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Authorship

Let me admit right away, I love the letters of John.  In part because they are  a nice addition to the Gospel of John.  We are very certain that at least the 1 and 2 John are written by the same author as the Gospel, and fairly certain on 3 John as well.  
If, as tradition holds, John the disciple is the writer of these books, we need to remember that he went on, after his service as a disciple to become the leader (and first bishop) of the Church in Ephesus.  A fun note, after John’s death (most likely on the island of Patmos), there had to be an election to see who would replace him. Now we must admit that replacing the last surviving member of the original 12 is not an easy choice.  The man chosen to be his replacement – Onesimus.  That name should ring a bell – it was the slave who Paul was returning to his master Philemon.  Have you ever wondered how that little, very personal letter made the Bible?  There seems to be good evidence that, as the new bishop of Ephesus he gave this letter to the Church and thus became part of our New Testament centuries later. 
Time

All of these letters probably came between 90 and 100AD, which makes them along with Revelation, probably the last books of the Bible.  

Introductory Thought

If you ask people what they remember from the book of 1 John most people would say “God is love.”  Which, is a pretty good thing to remember!  However, to remember that God is love without understanding the context where John says this.  The title of this course is “God is Love – So What?”  John tells us the so what, and in finding that out, we will found what it means that God is love and why it really matters to us.
See, Touch, Hear – The Word of Life – 1 John 1:1-4
John starts out his letter with one of the most interesting sets of phrases that we find in the New Testament.  He talks about that which he has seen, touched, heard – he himself.  What a rather odd thing to say?

Although there remains much disagreement about how well defined it was during the 1st century AD, the heresy of Gnosticism appears to be at least in part what John is talking about.  Here is how one dictionary describes Gnosticism:

An early Greek religious movement of broad proportions that was particularly influential in the second-century church. Many biblical interpreters see in certain NT documents (such as 1 John) the attempt to answer or refute Gnostic teaching. The word gnosticism comes from the Greek term gnosis, meaning “knowledge.” Gnostics believed that devotees had gained a special kind of spiritual enlightenment, through which they had attained a secret or higher level of knowledge not accessible to the uninitiated. Gnostics also tended to emphasize the spiritual realm over the material, often claiming that the material realm is evil and hence to be escaped.
 
Gnostics don’t deal in reality, and especially not historical reality.  For them, things like whether or not Jesus was born of Mary as a virgin, whether he rose from the grace physically, things like that…well, that doesn’t matter.  Actually, it doesn’t even really matter if Jesus was truly human.  You know, it’s the thought that counts, not the facts.
This is both an ancient heresy and a modern one.  You might know people, some of whom even claim to be Christian, but they don’t really believe things like the resurrection, or in King David, or, well, most things.  But they think Christianity is very “nice” (alas, our denomination has a lot of these people).  They are modern Gnostics, disavowing the “happenedness” of our faith.  However, there are other types of Gnostics, and many of them are passionate Christians, but they too think that the spiritual is more important than the physical. There are people who have bought the lie that there “this life” is unimportant, and that only heaven matters.  

What John is going to drive home to us is that the reality of Jesus Christ matters – it matters in this life and the next because the two are intimately linked. It matters because Jesus is the Word of Life, and, as we know from John 10:10, Jesus came to bring, “Life and Life abundantly.”  So, the Gnostic version of the faith and of reality run smack dab into the biblical reality that forms our faith. This is why you keep hearing about “new Gospels” and the like every few years.  There are those, going back to the 1st century, who want to make Christianity less threatening to the powers of this world and safer from things like “facts” and “history.” I have placed a portion of an interview with Tom Wright, the Bishop of Durham, on the present day attack from Gnosticism on the faith at the end of this handout.  
That is the context for what John is saying in these first few verses of this first letter.  

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.

Right from the start this letter connects back to the prologue of John’s Gospel.  Jesus is not some new thing, a second God (remember, a lot of Gnostics like to say that Jesus is a different God than that mean old God of the Old Testament).  Jesus has been from the beginning.  But from the beginning he comes into our space.  John has touched him, he has seen him, he has heard him.  John is a witness to the truth of the Gospel and of the person of Jesus.  But John is not drawing attention to himself.  The attention should be on Jesus – he is the Word of Life!

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. 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. 4 We write this to make our﻿ ﻿ joy complete.

