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Chapter

1

Introduction to the Epistles of John
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The intention of this book, Walking In Fellowship, is to serve as a general overview and commentary of the Epistles of 1, 2, and 3 John. These texts, often categorized as letters, form the portion of the New Testament known as the General Epistles. This section includes the books of James, 1 and 2 Peter, 1, 2, and 3 John, and Jude. They are known as the General Epistles because they appeal to church in general and not to more specific issues. In fact, there are scholars who classify 1 John as more like a circular letter (intended for a wider audience).

In Chapter 1, we will begin with background and introductory matter to these three epistles. This should help us better understand the issues that are going on. We may never totally understand the circumstances surrounding these three letters, but hopefully this material will help shed light on the Who, What, When, Where, and Why. In the later chapters, this is one of the issues discussed (and as I will argue, the key to understanding these three letters is fellowship and how we can lose that relationship between God and the brethren). Chapter 2 will deal with the meaning of the fellowship word group in Classical Greek and in the NT. Then In Chapter 3, we will examine how fellowship exists in the Christian life. In Chapter 4, we will focus our attention on hindrances or barriers to fellowship. Beginning with Chapter 5, we will begin our introduction and commentary on 1 John, followed by our commentary on 2 John in Chapter 6, and our commentary on 3 John in Chapter 7. We will conclude with a Bibliography and Appendix on the identification of the antichrist and a section on propitiation.

Authorship.

The traditional view holds John the apostle, the son of Zebedee (brother of James), as the author of this book. He and his brother, John, were among the original twelve apostles (Matt 10:1 – 4). James and John, along with Simon Peter, were fishermen by trade (Luke 5:1 – 11). Jesus nicknamed these two brothers Boanerges or “Sons of Thunder” (Mark 3:17, Βοανηργέϛ, meaning sons of thunder or sons of wrath, an Aramaic term). This “surname” may have been given to the son of Zebedee for their anger (as we find in Luke 9:51 – 56) for wanting to call fire down upon the Samaritans (like the prophet Elijah) for rejecting Jesus.​[1] Arguments for John the apostle being the author of the Fourth Gospel are also applicable to him as the author of the Epistles. The simple style and vocabulary points to the same author penning all three letters. There is an emphasis on walking, the truth, light, remaining or abiding in the Father, having the Father and the Son, the new commandment, and joy made full. Let us examine the internal and external evidence for authorship.

Internal Evidence. First, the author claims to be an eyewitness to the life and ministry of Jesus (1 John 1:1 – 3). Second, the tone in all three epistles points towards an apostle (especially in 3 John). Third, the author was a Jewish writer. The 1947 discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls showed scholars that terms in the epistle, originally thought to be Hellenistic Dualism, turned out to be Jewish terminology. This suggests a first century A.D. date of composition. Fourth, the epistles of John are anonymous, as well as the Gospel, so no one should be dogmatic in support or denial of John the apostle being the author. Fourth, the only identification given (from 2 John 1and 3 John 1) is that of ὁ πρεσβύτεροϛ or the elder. There are so many stylistic similarities and common themes (1 John 2:7; 3:11/2 John 5 – 6; 1 John 3:6/3 John 11) as to suggest the same author penned all three epistles.​[2]

External Evidence. One of the great patristic fathers, Irenaeus (who was a disciple of Polycarp, a disciple of the apostle John), wrote in his Against Heresies: “near disciple of the Lord, who also had leaned upon His breast, did himself publish a Gospel during his residence at Ephesus in Asia.”​[3] Irenaeus, who was a bishop of Lyons, was born around 120 A.D. and died somewhere around 200 A.D., would be near to the early church tradition.  Then we have the viewpoint of Papias, who was himself a follower of John the apostle, and the last of the Church Fathers who knew John.

There are extant five books of PAPIAS (ca. 60-130; bishop of         Hierapolis), which bear the title Expositions of Oracles of the Lord.       IRENAEUS (ca. 130-200, bishop of Lyons) makes mention of these as       the only works written by him, in the following words: "These things are     attested by Papias, an ancient man who was a hearer of John and a       companion of POLYCARP (ca. 69-155, bishop of Smyrna), in his       fourth book. For five books have been written by him."  These are the       words of Irenaeus.

