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GOSPEL FOUNDATIONS
THE JOY OF BIBLICAL FELLOWSHIP
1 John 1:1-10
INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _GoBack]Today we’re continuing our series on Gospel Foundations as we look at how the gospel shapes the day-to-day disciplines and practices in our church. Last week we examined what we call “sharing evidences of grace”. This is the practice of identifying and communicating how you see God at work in the life of another believer. It’s about learning to see people differently, and learning to speak to people differently. We learn to see people through the lens of the cross, not primarily as sinners but as saints, as those who are chosen and precious and washed clean by the blood of Jesus. And through that lens, we learn to speak to people with encouragement. 
Today we’re going to examine a practice that is related to sharing evidences of grace but distinct from it. We call it “Biblical Fellowship”. Many of you have probably used the word “fellowship” before. You may know it as the thing we do when the service is over and people start to mingle and catch up with one another. That’s a common way of viewing fellowship. It’s basically church socializing. That’s why churches build “fellowship halls” and have “fellowship meals”. Church socializing is a good thing, but it’s not biblical fellowship. 
Others may know fellowship as what you do in a small group. It’s where you study the Bible together in one another’s homes, or where you share about your burdens and ask people for their counsel and prayers. Those are both wonderful things, and we do both of those things in our small groups at Sovereign Grace, but they’re not biblical fellowship either. 
This is important for us to understand, because we tend to think that fellowship is when people are being open and vulnerable about their struggles. That can be the case, but not necessarily. Sharing can lead to fellowship, but it isn’t fellowship. The same is true of counseling. Fellowship may include elements of sharing and counseling, but neither of them capture the true essence of biblical fellowship. 
So what is biblical fellowship? Today we’re going to look at one of the main passages in the New Testament about biblical fellowship. It’s found in the Apostle John’s letter called 1 John. The Apostle John wrote a significant part of the New Testament. He wrote the fourth Gospel, and he wrote three letters. In all the books that he wrote, he only used the word “fellowship” four times, and all four usages are found in our text today. 
This isn’t the only place in the New Testament that we can learn about biblical fellowship, but it is one of the most significant. If we are to practice biblical fellowship, we need to understand these verses. That’s what we’re going to try to do today. 
The title of this sermon is The Joy of Biblical Fellowship. 
We will have three points today:
(1) Fellowship Involves Testifying
(2) Fellowship Involves Obeying
(3) Fellowship Involves Confessing

(1) FELLOWSHIP INVOLVES TESTIFYING
John wrote this letter out of concern over false teaching. There was a faction of people that had broken away from the Christian faith and claimed to possess special revelation that was required to enter into a relationship with God. They were making all sorts of claims, including denying that Jesus was the Christ, and saying that Jesus’ death wasn’t necessary for the forgiveness of sins. What made them so dangerous was that they were still claiming to be Christians. They were wolves dressed in sheep’s clothing, and they were threatening the faith and confidence of the early church. 
The Apostle John was understandably concerned about this. The church was still in its infancy, so John was zealous to guard it. Like a protective father, he was eager to keep the church from being kidnapped by false teaching. In order to do that, he needed to remind them of his credentials. 
That’s what he’s doing in verses 1-2. He reminds them that he was one of the original disciples who had walked with Jesus since the earliest days of his ministry. He had heard Jesus with his own ears, seen Jesus with his own eyes, and touched Jesus with his own hands. If anyone was qualified to talk about who Jesus was and what Jesus did, it was John.
That’s what he does in verse 1. John describes Jesus as being the “word of life” in verse 1. This is an interesting title because we don’t usually call people a “word”. We use words to convey messages, messages that are communicated through letters and syllables. But here, John is telling us that Jesus himself is the “word of life”. Jesus is God’s life-giving message to the world, the revelation of who God is and what God has done to save sinners like us. 
In verse 2, John has two more things to say about Jesus. He calls Jesus “the life (that) was made manifest”. Jesus is the “word of life”, and Jesus is the “word of life made manifest”. He came into the world and made himself known so that we could see and hear and touch God’s message for ourselves. 
Verse 2 also calls Jesus “the eternal life”. This word of life had no beginning. When he was made manifest, he did not come to being. He always has been. He has no beginning and no end. He is eternal life, and he gives eternal life to those who believe in his name. 
John’s saying that you don’t need special knowledge to come to God, but you do need to have right beliefs about Jesus. Jesus is the word of life, Jesus is the manifested life, and Jesus is the eternal life.
