? Did
you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?” (Luke 2:49). He
taught the disciples, “My food is to do the will of him who sent me
and to accomplish his work” (John 4:34). 

And yet the Son was more than just with the Father eternally
who came to earth to do His work and teach His truth. God the Son
and God the Father are co-equals. Paul writing the Holy Spirit’s
message, Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ
Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality
with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the
form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men (Philippians
2:5-7).

There is no question that it is difficult for us to grasp this idea
of oneness and equality. We cannot fully explain how this Father
/Son relationship exists. We cannot explain how it works. But we
know so much about God the Father because God the Son has
revealed Him to us. That is John’s argument. He argued that the
Eternal Life was manifested to us writing that this Life was made
known, was made manifest, and we have seen it, and testify to it and
proclaim to you (v.2a).

6

Human wisdom struggles with accepting the concept of eternity
because we are more likely to trust what we have experienced.
Eternity is outside human experience. Though we are eternal
creatures, we don’t experience eternity. We will not fully grasp the
concept of eternity until we die. No one has died and returned to
present lectures on the nature of the eternal state. Therefore, we
accept the idea of eternity by faith and must accept the person of the
Eternal Life (Jesus Christ) by faith. 

But John is telling the people in his congregation that he and the
other apostles had firsthand experience with a “person” who came
from the eternal state to teach them. He said that the Eternal Life was
made manifest. He claimed that this life from the eternal realm was
demonstrated to himself and the other apostles. Indeed, the concept
of eternity was demonstrated in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. And
because it was demonstrated, John and the others have seen that life.
The word John chose to speak of seeing means more than simply to
observe. It means to take note, to be with in order to experience
something. 

Furthermore, John wrote that they testify and proclaim what we
experienced. The present tense verbs mean that John and the disciples
continued to testify to what they experienced until the day they died.
The wording is significant. They spoke as legal eyewitnesses. And
because so many different people testified as eyewitnesses to the
same truth, their testimony should be accepted. They announced the
good news that Jesus is God the Son who died to pay the penalty for
our sins. They announced it as eyewitnesses to the point that all of the
twelve (including Paul, not Judas) were martyred except for John who
was exiled to death. It is interesting that the Greek word for testify has
the same root as the English word martyr.

But what if those apostles and people of old simply jumped on
a bandwagon? What if they looked forward so much to Messiah
coming that they willingly believed a lie? What if Jesus was just a
man whose dead body has by now become dust? 

“Impossible” John would say. No, this Life, we heard, saw and
handled. Read his insistent response: Which we have heard, which we
have seen with our eyes, which we looked upon and have touched
with our hands, concerning the word of life– (v.1b). John and the
disciples made a thorough investigation of the Life. They heard. They
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heard Jesus teach, like many people did. But this word is often used
in the New Testament in connection with revelation. Unlike people
who simply heard words, the disciples heard God speak to their hearts
through Jesus the eternal word.

More than hearing, they saw with their eyes. Living with Jesus
for three years, the disciples could not miss the miraculous activity.
They carefully observed what Jesus did and how people responded.
They studied the activity that was going on around them. 

More than that, they looked upon this life lived out before them.
The word means they were spectators. They were like people who
could speak from experience because they were at the game and saw
it all, unlike us who read the report of the game in the newspaper. 

They touched Him with their hands. They handled and touched
a real body. John is virtually shouting that obviously the eternal word
was not a concept or even a spirit. He was God the Son within a
human body.

At this point, we might rightfully wonder why John was putting
all this emphasis on actually experiencing the eternal word of life in
the flesh? Pastor John was combating a serious error that was
infiltrating the Church as a whole in his day. We should expect that
Satan would introduce error that sounds like truth in order to prevent
people from being born again and bringing glory to God. It is likely
that the people who went out from John’s church had embraced this
error and were tempting others with it.

John was likely combating a two-fold error of Gnosticism.
Gnosticism was an error that taught that people are actually born
again because they are initiated into a special knowledge about God
which denies need for the work of Jesus Christ. Two aspects of this
error were Docetic Gnosticism and Cerinthian Gnosticism.

Docetic Gnosticism taught that the spirit of a person is good,
but the body is evil. Therefore, one response would be to discipline
the body, beat it down, and give it no quarter. This was called
asceticism which was brought to a pinnacle in the early and middle
ages monasteries. On the other hand, Docetic Gnostics might respond
by saying, “Don’t worry about the body because it is hopeless. Just
enjoy any sin you want to enjoy.” That is libertinism. Either of those
responses would have concluded that it would have been impossible
for God to indwell a human body because it is so sinful. If that were
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true, Jesus could not have been God the Son in the flesh – which
made Him a liar and definitely not the Savior.

The other aspect of Gnosticism was Cerinthian Gnosticism
which taught that Jesus had a real body, but He was not God. They
taught that His real mother was Mary and His real Father was Joseph.
He was not divine, but God the Spirit came upon Jesus at baptism
which explains His miracles. God the Spirit left Jesus at crucifixion
because God cannot suffer and die. 

