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1 John 1:1-2:2 and John 20:19-31
The Precise Message for the Whole World
The scholars don’t know who wrote the little book of 1 John in the back of the Bible and the big Gospel of John at the heart of the New Testament.  Some think it was the same person who wrote both, others argue that they were different people.  Some think it was Jesus’ disciple John, his beloved disciple, others argue that it can’t be.  Here is what I know for sure.  1 John, our epistle lesson today, is an incredible book that reveals the very heart of the Christian message and it grasps me and holds me with a depth of insight and breadth of application I find astounding.  
I don’t feel like preaching on Thomas and his doubts about an executed criminal being the voice of God; much less being raised from the dead.  I am not inspired to talk about Jesus coming into the midst of his fearful disciples, all afraid that if Jesus has come back from the dead, he’s coming for revenge on them for running when the going got rough.  No!  And I am not going to talk about how three times in this short Gospel passage Jesus attempts to calm their fears by saying “Peace be with you.”  It was hard for them to believe Jesus wasn’t angry with them.  They felt very guilty and ashamed.  Jesus may have been innocent but they knew they were not.  Maybe they secretly felt they deserved to be punished and so they hid behind closed doors.  But I don’t want to talk about any of this.  I want to talk about something way more important.
Many years later, after the death and resurrection had time to do its work on their hearts, some of these same disciples or their followers wrote the little book of 1 John.  It begins, “We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life.”  Something has happened that was planned from the beginning and we have heard about it; we have seen it with our own eyes, we have looked at it and touched it.  Do you think this refers to Thomas touching Jesus’ wounds; thrusting his hand into Jesus’ side?  Our text from the gospel of John says they were all there when this happened.  
This event, planned from the beginning, concerns the “word of life”.  The “word of life”, what a powerful phrase!  Who or what is the “word of life”?  Is John thinking the “word of life” is the Bible?  No, I don’t think so.  He is thinking of Jesus.  Jesus himself is “the word of life”.  In our violent and death dealing world Jesus is the “word of life”.  
But the sentence doesn’t end here.   The writer continues, “This life was revealed, and we have seen it and testify to it.”  This life, so unique and disclosing of truth, was lived by the crucified and risen One.  We are not following some abstract idea existing in a philosopher’s head, nor a ghost floating two inches above the earth and drifting in and out.  No, we have been impacted by a real person who lived and the disciples saw him and knew him.  The life of following Jesus takes us into this world and works in the context of ordinary human lives.  It is not designed to be other-worldly.   The writer says we are telling you about the eternal life that was with the Father and was revealed to us.  “The eternal life” is another way of talking about Jesus who was in complete connection to God.  There was no rivalry between Jesus and God. They worked together seamlessly and have been doing so for ever.  And now after all these years of being impacted by the resurrection of Jesus, of seeing how he has changed the way they think and view themselves and all of life, they can see how Jesus is the very expression of God.  
They say “we want to share this news with you.”  It’s why “we declare to you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have fellowship with us.”  We want you to be one of us, “and truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.”  Can you hear how the writer is struggling to convey this sense of “we’ve got something here that is wonderful?”  It is life giving and life changing and we want you to be part of it too.  “Truly our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.”  This is not just ordinary assemblage.  There is something going on here that is beyond that.  I think this is true for us too also.  Somehow we are getting a glimmer of fellowship rooted in the relation between the Father and his Son Jesus Christ.  There is something special happening here that points beyond us to God’s spirit.  And now suddenly, for the first time in this little book of 1 John, Jesus Christ is named directly.  Now we know without a doubt that Jesus is “the word of life”, the “eternal life” that was with the Father.  
This whole thing has been about Jesus.  We are a Jesus church.  He is the one we follow.  In fact, this whole passage was written to lure all of us into a deeper relation to Jesus.  It is the same purpose that caused the gospel of John to be written according to day’s lectionary reading where it says, “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”  

Believing in him yields life.  We know this.  We are discovering it.  This is what we want to share with more people.  Our interest in expanding is not fundamentally about growing our church.  It is about pointing toward that which gives life. 
And this desire for expansion is all done out of joy; not duty, fear or guilt.  The writer makes it clear that it is his own self-interest that motivates him.  As he says, “We are writing these things so that our joy may be complete.”  The whole thing is driven by joy.  Can you beat that?  Isn’t that what we have always wanted; a life of profound purpose, driven by joy?

So far we haven’t arrived at the precise message that generates such joy but we are about to.  Are we ready?  “This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no darkness at all.”  God is light and in him there is not darkness at all!  Do we believe that?  Can this be true?  God has no dark side!  There is nothing there to fear.  God is transparent with no shadow.  Can it be that there is no ambivalence, ambiguity, retribution, or darkness in God?  This is the pinnacle of Christian insight revealed on the cross and confirmed in the resurrection.  This is what Jesus came to live out before us.  From this mountain peak of insight we know that all experiences of a darkness in God; of divine wrath or violence, are idolatrous.  They are projections thrown unto God by us humans but they do not come from God.  They come from us.  The Hebrew scripture expressed it by saying “YHWH is merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love.”  And then Jesus went beyond that by living it out before us.   
Coming off that mountain we find that, “If we say that we have fellowship with him while we are walking in darkness, we lie and do not do what is true.”  Fellowship with Jesus precludes anything that engenders fear, threatens violence, or uses coercion.  Such things are evidence of walking in darkness and cannot be reconciled with being in fellowship with Jesus.  Any exclusion where I am in because you are out comes from a place of darkness.  If we think fellowship can include such things we lie and do not know what is true.

While the writer begins his paragraph in a somber tone, he does not conclude there.  With joy flowing from his pen he writes, “But if we walk in the light as he himself is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all evil.”  To walk in the light is to live knowing that God’s love shines upon us with forgiving radiance, making it possible for us to forgive each other.  When we can forgive one another we have light-transfused fellowship.  This light isn’t just for us.  It’s for the whole world.  Amen.
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