But Papias himself in the preface to his discourses by no means declares     that he was himself a hearer and eyewitness of the holy apostles, but he       shows by the words which he uses that he received the doctrines of the       faith from those who were their friends. He says: "But I shall not         hesitate also to put down for you along with my interpretation         whatsoever things I have at any time learned carefully from the elders       and carefully remembered, guaranteeing their truth. For I did not, like       the multitude, take pleasure in those that speak much, but in those that       teach the truth; not in those that relate strange commandments, but in       those that deliver the commandments given by the Lord to faith, and       springing from the truth itself.  If, then, any one came, who had been a       follower of the elders, I questioned him in regard to the words of the       elders,- what Andrew or what Peter said, or what was said by Philip, or       by Thomas or by James, or by John, or by Matthew or by any other of       the disciples of the Lord, and what things Aristion and the presbyter       John, the disciples of the Lord, say.  For I did not think that what was to     be gotten from the books would profit me as much as what came from the     living and abiding voice."  It is worthwhile observing here that the       name John is twice enumerated by him. The first one he mentions in       connection with Peter and James and Matthew and the rest of the         apostles, clearly meaning the evangelist; but the other John he mentions     after an interval, and places him among others outside of the number of       the apostles, putting Aristion before him, and he distinctly calls him       a presbyter.  This shows that the statement of those is true, who say that       there were two persons in Asia that bore the same name, and that       there were two tombs in Ephesus, each of which, even to the present day       is called John's. It is important to notice this. For it is probable that it       was the second, if one is not willing to admit that it was the first that       saw the Revelation, which is ascribed by name to John. And Papias, of       whom we are now speaking, confesses that he received the words of the       apostles from those who followed them, but says that he was himself a       hearer of Aristion and the presbyter John. At least he mentions them       frequently by name, and gives their traditions in his writings. These       things, we hope, have not been uselessly adduced by us."​[4]

According to Eusebius, the church historian, Clement of Alexandria (who was born around 150 A.D. in Athens), also attributed the authorship of the fourth Gospel to the apostle John (Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.14.5-7).​[5] While we may never know for certain if two different men named John wrote the Gospel and Epistles and the book of Revelation, we can confidently say that all five books have an apostolic connection, in some way, with the apostle John. John the apostle may be the same Elder or Presbyter John.

Date. 

The earliest fragment of the Fourth Gospel, John Ryland’s Papyrus dates from between 110 – 125 A.D. and was part of the one hundred fragments (manuscripts) discovered in Egypt. The Gospel of John was written in the first century, copied, and transported to Egypt over time, resulting in the John Ryland's fragment. This would not be enough time if you placed the date of authorship well into the second century A.D. The Patristic authors likewise push the date of composition well into the latter half of the first century A.D. The Epistle of Barnabas (A.D. 90’s) seems to allude to John 1:14. Ignatius also refers to John 12:32 in his Epistle to the Ephesians (between 110 – 118 A.D.), to John 4:10, 11 in his Epistle to the Romans (chapter 7), and to John 3:8 in his Epistle to the Philippians (chapter 7). Justin Martyr, in his Apologia, likewise refers to John’s Gospel. Tatian, in his Diatessaron or harmony of the Gospels (which dates to the second century), includes the Gospel of John. The Muratorian Canon places authorship of the Fourth Gospel to John. Surely if John’s Gospel were of a late date, then these Early Church Father’s would have known this to be true.​[6]

While certain scholars argue that the church historian, Eusebius, talks about two John’s (the apostle and elder John), this in no way denies authorship of the Fourth Gospel to John. This also does not mean that there is indeed a presbyter or elder named John in Ephesus at the same time. There is a good possibility that these two John’s are the same person. The external evidence would seem to favor the apostle John as the author of the Fourth Gospel.​[7]

Audience.

When considering the occasion and background to 1 John, we need to look at specific opponents John was dealing with. First, there seems to be a hint of incipient Gnosticism (not the full-blown sect that we find in the second century A.D.). We know of the great Gnostic, Cerinthus, whom Eusebius writes about. He lived from about 50 – 100 A.D. He may be the liar that John refers to. We know he argued for Jesus becoming the Messiah when the Spirit descended upon Him at His baptism (see Irenaeus, Against Heresies). Second, John was fighting against the incarnation of Jesus, those who denied that Jesus had come in the flesh (not flesh and blood, just a Spirit). Third, there is also an antinomian spirit in 1 John (those who may have rejected there were any rules, as we find in Romans 6). 

Issues.

What issues were these congregations? While there are certain problems specific to 2 and 3 John, there are specific issues that overlap all three letters. Let us give an overview of each of the epistles.

Firstly, the three epistles of John address fundamental beliefs in early Christianity about God, Christ, and the responsibilities of Christians. The author argues that God sent the Son to carry out His purpose through the atoning death on the cross (1 John 4:9; 2:2; 4:10). There is the mention of salvation (1 John 4:14) and the importance of Christian fellowship with God and the brethren (1 John 1:3, 7). These themes are central or “core” teachings which the NT church proclaims (Matt 11:25 – 27/Luke 10:21 – 22; Acts 3:19; Rom 3:25; 8:15 – 17; Gal 4:4; Eph 2:10; Heb 4:15 – 5:10; 9:11 – 10:18).​[8]