Now notice what he does with these truths about Jesus in verse 2. He says he will “testify to it and proclaim to you the eternal life.” Again in verse 3, he says “that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you.” John’s not just hoarding all this knowledge about Jesus for himself. He’s actively sharing it and persuading others to believe it. He’s testifying to it and proclaiming it. For what purpose? Verse 3: “…so that you too may have fellowship with us”. 
In other words, biblical fellowship begins with biblical beliefs about Jesus. People can’t have fellowship if they believe different things about who Jesus is and what Jesus came to do. That may sound obvious, but we can’t ignore it because it’s so fundamental. 
It reminds us that we can’t just have fellowship with anyone. Enjoying a good meal with friends around the dinner table is not fellowship. Going on a trip and sharing a special experience with someone is not fellowship. Fellowship is a distinctly Christian experience that can only be experienced between Christians. 
But what is it that we experience when we have fellowship? The Greek word for “fellowship” is koinonia, which was actually a common word used to describe the intimacy of marriage in the ancient world (BDAG). It implies a close relationship that comes from sharing life together. It’s a personal relationship of the highest order between people who believe and love the same things. 
That’s why sharing a meal, or going on a special trip can feel like fellowship. Two people are sharing their love for the same thing. It’s been said that lovers love face-to-face. They’re absorbed in one another. Friends, on the other land, love side-by-side. They’re absorbed in something outside of themselves, like beautiful art, or a stunning scene, or a good movie. But as they enjoy it, they’re enjoying it together as companions, and that shared experience knits them closer together. 
Biblical fellowship is just like that, except we’re not just admiring a painting or a film. We’re admiring Jesus. We’re standing side-by-side as companions, beholding the beauty and glory of Christ together. And when we do, our hearts are knit together as we realize that we share the same love for Jesus. That’s the heart of biblical fellowship. 
One of the most beautiful expressions of biblical fellowship is singing together in worship. When we’re singing together, we’re not just expressing our delight in Jesus. We’re expressing it together. We’re singing to God, but we’re also singing to one another as we use our voices to proclaim what Jesus has done for us through song. 
True corporate worship isn’t just singing with our mouths. It’s singing with our ears. As we sing, we listen to the singing around us as a reminder that we’re not alone in our devotion to Christ. We’re delighting in him together with those who are around us. And as we do that, our hearts are knit together in fellowship. 
This is without a doubt one of the greatest losses the church has suffered during this pandemic. We can’t hear each other’s voices. We can try to imagine it, but it’s just not the same. We’re not having fellowship with one another in the same way as we would if we were gathered together physically. Singing together is one of the things I’m most looking forward to doing with all of you again when we’re finally able to meet in person, so that we can have fellowship with one another through song. 
One thing we can do together is speak to one another. Speech can lead to fellowship as well. That’s what the Apostle John did. He proclaimed what he had seen and heard through speech so that the believers he was writing to could have fellowship with him. 
That’s been one of my great joys during this pandemic. As I’ve connected with many of you over the last few weeks, I’ve heard over and over again that “God is faithful. He’ll take care of us. He knows what he’s doing. He’s in control.” My heart rises when I hear you say that. It rises to God, and it rises to you, because we’re having fellowship with one another. You’re delighting in the Lord, and I’m delighting in him right beside you.  
That’s biblical fellowship, and it’s a wonderful thing. It’s a simple thing, but it’s often the simplest things that are the most wonderful. John actually writes in verse 4 that “we are writing these things so that our joy may be complete.” Biblical fellowship is a joy. It’s a joy to proclaim what you believe about Jesus, and it’s a joy to see others share in that joy through fellowship. 
What you say doesn’t have to be long or complicated in order to experience fellowship.  You could talk about his forgiveness, or his grace, or his faithfulness, etc. Whatever it may be, there is joy in speaking about God, and there is joy in listening to others speak about God as we stand side-by-side in awe of the one who has saved us. 

(2) FELLOWSHIP INVOLVES OBEYING
That’s how we enter into fellowship. We have fellowship by sharing a common faith in Christ that is communicated through our words. But before that happens, something else needs to happen first. This leads to our second point: Fellowship involves Obeying. 
In verse 5, John says that the essence of the message that he heard from Jesus and now proclaims to them is that “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all.” This picture of light and darkness is one of John’s favourite metaphors to describe the two possible paths one can take in life. If you walk with Christ, you walk in the light. If you don’t walk with Christ, you walk in the darkness. 