If you are looking for scriptures to memorize that will act as a buffer against doubt when times are tough, look no further than verses 2 through 4. These are some amazing passages.  

Note first that John is really driving home the fact that Jesus was and is a real person, who did real things, that really changed the world. These are not mere “spiritual truths” that are disconnected from the person of Jesus Christ.  Buddhist will admit that even if the Buddha never existed their truths are unchanged. Not so for us – the truth of our faith is tied to the person of Jesus Christ.  

If you agree that John is the author of both the Gospel and these letters than you see another pattern existed here.  In John 14:6 we see Jesus say, “Jesus answered, "I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”
Here we see John saying, “The life appeared.” Jesus is not only a person; it is his life that we now live in – the eternal life of true humanity and full redemption.  As Martin Luther said, “We live outside ourselves in Christ.” 

In the person of Jesus Christ then we not only have forgiveness of sins, we have life, and life eternal at that, and we have fellowship, not just with Christ, but with each other.  We are joined together in him with each other. We participate in the perichoresis, or in the midst of the life of the Triune God together – a perfect and joyful dance of relationship with God and with each other.  This is not some boring life lived on a cloud playing a harp – this is perpetual and inspiring relationship with each other and God!  No wonder John can say, “Make your joy complete!” 

Understanding Sin – 1 John 1:5-10

Chapter 1 and 2 of 1 John talk a fair bit about sin. But what does sin mean?  I don’t just mean biblically (though of course that remains of utmost concern). What is the meaning of sin theologically and culturally? This is important because if we are to have missional lives, we need to be able to help people understand what the Scriptures mean.  For many people today the word sin is about as meaningful as Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious, and less meaningful than hacuna matata.  
We live in a society today that, as many social and theological commentators have put it, is a “sinless society.”  Now this phrase does not mean that our society has become holy and righteous and thus we are without sin, but that the entire category of sin is no longer part of the cultural vocabulary. For sin to make any sense at all we need to have three things be present. First is a holy God. As mentioned earlier, the vast majority of Americans believe in “god,” but that God is increasingly divorced from the text of the Bible and from the character of the God who has revealed himself to us in Jesus Christ, through the Holy Spirit, and in the Church.  We are left in most people’s minds with some sort of distant Creator who is either totally disinterested in our lives or is like the Fonz in the old Happy Days shows, giving us the thumbs up and saying “Ayyyy.”  Whereas David could say in Psalm 51:4, “Against you, you only, have I sinned and done what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak and justified when you judge” today people would say either God doesn’t care or its not of his business what goes on in my life.  
Second there must be an acknowledgement of the “Other” in our lives. By this I mean that we have to be aware of our actions, our emotions, and our choices on people beyond ourselves. One of the greatest cultural sins is that we have created an entire generation of people who think “Its all about me!”  Most people live in such a manner that whether or not their “sins” impact other people it is at best an inconsequential affair.  He, we got to look out for #1, and if we are even aware of others it is usually only in the sense that we can use them or need them to be happy so that we can be happy.
Thirdly and finally, there needs to be some measuring stick against which to measure our actions as good or evil. People in our culture are often willing to admit they have made a “poor choice,” but that is a statement of efficacy not of morality.  If the same choice had resulted in the desired result, it would have been a good choice.  There is no question of whether the action itself might be “right” or “wrong” because those categories do not exist.  Or if they exist, they are so fluid as to be more mirrors than measuring sticks. You probably know that at its core the word “sin” in the New Testament is “missing the mark.”  The image of course comes from archery, but in our culture the target has become so wide and tall and the center zone so indistinct that people cannot miss the mark. “Sin you say, no I don’t believe in sin…though I occasionally could have done better.”  

These factors mean that when we talk to our society about sin we are using a strange language, and that we cannot just tell people, “You are sinner in need of the grace of savior in order to be saved.”  This is of course very true, and something that we must keep at the core of our missional lives.  But how do we communicate this to our culture?  That is the challenge. 

What our society dose suffer from though is shame.  Shame is different from guilt in the key sense that it is internal (guilt is something that we recognize coming from an outside authority).  Shame exists in people’s lives because God has placed the truth of reality in every persons life.  However proud people are of displaying their sins on daytime talk shows when they are in the quite of their own hearts, they know they in a dark place, unable to fully love themselves because they are unloveable. 