Second, in 1 John, he was dealing with incipient Gnosticism, the antinomian faction (no law) and a dualistic world view (followers of Cerinthus – the great Gnostic). There is the antichrist, the one who denies Jesus came in the flesh. There are three terms which describe the heresy or false doctrine in the early church. They are the antichrist (there are in fact many of them), false prophets, as well as liars (1 John 2:18 – 19, 22; 4:1, 3b, 5; 5:10). The opponents appear to have “an affinity with Docetism (δοκεῖν, dokein, “to seem”), a second-century theological trend that, according to Ignatius (d.d. 110 C.E.), disavowed Jesus Christ as “flesh-bearing,” claimed that Christ “merely seemed to suffer,” and rejected the saving significance of Christ’s death.”​[9] Ignatius used this verb to refer to their heretical teaching. Serapion, the bishop of Antioch (190 – 203 A.D.) first used the term Docetic.​[10]

Third, in 2 John, the author addresses the letter to a lady referred to as "elect" or "chosen". Does this refer to the church metaphorically or could it be a lady whose house serves as the place of assembly (as we find in 1 Corinthians 1 or at Philippi in Acts 16)? If it refers to an unnamed sister in the congregation, she must have wielded profound influence (see v 5). There is also a warning against the “deceivers” who have gone out into the world. They appear to be the same group addressed in 1 John. There is the admonition in 2 John 9 bout not receiving the doctrine of those who have denied Christ came in the flesh (vv 8 – 11). There was the docetic branch of the Gnostics (the seemers) who claimed Jesus just seemed to exist. 

Fourth, in the epistle of 3 John, we find the author addresses himself as the “elder” just as Peter does in 1 Pet 5:1 – 2. The author, if it is the apostle John, would be appealing to his apostolic authority as well as his authority as an elder or shepherd in the church. This letter mentions three individuals: Gaius (the recipient), Diotrephes, and Demetrius. There is a Gaius mentioned in Acts 19:29 and 20:4. There is a Demetrius mentioned in Acts 19:24. We do not know if these are the same individuals. John wants Gaius to receive workers, like Demetrius, who has a “good testimony” from the brethren. Diotrephes rejected those like Demetrius. The whole tone of 3 John is that of authority (in a good sense) of the elder. The overall problem is the refusal of hospitality to traveling ministers (like Diotrephes).

Stylistic Features.

There are certain stylistic features which are “common to both the Gospel and Letters” of John. This lends support for the “unity of authorship of the entire corpus.” There are seven literary devices in the entirety of the Johannine corpus. They are antithetic parallelism, genuine antithesis, recapitulation, word parenthesis, anaphora, duadiplosis, and variation.​[11]

The first stylistic feature is antithetic parallelism. This feature is common to Hebrew poetry where “two livens are balanced by opposition or contrast of thought.” For example, in Psalm 1:6, the author states that “Yahweh knows the way of the righteous, but the way of the wicked will perish” (similar examples are Prov 14:20 and 20:9).​[12] In John’s writings, the second line is the “negative of the positive declaration.” An example of this device comes from John 3:18 where John says, “He who believes in Him is not judged; he who does not believe has been judged already ...” (see also John 3:20 – 21; 5:22 – 23; 6:53 – 54; 10:4 – 5; 12:44f.; 15:19).​[13] From the epistle of 1 John, we read: “God is light, and in Him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5).​[14]

Genuine Antithesis.

One aspect about Hebrew parallelism or poetry is that the antithesis is not simply the “reverse of the statement but which joins one concept with its opposite.” Take, for example, the antithetical statement by our Lord in John 3:31: “The one who comes from above is above all; the one who is of the earth is of the earth and speaks from the earth. The one who comes from heaven is above all.” Examples of this feature occur in 1 John 3:7 – 10; 1 John 4:4 – 6; 1 John 5:18 – 19; and 3 John 11.​[15]

Recapitulation.

The third feature we find in John’s writings is that of repetition. The idea of repetition in John is apparent with how he develops a word or phrase in a specific section and then develops this same “word or thought in successive clauses or sentences.” Sin is a word that is introduced in 1 John 3:4a and repeated in 3:5. Compare this with the idea of “old commandment” John mentions in 1 John 2:7 and then refers to new commandment in 1 John 2:8. Compare this with John 3:11 – 12 where John says: “He came to His own, and His own ones received Him not. But to as many as received Him, He gave to them the authority to be children of God, to the ones who believe on His name.”​[16] 

Word Parenthesis.

Word parenthesis, another popular device of John, refers to the “inclusion of a thought unity between the first and last use of the same word.” For example, compare John’s usage of “manifested” at the beginning and end of 1 John 1:2. Notice how John frames 1 John 2:18 where he begins and ends with the phrase, “the last hour,” and between the two phrases he warns against the coming of the antichrist. John also uses parenthesis with “abide” in 1 John 2:27, “love” in 1 John 4:7 – 8, “Son” in 1 John 5:10, and “death” in 1 John 5:16.​[17]

Anaphora.