Now, on one level, John is saying that if you believe in Jesus, you’ll walk in the light and have fellowship with God. But that’s not all there is to it, because walking in the light is not just a matter of belief. In fact, verse 6 warns us that we can say that we have fellowship with God while not knowing him at all. He says, “If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth.” 
What does it mean to “walk in darkness”? Verse 6 gives us a clue. Notice the last phrase. It says that those who are in the darkness “ do not practice the truth” (NIV: “Do not live out the truth”). Truth isn’t just about what you know. It’s about what you do. There’s a practical angle to truth that is meant to shape how we live. 
So if we say we believe the truth without practicing the truth, we’re still in darkness. John’s talking about unrepentant sin. If we sin without repentance, if we don’t practice what we preach, it doesn’t matter if we say that we have fellowship with God. We’re still in darkness.  
Walking in the light doesn’t just mean believing in Jesus. It means obeying Jesus. It means turning to Jesus in faith and repentance. That’s why verse 7 says that we must “walk in the light, as he is in the light.” Jesus is the light, but he has also created a path of light for us to follow. If we are to walk with him, we must walk in the light as he is in the light if we are to have fellowship with him. 
Now here’s the key insight into biblical fellowship. Notice the result of walking in the light in verse 7. John says, “But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another”. That’s a little strange, isn’t it? He was just talking about fellowship with God. Why is he now talking about fellowship “with one another”? 
It’s because fellowship with God and fellowship with one another are inseparable. They’re two sides of the same coin. We don’t just see that here. We saw that earlier in verse 3 as well. John wrote, “that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you too may have fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.” 
If we are to have fellowship with God, we must have fellowship with one another. If we are to have fellowship with one another, we must have fellowship with God. 
In his commentary on 1 John, Colin Kruse writes,
“There is no real fellowship with God which is not expressed in fellowship with other believers.” 
What verse 7 has done is it has exposed the myth of the church-less Christian. You may have heard of them. They’re people who say they believe in Jesus but they no longer believe in the church. For some of them, it’s because they’re too busy. For others, it’s because they’ve been too hurt. Whatever the case, they’ve chosen to exist as independent islands of spirituality apart from the rest of the body.
Verse 7 says that they’re a myth, because they don’t actually exist. There’s no such thing as a church-less Christian, because if you don’t care about the church, you’ve shown that you don’t care about Christ, because Christ is the head of the church. Christ is so closely associated to the church that he calls the church both his body and his bride. You can’t love Christ if you don’t love his body. You can’t love Christ if you don’t love his bride. 
True fellowship with God must result in true fellowship with other believers. If you lose one, you lose the other. Remember what Jesus said to Saul on the Road to Damascus. Paul was persecuting the church, but Jesus said, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting me?” Just as persecuting the church is persecuting Jesus, abandoning the church is abandoning Jesus. 

(3) FELLOWSHIP INVOLVES CONFESSING
But you may ask, “How is that possible? How can I commit myself to people who are likely going to hurt me?” Or if you’re one of these so-called church-less Christian, you may be asking, “How can I re-commit myself to people when I’ve been hurt so much?” This leads to our final lesson about biblical fellowship: Fellowship Involves Confessing. 
John knew that believers would sin against one another. He knew that they would say things and do things that would hurt their fellow believers. That’s why he follows his word about fellowship with a word about sin. In verse 7, he says, “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 cleanses us from all sin.” 
The only way we can have true, lasting fellowship with other people is if the blood of Jesus cleanses us from all sin. We need to be freed from the power of sin, and we need to be freed from the presence of sin if we are to stay in fellowship with one another. 
That doesn’t mean that we stop sinning once we become Christians. In fact, John says in verse 8 that, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” Sin is an ever present reality in our lives, including the lives of believers, and it will be until the day that we die. But by the grace of God, he has made a way for us to be cleansed, not just from some sins, not just from long forgotten sins, but from all sins. He washes away the ugly stain of our guilt and shame and makes us white as snow. 
John is telling us that the faithful practice of biblical fellowship is only possible if it is built on a gospel foundation. If the gospel isn’t central in our church and in our relationships, there’s no way that we’re going to be able to have fellowship with one another over the long haul, because we’re going to disappoint one another. We’re going to hurt one another. The only way we’re going to stay in fellowship is by learning to forgive one another, and the only way we’re going to be able to forgive one another is to remember how God has forgiven us through the cleansing power of the cross. 