Here John’s words begin to speak to us again.  

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. 6 If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 
The thing about sin is that it is happiest in the dark.  But there is something God has placed in each human heart to desire the light.  The light is where God is, and in the light everything about us is exposed.  Now, if you are a guilty person (and there are still people in our culture who are aware of the reality of guilt in their lives), you hide out, like the escaped convict, on the lamb.  You live all your live in the shadows.  I love the scenes from the 1990s movie The Fugitive as we see Harrison Ford trying to make his way back to Chicago and find his wife’s killer while living in the shadows of society.  But Ford’s character wants to be justified, told that he is innocent – made clean. The good news for people who step into the light of God’s presence is that the price of their sin has been paid.  God is not the vengeful judge or the uncaring policeman saying “I don’t care.”  He is the gracious God who embraces us and says, “You are my beloved child!”  But stepping into the light requires the desire to repent and embrace the light. For many this is tough, because they really do enjoy the shadow life.
But for those trapped by shame, the message of these verses is equally powerful. The shamed person will try and act as if all is okay, that they are walking in the light.  But they know that if anyone really knew how awful a person they are, how deep their own self loathing is, they would be shunned by everyone. This is why people live as if they are disconnected people – no central identity.  John’s words though tell us the good news – none of us is clean and full of light. But we are not what we do.  Our lives are not checkbooks where God counts up our assets and liabilities and says to us in the end “you are a loser!”  No, he says, “Come into the light, know that I love you, repent of darkness, and be embraced by the light.”  Our actions do matter – they hurt others, they cause pain, death and emptiness.  But they do not define us.  Only God defines us.  He is light and in his light all is stripped away. 

This is why John can follow verse 6 with verse 7:

But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all﻿ sin. 
We inherit Jesus’ life, the life of a child of God, because God loves us and has acted for us.  We will never live up to our own standards, let alone God’s, and yet he is not condemning but woos us back to himself, so we can know God and be known – not just by God but by each other.  One of the chief things that people in today’s world desire is to be known and to know they are not alone.  Our society has tried to invent all sorts of ways of addressing this need but in the end we feel more lonliness and more emptiness because we can only let people know the facades we put forward.  To that John tells us, “walk in the light” where we can have life.
But hear me, this is not “I’m okay, your okay.”  That is the message that ultimately leads to death, because within the human heart we know this isn’t true. It traps people in their sins, divides their true self from the facades they have to put up.  No, John reminds us in stark words how we can gain this fellowship with the light:

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 10 If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives. 
Right now one of the societal measuring sticks of “goodness” we are running into is homosexuality.  It is dividing the Church in painful ways. On the one side are those who say, “God is love, he loves you just the way you are, so come and experience his love.”  On the other side there are those who say, “Sorry, God is a holy God and he rejects those things that violate his character.  Remember, God has no relationship with darkness.”  The first group offers no real hope for people.  Your sins are part of you, and that is just dandy.  In other words, the bad news is that there is no good news except that we can all be miserable together!  The second group often forgets that the first word of God is renewal, love and grace, and only when that is rejected do people condemn themselves.  We can never say “I’m okay, your okay” but as John points out we can say, “God is loving and forgiving, your not okay, but God says, “Repent and come to me, and I will begin to make you whole.”  The fact that God is faithful and just is scary.  There is an old story of a private being brought before General Robert E. Lee, and the soldier was terrified.  Lee, attempting to put the man at ease, says, “You have nothing to fear here son, you will get justice.” The private’s response is often ours, “That is what I am afraid of, Sir.”  But God is the one who will purify us, and yes, it may be painful, but it is also the truly Good News. 
I know of no better reproduction of this then from C.S. Lewis’ The Voyage of the Dawn Treader.  In that story a horrible boy, Eustace Scrub (and yes, he almost deserved it), puts on a ring on his arm and it turns him into a dragon.  How does he stop being a dragon?  As a dragon he meets Aslan the Lion, who instructs him to go a bathe in a pool. He scrubs off his dragon skin but each time there is another layer. Aslan than acts to deal with his “dragonishness”
“Then the lion said – but I don’t know if it spoke – ‘You will have to let me undress you.’ I was afraid of the claws, I can tell you, but I was pretty nearly desperate now. So I just lay flat down on my back to let him do it.