John is known for his usage of the literary feature anaphora. This term is where you have the “beginning of successive clauses” containing the same word or phrase. For example, we find in 1 John 1:6, 8, and 10 the expression, “If we should say” (the series of conditional clauses). There is also the phrase, “the one who says,” in 1 John 2:4, 6, and 9. There is also the repetition (three times) of “I am writing to you” in 1 John 2:12 – 13 followed by the statement “I wrote to you” in 1 John 2:14. John uses the phrase, “we know,” three times in 1 John 5:18 – 20.​[18]

Duadiplosis.

The term duadiplosis is like the feature recapitulation. Duadiplosis introduces a “new theme by throwing a clause in incidentally at the close of the previous section.” For example, John mentions the phrase, “because He has given us of His Spirit,” in 1 John 3:24 before his warning against trusting the spirits in 1 John 4:1 – 6. In the same manner John refers to “the one who does not love his brother” in 1 John 3:10 before his teaching on the importance of love in 1 John 3:11 – 24.​[19]

Variation.

Roberts says that John uses another sort of “repetition” which is the “use of synonymous words in succeeding passages.” John uses “we have seen” in 1 John 1:1 followed by “we have beheld.” John mentions those who claim to “have fellowship” with the Father in 1 John 1:6 followed by similar expressions in 1 John 2:3 (to “now Him”); to “be in Him” in 1 John 2:5ff.; or to “remain in Him” in 1 John 2:5ff.​[20]
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This chapter deals with the subject of Fellowship with Christ in 1 John. This topic is significant, and I aim to address the subject matter accurately. Most of us within the churches of Christ are familiar with divisions that have occurred over the last two or three decades (and actually going back to over a hundred years) between two camps: one group who believes that fellowship should be limited only to those who are immersed believers, while the other side argues for broadening our fellowship to include all who adhere to the deity of Christ.

The American Restoration Movement of the 19th century had this as their motto or plea (borrowed from 17th century German Reformers): In necessariis unitas, in dubiis libertas, in omnibus caritas (unity in necessities, liberty in doubts, charity in all). The phrase has been fashioned by 17th and 18th century reformer into English as follows: In matters of faith, unity; in matters of opinion, liberality; but in all things charity.”​[21] This motto, which was developed by Peter Meiderlin, was part of a tract he published in 1626 titled, “A Reminder For Peace at the Church of the Augsburg Confessions by Rupertus Meledenius.”​[22]  While I do believe that all who are scripturally immersed are New Testament Christians (brothers and sisters), yet brethren can live and act in such a way to forfeit their salvation, including the sweet fellowship we have in Christ. In this opening chapter, I want to examine the usage of the term “fellowship” in the NT and in subsequent chapters focus our attention on what I believe John is arguing in his first epistle; it is what I like to call, things that can hinder or sever our fellowship between God and man.

Usage of Fellowship in the New Testament

To understand the context and meaning of "fellowship" in the New Testament, we should study the background and context as understood by the NT writers. There are five terms or word groups associated with the concept of “fellowship.” They are: κοινωνία, κοινωνόϛ, κοινωνέω, συγκοινωνόϛ, συγκοινωνέω. Let us look at each of these terms as they occur in Classical Greek and the LXX before exploring its usage and meaning in the NT.

Word Group in Classical Greek. In Classical Greek, this word group refers to an “association” or “partnership.” The philosopher, Plato, used the word κοινωνία to describe: first, the human fellowship that citizens possessed in the Greek society and the idea of community; second, there was fellowship between women and men for co-education; third, there is a fellowship that exists between both “pain” and “pleasure.” This word group refers to secular life to describe business dealings and partnerships, the marriage relationship where the spouses shared everything with each other (including sexual intimacy), and man’s relationship with the divine. Epictetus, a Greek philosopher who lived around 55 – 135 A.D., spoke of religion as “aiming to have koinonia with Zeus.​[23]

Κοινωνία. This term connotes the idea of “communion,” an “association” or “fellowship,” a “close association,” or “sharing things in common.”​[24] According to Liddell and Scott, the Classical meaning was that of “communion,” “fellowship,” or “intercourse.”​[25] It was used to refer to that close bond in marriage, intimately, among Classical writers and the LXX.​[26] This noun form occurs some 19 times in the NT (Acts 2:22; Rom 15:26; 1 Cor 1:9; 10:16; 2 Cor 6:14; 8:4; 9:13; 13:13; Gal 2:9; Phil 1:5; 2:1; 3:10; Phlm v 6; Heb 13:6; 1 John 1:3, 6, 7).​[27]