The resulting heresy because of this teaching meant that Jesus
was not equal with God the Father in spite of what He taught. It also
meant that Jesus’ death on the cross did not provide the vicarious
atonement that pays for our sins.

Why study what ancient weirdos like Gnostics believed? Or for
that matter, why study an ancient letter written to ancient Christians
who might have had to deal with the ancient weirdos? The reality is
that the error of Gnosticism is alive and well. False teachers still teach
that once you are born again through God’s grace, it doesn’t matter
how you live – as though to say, sins of the body don’t matter. False
teachers still teach that Jesus was not God in the flesh but simply a
doer of good deeds who is a wonderful example for social justice
today. False teachers still teach that God did not provide the
atonement for sin on the cross because it really wasn’t God the Son
who died. 

Many false religions teach these things, especially Islam that
pointedly teaches in the Koran that Jesus was not God in the flesh and
that He did not die on the cross. Hollywood and our world that is
under the power of Satan regularly present similar false teachings as
in the book and movie The DiVinci Code. Even professed evangelical
Christians promote similar error that denies the deity of Christ and,
therefore, His sufficient atonement for sin on the cross in books like
The Shack. Yeah, but most of the time people who believe and teach
such heresies are nice people. So do such technicalities really matter?

We Preach Christ In Order to Have Joyful Fellowship.

John carefully laid down the evidence that he and the other
apostles had carefully studied Jesus and concluded He was exactly
who He said he was. But they did not stop there. Once they were
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convinced about the reality of the Christ, they told what they knew.
That meant that they preached the impossible. John assured his
readers that he and the other disciples, testify to it and proclaim to
you the eternal life (v.2).

The first century eyewitnesses preached the truth about a
concept difficult for humans to accept. We accept it by faith. Faith is
God’s gift that opens our eyes to the truth human wisdom cannot
explain or comprehend. 

Nevertheless, the convinced believers preached what they had
seen and heard. That which we have seen and heard we proclaim also
to you (v.3a). The disciples saw and heard with physical eyes and
physical ears. But unless God had opened their spiritual ears and
spiritual eyes, they would have been as blind and deaf as the
thousands of people who had seen and heard and walked away
unaffected.

That is such an important principle because God has also
opened our spiritual eyes and ears so that we have heard the truth
about Jesus Christ. We embrace that truth by faith. But does that truth
about the Eternal Word becoming us in order to save us motivate us
to preach the good news to others? The apostles were such ordinary
men in spite of the fact that they had observed such extra-ordinary
displays of Divine wisdom and power. Still they could not get past
their hearts’ longing for the Messiah to establish an earthly kingdom.
That is until the Holy Spirit rushed upon them. At that moment
everything changed. From the moment the Holy Spirit opened their
spiritual ears and eyes, they proclaimed the good news to the death.

Why? The desired goal is fellowship. First, John desired for
people to know and experience fellowship with the Father and the
Son. Indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus
Christ (v.3c). Only through faith in the work of Jesus Christ can the
created being have fellowship with the Creator. Our desire ought to
be for every person God creates to be restored to the purpose for
which God originally created man and woman – fellowship. The
special Greek word is  koinonea. The word means to have things in
common. We cannot have things in common with God  while we are
His enemies. Only if Jesus of Nazareth was the eternal God the Son
in human form could He provide reconciliation with our Creator
(which is Himself).
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But a secondary kind of fellowship was also desired –
fellowship with us. Not only fellowship with the Father, but so that
you too may have fellowship with us (v.3b). Only if sinners will
believe that Jesus is our Savior from sin can we have fellowship. We
are able to associate with the enemies of God (which we all are by
nature) only on the surface, only regarding earthly, temporal things.
A certain association with those people is what we must do in order
to have opportunity to proclaim the good news about spiritual things.

When the enemy of God confesses his or her offense against
God and by faith embraces the work of Jesus Christ, we can have
things in common with them. This is a grim reminder that spiritual
boundaries and restrictions are real and bothersome. Paul taught, Do
not be unequally yoked with unbelievers. For what partnership has
righteousness with lawlessness? Or what fellowship has light with
darkness? (2 Corinthians 6:14). That is a real fence to keep us from
having things in common with enemies of the faith. Do we wish to
see those impediments, those detriments go away? Tell a sinner the
truth you have come to know by God’s grace.

The goal is joyful fellowship. To that end John wrote, And we
are writing these things so that our joy may be complete (v.4). Our
true joy ought to be bringing God’s enemies to Jesus where they are
reconciled through faith with God. That we can have genuine
fellowship with reconciled sinners ought to be our goal and joy. We
need to pray that God will open the eyes of sinful people we know so
that they will understand the miracle of God the Son becoming Jesus
in order to win our salvation from sin. As we pray to that end, we
need to proclaim the good news of reconciliation to God’s enemies.

There is a serious divide in our culture. It really is “them”
against “us.” We really should not seek to make “them” like us. We
should seek to help them love Jesus by telling them the good news.
Once they like Jesus, they will like us just fine. 


	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4
	Page 5