“The very first tear he made was so deep that I thought it had gone right into my heart. And when he began pulling the skin off, it hurt worse than anything I’ve ever felt. The only thing that made me able to bear it was the pleasure of feeling the stuff peel off….Well, he peeled the beastly stuff right off – just as I thought I’d done it myself the other three times, only they hadn’t hurt – and there it was, lying on the grass: only ever so much thicker, and darker, and more knobbly looking than the others have been. And there I was as smooth and soft as a peeled switch and smaller than I had been.  Then he caught hold of me – I dint like that much for I was very tender underneath now that I’d no skin on – and threw me into the water. It smarted like anything but only for a moment. After that it became perfectly delicious and as soon as I started swimming and splashing I found that all the pain had gone from my arm.  And then I saw why. I’d turned into a boy again.
Going Deeper
1) In worship this week, reflect on the prayer and songs.  Is the hope or focus on earth, on heaven, real life or just the “spiritual” things?  How do we live with hope with a spiritual reality that is has physical implications?

2) Meditate on 1 John 1:5-6.  What does it mean to walk in the light?  What parts of your life are in the dark?  What has been your experience of bringing things from the darkness into the light? How would you be agent in the lives of fellow Christians in bringing their life fully into the life?  What about non-Christians?  What would you focus on?

3) Journal on which aspect of our lives you focus on – your sin or God’s grace?  Which comes first?  Which would John says comes first? 

Appendix – A Portion of an Interview with Tom Wright on Gnosticism from Christianity Today, January 2007.
You put less emphasis on Jesus' claims to be God-come-to-earth, and more on his forceful activity, doing what only God can do.
It is possible to say more or less all the orthodox Christian affirmations, but to join them up in the wrong story. It's possible to tick the boxes that say Trinity, Incarnation, Atonement, Resurrection, Spirit, Second Coming, and yet it's like a child's follow-the-dots. The great story—and after all the Bible is fundamentally a story—we've got to pay attention to that, rather than abstracting dogmatic points from it. The dogmas matter, they are true, but you have to join them up the right way. 

There's a certain kind of modernist would-be orthodoxy, which uses the word God in something like the old Deist sense. He's a distant, absentee landlord who suddenly decides to intervene in the world after all, and he looks like Jesus. But we already know who God is; now I want you to believe that this God became human in Jesus. The New Testament routinely puts it the other way around. We don't actually know who God is. We have some idea, the God of Israel, or of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the Creator God. But until we look hard at Jesus, we really haven't understood who God is.

That's precisely what John says at the end of the prologue: No one has ever seen God; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the father, he has made him known. John's provided an exegesis for who God is. And in Colossians 1 as well, he is the image of the invisible God. In other words, don't assume that you've got God taped, and fit Jesus into that. Do it the other way. We all come with some ideas of God. Allow those ideas to be shaped around Jesus. That is the real challenge of New Testament Christology.

What happened with the Enlightenment is the denarrativization of the Bible. And then within postmodernity, people have tried to pay attention to the narrative without paying attention to the fact that it's a true story. It's the story of Creator God with his world. The great biblical story is fundamentally not like a parable of Jesus, which is true whether or not there was a farmer who had two sons. The overarching story of who Jesus was, the story of God and Israel and the coming of Jesus, has to have a historical purchase on reality. Otherwise, it is colluding with the very Gnosticism it is opposing. This particular story is about the Creator and the real world; it's not about a God who is only interested in our interior reflections or our spiritual progress, the Gnostic worldview.

I've just written a book on the Gospel of Judas. I wanted to write the book because the people who published the Gospel of Judas make the most extraordinary and grandiose claims for it and for the whole worldview of Gnosticism that it represents. They're trying to claim that this worldview beats orthodox Christianity hands down. [They say] orthodox Christianity is boring and dull and miserable and restrictive, whereas Gnosticism is exciting and dynamic and vibrant and countercultural. I'm fascinated at why all sorts of people in America and elsewhere badly want this to be true.