Κοινωνόϛ. This nominal form describes someone who is a “companion,” a “partner,” or a “sharer” with someone.​[28] Liddell and Scott define this noun as being a “companion, partner, fellow, associate.”​[29] The term κοινωνός was used to describe the business partnership between James, John, and Simon (Luke 5:10). It refers to those who share in the sufferings of Christ (Heb 10:33). Paul warns the Corinthians against the association with demons in pagan temples (the sacrifices made to them that were later eaten, 1 Cor 10:20).​[30] This term appears some 10 times in the NT (Matt 23:20; Luke 5:10; 1 Cor 10:18, 20; 2 Cor 1:7; 8:23; Phlm v 17; Heb 10:33; 1 Pet 5:1; 2 Pet 1:4).​[31]

Κοινωνέω. Liddell and Scott define the verbal form as meaning “to be a partaker, have a share of, to take part in,” or to “have dealings with a man.”​[32] The verb in the NT refers to someone having a share in something or taking part in something, to “fellowship” or “commune.”​[33] The verb occurs some eight times in the NT (Rom 12:13; Gal 6:6; Phil 4:15; 1 Tim 5:22; Heb 2:14; 1 Pet 4:13; 2 John v 11).​[34]

Συγκοινωνόϛ. This related noun is a compound word meaning a “participant” or a “partner.”​[35] According to Liddell and Scott, it describes one who partakes “jointly of a thing.”​[36] Paul used this compound noun in Rom 11:17 to describe the Gentiles, who were grafted on to the tree, as become “partakers” with the root of the natural olive tree. Paul also used this term in Philippians 1:7 in reference to those who had supported Paul, even during his imprisonment, and had become “partakers of the grace with me.” The term appears four times in the NT (Rom 11:17; 1 Cor 9:23; Phil 1:7; Rev 1:9).​[37]

Συγκοινωνέω. This verb connotes a connection with someone or something or participation with someone.​[38] Liddell and Scott give the meaning of “to have a joint share of a thing” or to “partake of a thing.”​[39] Paul uses the verb in Eph 5:11 to remind the brethren that we are not to participate in the “unfruitful works of darkness.” In Phil 4:14, Paul said the brethren at Philippi had taken part or shared with him in his afflictions. John admonished the first century Christians (in Rev 18:11) not to participate in the sins of Babylon the Great (I believe speaks of Rome). This verb occurs only three times in the NT (see above).​[40]

This word group originates from the term, κοινόϛ, meaning “common” or “communal” (see Acts 2:44; 4:32; Titus 1:4). These three passages read as follows:

“Now all who believed were together and had all things in common” (Acts 2:44).

“Now the multitude of those who believed were of one heart and one soul; neither did anyone say that any of the things he possessed was his own, but they had all things in common” (Acts 4:32).​[41]

“To Titus, a true child according to our common faith. Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ our Savior” (Tit 1:4).​[42]

In total, this family of words occurs approximately forty-eight times in the whole NT. As one can clearly see, the Holy Spirit has much to say about the subject of fellowship. In the next chapter, we will look at the distinct types or aspects of fellowship that exists between Christians. Until we properly understand what fellowship is (and is not), we will never be able to restore the close relationship that should exist as a NT church.
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In this chapter, we want to examine the fellowship that exists in the Christian life. We want to focus upon how fellowship is supposed to look in the life of a Christian. Our connection goes beyond social clubs, sporting events, or dinner meetings (though meals can still be part of our fellowship). The fellowship that existed in the NT was much more than this. If our connection with fellow believers does not mirror what we find in Scripture, then we have missed the boat. If we want to claim to be correct doctrinally as the church, then we must put into practice the relationship between God and our fellow brethren.

In the NT, the usage and meaning of fellowship terms centers around the totality of our Christian Walk. The Christian life depicts believers as sharing with one another. There are seven characteristics of fellowship that we will look at in chapter two. They will include the following: first, fellowship in the Christian life as friendship; second, the Christian life as sharing our material blessings; third, the fellowship in the work of Christ; fourth, the mystery of this word fellowship; fifth, the fellowship in the Spirit; sixth, the fellowship with the Son; and finally seventh, the fellowship we have with the Father. Afterwards, we will make concluding remarks that will help us see fellowship as the first century Christians.

Fellowship as Friendship. The Christian life means a sharing of friendship or an abiding of company with others (Acts 2:42; 2 Cor 6:14). “And they continued steadfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, in the breaking of bread and in prayers” (Acts 2:42).​[43] Even before the early church had its organization of overseers or elders at each congregation along with deacons or ministers, we see their fellowship was what used to be referred to as friendship evangelism. While not advocating for or against this method of evangelism (which was popular among evangelism experts over 25 years ago), the truth is you cannot have evangelism without fellowship and fellowship without friendships (personal relationships). I am afraid what we experienced here in America during and after Covid-19 (where congregations had more virtual services and fewer personal contact) has damaged Christian fellowship more than we are willing to admit. In Acts2:46, Luke tells us that the early disciples engaged in each other’s lives daily.