Again, Colin Kruse writes,
“Walking in the light does not mean that those who do so never sin, but that they do not seek to hide that fact from God.”
We might add that they don’t seek to hide that fact from others either. According to verse 9, we are to “confess our sins”. Confession of sin isn’t spoken of very often in the New Testament, but when it is, it’s always referring to public confession and not just private confession. When people were coming to John the Baptist to be baptized in Mark 1, they did so confessing their sins. When the Ephesian converts repented of their sorcery and witchcraft in Acts 19, they burned their books and confessed their sins publicly. And when James speaks of confession in 5:16, it says, 
“Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.” 
The same is likely true here in verse 9. John’s talking about confessing our sins to one another. He’s talking about believers meeting together in fellowship and being open and transparent about their sins. 
The Bible never says that we have to confess to other people in order to be forgiven, but God gives us special grace in our lives when we do. We enjoy a freedom and a cleansing that we wouldn’t otherwise have if we just kept our sins to ourselves. 
John describes this in verse 9. He says that God is “faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” All of our forgiveness and cleansing was secured at the cross. But sometimes, the experience of that forgiveness and cleansing isn’t fully known until we confess our sins to others. 
That may be why some of you constantly live under a burden of guilt and shame. You’ve never confessed your sins to anyone. You’ve never opened up your life to others in transparency and honesty. Perhaps that’s because you’re proud. Or perhaps it’s because you’ve never been part of a church where the gospel is truly central.
Maybe confessing your sins in the past would have resulted in shame and embarrassment. Maybe confessing your sins would have resulted in judgment from others. Maybe confessing your sins would have resulted in you being disqualified to serve. And so, you’ve tried your best to make it seem like everything was fine. You show up at church with a smile on your face and pretend that everything’s fine, and that there’s nothing to see here. 
That’s not what a church that is built on the gospel produces, because if the gospel is truly central, it turns us into the kinds of people who respond to the sins of others in a radically different way. Rather than respond with self-righteousness and judgment, we learn to respond with mercy and compassion, because we know that we’re just sinners saved by grace. 
Confession happens in churches where the gospel is central, because they believe the truths about God in verse 9. They believe that he is faithful, that he will keep his promise to forgive those who come to Christ. And they believe that he is just, because the punishment we deserve has already been satisfied on the cross. 
I think it was Matt Chandler who said that one of the ways you can tell if people really believe the gospel is if they confess their sins to one another. Would you not want to confess your sins if you knew that you would be met with compassion and grace? And would you not want to confess your sins if you knew it would finally free you from your burdens of guilt? 
If we are to be people who walk in the light, we can’t be people who cover up the darkness of our sins. Light exposes what is in the darkness. But the wonderful thing about the light of Christ is that his light doesn’t just expose what’s in the darkness. It swallows up what’s in the darkness, so that we carry those burdens no more. 

CONCLUSION
Do you believe this? Do you believe that Christ could actually bring you out of darkness and into his marvelous light? Do you believe that he could wash away all your sin and shame and cleanse you from your unrighteousness? I testify and proclaim to you that this is true. There is forgiveness because the word of life became the manifested life to give eternal life to those who repent and believe. I tell you this because I want you to have fellowship with us. I tell you this so that you can look upon Jesus along with all of us as the Saviour and lover of your soul.  
Forgiveness from God is only found in the death of God’s Son. It’s in the name of Jesus alone that we are saved. So come to him, turn to him as your refuge and strength, and the blood of Jesus will cleanse you from all sin. 
If you’re a believer, then God calls you to practice and enjoy biblical fellowship. We want to become people who regularly and naturally share about God’s work in our lives. We want to become people who are open and honest about our sin struggles, and we want to become people who know how to bring the comfort of the gospel to those who are confessing their sins. 
This isn’t natural. It’s something that needs to be observed, and it’s something that needs to be practiced. We learn through imitation, and we learn through experience. That’s one of the reasons why we have our TAGs. Our TAGs are where we practice biblical fellowship, and where we enjoy biblical fellowship, so that we can bring this wonderful practice into the lives of those around us.
So if you’re not part of a TAG, I encourage you to join one, especially in this season when all you need to do is click on a link and you’re there. If none of the TAGs seem to be the right fit, let me know. We want to do whatever we can to put you in a context when you can enjoy biblical fellowship, and learn to have biblical fellowship with others. 