What do you make of the popularity of this stuff?
The Gnostic conspiracy theory says that orthodoxy hushed up the really exciting thing and promoted this boring sterile thing with Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. And of course there's a great lie underneath that. In the second and third centuries, the people being thrown to the lions and burned at the stake and sawed in two were not the ones reading Thomas and Judas and the Gospel of Philip and the Gospel of Mary. They were the ones reading Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Because the empire is perfectly happy with Gnosticism. Gnosticism poses no threat to the empire. Whereas Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John do. It's the church's shame that in the last 200 years, the church has muzzled Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John and turned them into instruments of a controlling, sterile orthodoxy. But the texts themselves are explosive.

But why has Gnosticism become so attractive just now? What is it about our times?
When does Gnosticism flourish? In the middle and late second century, what's just happened? The failure of the second Jewish revolt in A.D. 135. Jewish people who have clung fiercely to their Scriptures, as the desperate side of hope when everything seems to be going wrong, have lost. Then the failure of the Bar Kochba revolt, and Rabbi Akiba himself is killed, and what are you going to do? Well, you can go off and be a pagan. Or, in this wonderfully cynical way, you can take your own Bible and read it upside down. So Cain becomes the hero and Abel becomes the villain. And the God who made the world is a bad god, so you tell the story of the creation of the world as the Fall.

Jewish Gnosticism emerges out of that failure, and is sustained at a time when the imperial power of Rome has stamped on Judaism and is now doing its best to stamp on Christianity. So you say, there is no hope in the world, the world is a dark place run by evil, wicked forces who have no fear of God, no sense of spirituality. Therefore, the only thing is to turn inward.

Now, look at the rise of the great powers in the 20th century and situate the rise of Freudian and Jungian psychology within those movements. People are looking outside, and it's chaos. People are doing awful things. You say there must be very interesting things going on inside. One of Carl Jung's famous sayings was, "Who looks outside dreams; who looks inside awakens." That's 20th-century Gnosticism. When you get the rise of the modern American empire, the post-Holocaust world and all the anomie of modernity, people are asking, "What is it all about?" Gnosticism seems to many people like a place to find something good about oneself in the face of a hostile world.

[Like the second century,] we have neo-paganisms of the Right and the Left. On the Right you've got war and money, Mars and Mammon, calling the shots. If you oppose the necessity of going to war, you're not quite sane. And if you say you've just been offered a job at double the salary but you're going to stay with what you are doing, people will look at you as though you are mad, because the money imperative is just assumed to be all important. It's not just that they disagree or think you're stupid, they just cannot understand what you're talking about.

And the same paganism is on the Left. Obviously sex, the goddess Aphrodite, makes demands. To resist those demands for whatever reason is just assumed to be completely incomprehensible. Somebody falls in love with the wrong person, off they go, and it's just a shoulder-shrugging thing. Of course you've got to do that because this is the imperative, this is what our culture is all about.

How do you see the church's mission in this context?
For generations the church has been polarized between those who see the main task being the saving of souls for heaven and the nurturing of those souls through the valley of this dark world, on the one hand, and on the other hand those who see the task of improving the lot of human beings and the world, rescuing the poor from their misery.

The longer that I've gone on as a New Testament scholar and wrestled with what the early Christians were actually talking about, the more it's been borne in on me that that distinction is one that we modern Westerners bring to the text rather than finding in the text. Because the great emphasis in the New Testament is that the gospel is not how to escape the world; the gospel is that the crucified and risen Jesus is the Lord of the world. And that his death and Resurrection transform the world, and that transformation can happen to you. You, in turn, can be part of the transforming work. That draws together what we traditionally called evangelism, bringing people to the point where they come to know God in Christ for themselves, with working for God's kingdom on earth as it is in heaven. That has always been at the heart of the Lord's Prayer, and how we've managed for years to say the Lord's Prayer without realizing that Jesus really meant it is very curious. Our Western culture since the 18th century has made a virtue of separating out religion from real life, or faith from politics.  When I lecture about this, people will pop up and say, "Surely Jesus said my kingdom is not of this world." And the answer is no, what Jesus said in John 18 is, "My kingdom is not from this world." That's ek tou kosmoutoutou. It's quite clear in the text that Jesus' kingdom doesn't start with this world. It isn't a worldly kingdom, but it is for this world. It's from somewhere else, but it's for this world.

The key to mission is always worship. You can only be reflecting the love of God into the world if you are worshiping the true God who creates the world out of overflowing self-giving love. The more you look at that God and celebrate that love, the more you have to be reflecting that overflowing self-giving love into the world.

�Stanley Grenz et al., Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 56.
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