There are certain friendships or relationships that we should avoid. Paul told the Corinthians that “evil companionship corrupts good morals” (1 Cor 15:33). In his second epistle to the Corinthians, Paul warned against believers associating too closely with the pagan community. In 2 Cor 6:14, Paul said: “Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers. For what partnership has righteousness with lawlessness? And what communion (the term for fellowship) has light with darkness?” The problem that was going on at Corinth and other similar cities with pagan shrines would be an acquaintance would invite a Christian to a feast at one of the temples dedicated to a Greek or Roman deity. Whether this was part of trade group partnerships or simply because a co-worker invited you is not the main point of the issue. The main thing was that eating at these feasts was communing (or worshiping) with this god or goddess. Paul took issue with this practice. How can you sit at the Lord’s Supper and commune with Him on Sunday and later in the week dine with this pagan god? Through a proper knowledge with Christ, we can know other believers personally and “fellowship” one with another (1 John 1:3; 4:8 – 21).​[44]

Fellowship as Sharing. The Christian life is a κοινωνία or sharing of our blessings with others (especially with those who are not as well off financially). Paul collected relief for the poor saints at Jerusalem (Rom 15:28; 2 Cor 8:14; 9:13). Paul said the Gentile disciples from Macedonia and Achaia had contributed for the poor saints at Jerusalem. Paul wrote, “For if the Gentiles have shared in their spiritual things, they are indebted to minister to them also in material things” (Rom 15:27). Who had taught those at Macedonia and Achaia the Gospel? The apostle to the Gentiles, Paul himself (a Jewish man by birth). In other words, since they had shared in these “spiritual things” wrought by their Jewish brethren, then the Gentile Christians should share their “material things” with the Jerusalem saints.

The Hebrew writer, in his epistle, spoke about doing good to those who (in this context) were suffering physically and finically because of their faith. “But to do good and share forget not, for with such sacrifices God is well pleased” (Heb 13:16). Paul taught in 2 Cor 9:6 – 7 about sowing and reaping. “He who sows sparingly shall also reap sparingly.” The generosity of the Macedonian Christians served as an example, to those at Corinth, because the Macedonians gave generously out of their poverty (2 Cor 8:1 – 3). The 9-11 tragedy in New York City and in D.C. saw an outpouring of relief aid from all over the country and world. Countries we supported over the years sent relief aid. Relief agencies received goods, including food. The surplus food was sent to Food Banks. This reminds us of Moses’ having to refrain the Israelites from bringing any more treasures to go towards the construction of the tabernacle in the wilderness, Exod 36:1 – 7.

The church should never allow the world to give more than her in any excellent work! We do it for our brothers because we are brethren. But may we never forget to do good to “all men” (Gal 6:10). The responsibility of looking after brothers or sisters in need is taught in 1 John 3:17 -19 and Jas 3:14 – 16. “But whoever has this world’s goods, and beholds his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love of God abide in him?” (1 John 3:17). James framed it this way: “If a brother or sister is without clothing and in need of daily food, and one of you say to them, “Go in peace, be warmed and filled,” and yet you do not give them what is necessary for the body, what use is that?” (Jas 3:14 – 15). We are to “look after” or “care for” the widows and orphans (Jas 1:27).

Fellowship as a Partnership. In the Christian life, there is a κοινωνία which refers to the partnership in the work of Christ. Paul wrote about the partnership he had with those of Macedonia. “For your fellowship in the gospel from the first day until now” (Phil 1:5). Paul thanked the Philippian brethren for their partnership in the work of the Gospel (see Phil 4:14 – 15). “Nevertheless, you have done well that you shared in my distress. Now you Philippians also know that in the beginning of the gospel, when I departed from Macedonia, no church shared with me concerning giving and receiving but you only” (Phil 4:14 – 15).

If the physical support of brethren in need is important as part of our relationship or fellowship, then the support of the Gospel or Great Commission is equally important. Jesus commanded them (as well as us) to “go make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19). It takes money to support the local work and mission work. Yet when we give financial support to a mission point or evangelistic efforts, we are sharing in the furtherance of the kingdom. Paul looked at the Philippians as partners in the hope of the Gospel. It is not Paul’s work or Apollos’ ministry, but it is our shared ministry.

Fellowship as a Mystery. There is an aspect in which Paul describes our fellowship as a “mystery” (Eph 3:9). Paul writes in Eph 3:9, “and to illuminate what is the management (plan) of the mystery having been hidden from the ages in God Who created all things.” The term “mystery” (μυστήριον) refers to a secret. Paul said this mystery had been hidden (ἀποκρύπτω – Perfect Passive Participle). The significance of the use of the perfect participle here is past action with present results (in other words, it had been hidden in the past and continued hidden until now). What was this hidden mystery? That from the beginning of the world, God had concealed the bringing of Jew and Gentile together into one body, but since then God has revealed that He has brought all humankind together into one church, one body (Eph 2:11 – 3:12 is the entire context of this theme). 

