Let’s pray:

Dear Lord, please would you illuminate this, your word to us, this morning through the power of your Holy Spirit we pray, Amen.

John makes a striking start to his letter – there is no small talk here, he has a very particular purpose in mind, and is keen to establish what that is from the outset. Within the first two verses, John has begun by testifying to the life of Jesus – he wants to be very clear that he is not talking about a concept, or repeating hearsay, but he is emphasising that this is a testimony of truth. The word for ‘testify’ is a word also used to describe bearing witness. And, as a witness, he talks of the personal experience that he has had, the senses which will all be part of his statement – his hearing, ‘we have heard’; his sight, ‘we have seen with our eyes’; and even his touch, ‘our hands have touched’. And this testimony is brought so that John might proclaim to others this truth. Jesus is real!

And here, we have one of those moments that I find immensely challenging – it is unlikely to be something that is new to you, but for me it was certainly very timely! The word ‘proclaim’ that John uses here is ‘apaggello’ in Greek, and it can also be translated ‘to bring tidings’ or ‘to report’. The phrase ‘bring tidings’ seems a little dated in this day and age – in fact, I can only think of one time of the year when we do regularly talk about bringing tidings – in fact we even sing it… It’s Christmas of course… the angels brought tidings to the shepherds, and we also refer to the prophecies of good tidings in Isaiah, such as Isaiah 40:9… 

‘You who bring good tidings to Zion, go up on a high mountain. You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up your voice with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, "Here is your God!"’
…and, of course, we sing: ‘O tidings of comfort and joy’!

John is bringing us ‘good tidings’ – he is proclaiming ‘the eternal life’ – Jesus – His very existence… And why does he do this? ‘So that you also may have fellowship with us.’ This word fellowship is the Greek word ‘koinonia’ which is also used to refer to community, to communion, a joining together of people with a shared bond. John is bringing his tidings for a purpose. Now I too know that Jesus is real, how do I feel about sharing these tidings? 

I’m happy to tell people about my faith in Jesus, that they should know that Jesus is important to me, but it is easy for me to lose sight of the motives for doing so. In our culture, many of us have been put off sharing the gospel because it can seem like we are shoving it down people’s throats, or up their noses. We may have been put off by people who have been proclaiming death first, life later – death and hell is where you are heading, and death is what you deserve, so turn around and put to death your life and you might be lucky enough to get eternal life. And whilst that is kind of true, John is careful to put it the other way around. He begins with ‘Life’ – he speaks of how ‘The life appeared…’ and says… ‘We proclaim to you the eternal life’. He doesn’t ignore the cost of sin and lies, far from it – but he doesn’t start there. His glad tidings are ‘Life’, to all who will listen.

And so John’s cry of ‘Life’ is in order that others might join him in this koinonia – this intimate community of faith, but again, this is not an intimate club centred around the personality of John – ‘come be part of my gang…’ because John knows well that it is not his gang. He says, I long for you to have fellowship with us. AND our fellowship is with the Father and with His Son, Jesus Christ. If it is anyone’s gathering, it is God’s gathering, not John’s.

Since moving to this area, I have joined a choir and am loving it. Another of my friends had been desperate to join a choir, but it is quite a costly business and something that she was not at the time able to cover. However, one of her friends, who knew of her need, sent her a gift of money in order to cover the cost of joining. What a lovely thing! And so, although this is not a perfect analogy for me, what John is saying is a little like this: 

Imagine knowing that rather than a choir, there was a community that you actually needed to join, that would change your life forever, but you would never be able to pay that cost. What if, rather than for a year, someone stepped up to pay for you to join, but it cost them everything. Realising that your life has changed forever in a good way, you might want to invite your friend to join (but again, you couldn’t even cover the cost of your own joining…). And it is at this point that I discover that because I am in community as the result of the gift of another, this is never about me – it is about others coming into fellowship with the giver of the gift – the gift of life. And so John proclaims ‘Life has entered the world’ and this brings him and us joy. ‘Our’ joy is communal now, it is ‘ours’, it is not individual, and it is complete. Do I feel like that about sharing the gospel? Do I feel like I’m inviting people to join my gang? Or do I have a real sense that I am inviting them to join something bigger, to join me in my fellowship with God – to share a common purpose a common joy in His presence? 

It is interesting at this stage that John uses imagery that is now very familiar to us – the imagery of light and dark to denote God and all that is not God, good and evil, but also truth and untruth. Having the life that God gives has to be lived in truth, because God is absolute – He is life and not death, He is light and not dark – ‘God is light and there is no darkness at all’. John seems to be conscious that in bringing good tidings of life and inviting others to join the community of faith, some will suggest that they are already there, that they have no need of such fellowship, that they are in no need of rescuing from any darkness, and most particularly no need of rescue from any sins. John says, ‘If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.’ The wonderful thing about light is that it dispels dark, but this means that there are no shadows to hide in – this can be tremendously comforting, or can make one feel very exposed. 

And this is why it was so important for John to talk first about God being life, because we are exposed in the light so that we can be freed from any vestiges of sin and death in order to have God’s wonderful life. So that we can keep walking, keep progressing, so that we might know the difference between darkness and light. God does not expose us to His light in order to humiliate us and abandon us to death. But to remind us what we are missing! However, it is always our choice where we choose to walk, whether we choose to step into and to keep walking in His light, to allow God to shine His light into those areas of our lives that we would rather place in shadow. That is why we confess each Sunday in each other’s presence, because we need reminding that this is why Jesus came – to forgive us and to free us to walk in His light. To choose life and light over death and darkness. And New Year can be a great time to ask God to shine His light afresh into our lives, to commit to walking in His light and His truth once again. It might also be a good time to pray afresh for God to prompt us as to whom He might be wanting us to invite to join this fellowship of faith – not so they can be part of our gang, but to be gathered into the presence of God the Father and Jesus the Son through the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Let’s pray:

Have some quiet… 

Holy Spirit we pray that you would shine your light upon our hearts, and give us courage to walk into the New Year with you beside us, in the light of your truth. Amen. 