Paul also deals with this issue (not as much the hidden aspect of the mystery) over in Galatians 3. There Paul addressed those Judaizing Christians who were trying to make Gentiles convert to Judaism before becoming Christians (see Acts 15:1 – “Except you are circumcised after the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved.”), Paul answers that question with a resounding no! Abraham was justified by faith prior to the sign of circumcision and even the giving of the law (Gal 3:15 – 18; Rom 4:1 – 14). Paul says that “we are all sons of God by faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal 3:26) and that everyone who was “baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves in Christ” (Gal 3:17). Thus, “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female, for we are all one in Christ” (Gal 3:28). If we are in Christ, then Paul says we are also heirs of the promise made to Abraham (Gal 3:29 – back in Genesis 12).

Fellowship in the Spirit. There is a κοινωνία in the Spirit, that is, the Holy Spirit. We may not all understand how He dwells within us and may not all agree in the manner He dwells in us, but the fact is the Holy Spirit living within our hearts is proof of our fellowship (1 Cor 3:16 – 17; 6:19 – 20; Rom 8:9 – 17). In Phil 2:1, Paul wrote, “Therefore if there is any consolation in Christ, if any comfort of love, in any fellowship of the Spirit, if any affection and mercy.” Paul was contending with factions of disharmony in the congregation (according to Phil 4:1 – 3) and he was reminding them that our connection or association in Christ should remove all conflicts. We have Christ as our example (vv 5 – 11) of how to have a servant’s attitude. The Spirit is that which unites us, not divides us in Christ.

In 2 Cor 13:14, Paul closed out this letter by saying, “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion (the word for fellowship) of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” Paul appeals to the unity and harmony of the Deity as an example of unity and harmony among believers. The psalmist wrote, “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brothers to dwell together in unity” (Ps 133:1). The fellowship or communion that exists between believers is not something esoteric or mystical, transcendental, or charismatic, but a relationship that is observable by the fruit of the Spirit growing in our lives (Gal 5:22 – 23). 

Fellowship in Christ. We have a κοινωνία in the Christian life with Christ, the Son of God. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, “God is faithful, through whom you were called into fellowship with His Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (1 Cor 1:9). John said in 1 John 1:3 that we have our fellowship with both the Father and the Son. This type of fellowship described by Paul when Christians participate, as one body, in the Lord’s Supper. “The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not the communion (κοινωνία) of the blood of Christ? The bread which we break, is in to the communion (κοινωνία) of the body of Christ?” (1 Cor 10:16). The word rendered communion in this passage is translated as sharing in certain English Versions. 

The bread and the cup, which stands for Jesus’ body and blood, allows Christians to commemorate and celebrate His atoning death each Lord’s Day (see 1 Cor 11:23 – 30). This weekly observance was based upon the Last Supper which Jesus shared with the twelve on the night in which Judas betrayed the Lord (Matt 26:26 – 30; Mark 14:22 – 26; Luke 22:14 – 23). In another way, we can take part in Christ’s sufferings by undergoing physical tribulations (Philippians 3:10). When we suffer, during our pain, we can rejoice in the fact that we are sharing in the physical sufferings of Jesus (see 1 Pet 4:12 – 14). Paul told Timothy, “Yea, all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Tim 3:12).

Fellowship with the Father. The Christian life is also a κοινωνία with God the Father (1 John 1:3). This fellowship with the Father is reciprocal with the Son and can only take place when we walk in the light (1 John 1:6) – 7). Our fellowship with the Spirit and Son mirrors our relationship with the Father. We simply cannot walk in darkness. John says in 1 John 1:5, “And this is the report which we have heard from the Father, and we are reporting to you, that God is light, and in Him there is not any darkness.” 

Darkness symbolizes sin and evil in Scripture (John 8:12; 12:35; Eph 5:8). The verb, we have heard, is a perfect active indicative and means we have heard it said in the past and still hear it in the present. This verb for hear, ἀκούω, can not only mean “hear” but can also mean “understand” (as in Acts 22:9, where Paul is recounting his conversion and recalls the Lord appearing to him on the Damascus Road; the group that was with him saw the light, but did not “understand” what the voice was saying – as opposed to Luke’s account in Acts 9:7, they heard the voice, but saw nothing). 

We need to learn both how to walk and how not to walk! In Gen 5:24, the text says that “Enoch walked with God.” I wish every child of God showed such faithfulness. Walking with God must be intentional; it does not happen accidentally. Walking with God means the same thing as walking “in the Spirit” (Gal 5:25) or being “led by the Spirit” (Rom 8:13 – 14). Another way of saying this is “walking in the light” (1 John 1:7). As God’s children, we must walk in His ways (Eph 5:1). The psalmist said, “Thy word is a lamp to my feet, and a light to my path” (Ps 119:105). The Christian κοινωνία is the golden chain which binds Christians to one another. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter

4

Hindrances to Fellowship in 1 John


[image: ]




In this chapter, we will examine the hindrances or barriers that stand between Christians and fellowship from 1 John chapter 1. We will look at specific passages from this first chapter and make application of how specific sins can separate us or hinder us from this bi-lateral fellowship between God and man. If we do not have fellowship or a relationship with God, there is no association between us and the brethren. 

John mentions three negative or evil things (in 1 John chapter 1) that can come between our fellowship with God as well as two positive actions that can enhance our fellowship with God. Staying in fellowship with God is conditional upon our obedience to Him. In Matthew 22, the rich young man asked Jesus, "What is the greatest commandment?" He replies, “You shall love the Lord your God ... and you shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Matt 22:37 – 39). Jesus claimed that on these two principles “hang all the law and the prophets” (v 40). Jesus here summarized the covenant given to Moses and Israel at Mt. Sinai. Loving God covers the first four statutes (our relationship to God) and loving our neighbors as ourselves covers the last six (our relationship to the brethren and our fellow man). Fellowship under the old covenant was likewise dependent upon one being faithful to God and how he treated his man. Unfaithfulness to His covenant dissolved one’s fellowship with Him.

There are three sins that can sever our fellowship with God. First, walking in darkness will break our relationship to God. Second, a person who claims to be sinless give up their spiritual connection with God. Third, a believer who is not willing to confess their sins does not receive the forgiveness of their sins and loses that spiritual connection with God. Each of these attitudes will cause us to lose our fellowship with God and are all found in 1 John chapter 1. We will also discuss two positive responses that will broaden our fellowship with God: walking in the light and confessing our sins to each other. Having a personal relationship with God is conditional. It hinges upon our faithful obedience to God.

Walking In Darkness. The first attitude or sin that can separate us from Christian fellowship is walking in darkness (1 John 1:5 – 6). The passage reads as follows:


5And this is the message which we have heard from Him, and we announce to you, that God is light and in Him is no darkness at all. 6If we should say that we have fellowship with Him, and we should walk in darkness, then we lie and do not practice the truth.



Beginning here in1 John 1:6, we have a series of five conditional clauses. According to Rienecker, these conditional clauses have ἐάν in the protasis (the “if” part of the condition) followed by either the aorist subjunctive or the present subjunctive in the apodosis (the “then” part of the condition). In each case, the condition specified is a “supposition which is possible.” It is John saying, “if this should happen.””​[45] In 1:6, we have ἐάν in the protasis (the “if” part of the clause) along with the subjunctive mood and the subjunctive in the apodosis (the “then” part of the clause). The “if we should say” condition occurs in verses six, eight, and ten about a “false doctrine” in the church.​[46]

In verse five, John reminds his audience of the message (ἀγγελία – the message, instruction) which “we have heard” (ἀκούω – a perfect active indicative, past action with present results) from Him. This is a reference to the teachings he, as well as others, had received from the Lord. Back in verse one John mentioned the things he and others had heard “from the beginning.” Is this referencing the beginning of Jesus’ public ministry or hinting at John 1:1 (“In the beginning was the Word,” which points back to Gen 1:1)? I would like to think it has reference to Jesus being in the beginning with the Father but could reference to the beginning of His teaching and preaching. This is what John proclaims to them (ἀναγγέλλω – present active indicative). The truth John proclaims is that God is light and there is no darkness in Him. Jesus claimed to be the light: “I Am the light of the world; he who follows Me shall not walk in darkness but shall have the light of life” (John 8:12). Walking in darkness (the deeds of the world) was their former walk in life, but now we are to “walk as children of light” (Eph 5:8).

The phrase, “if we say,” is a second aorist active subjunctive first person plural (from εἶπον, the second aorist of λέγω). It is a third-class condition or commonly known as a future more vivid (showing a more probable condition taking place in the future). The conditional sentence consists of ἐάν in the protasis and a verb in the subjunctive mood. If the claim is that we are in the light, but we practice darkness, then we are liars (ψεύδομαι – to lie, deception by lying, present active indicative). Paul said we are not to “participate in the unfruitful works of darkness” (Eph 5:11). Claiming to be in fellowship with Christ while walking in darkness makes believers into liars. Liars will have their part in the “lake of fire” (Rev 21:8). Liars are not practicing the truth. One needs to consider the penalty of a false prophet (Deut 18:18 – 22). If they spoke to mislead the people or led people astray, they were worthy of death. While one could argue that nothing false was taught, yet spiritual deception was based on the manner of life or our example. No one can say when they are sinning. ‘I am only hurting myself.’ You are leading people astray by your example. Paul wrote in 1 Cor 11:1, “Be imitators of me, just as I also am of Christ.” 
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