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First John is one of three letters this apostle wrote in addition to the Gospel of John and 

Revelation. He addresses specific false teaching that is unsettling the church. He wants 

these Christians to know that they know Christ (2:3), which results in fullness of joy.  

 

Summary of the Text 

John wastes no time. He goes to the beginning, calling on Genesis 1:1 when the Word 

was spoken to make our world, that same Word who was there before that beginning 

(Jn. 1:1). But the one the apostles heard, saw, looked upon, and handled was the Word 

of life, Jesus of Nazareth (v1). The life was manifested, and the apostles saw it, bear 

witness to it, and declare this eternal life, which (and who) was with the Father (v2). 

What the apostles saw and heard, they now declare so that those who hear may join 

them in fellowship; this fellowship is with the Father and His Son Jesus Christ (v3). He 

writes so that their joy would be full (v4).  

 

Why John Wrote 

Jesus nicknamed John and his brother James, “Boanerges”, sons of thunder (Mk. 

3:17). These men did not mince words, and James was murdered for it by the sword of 

Herod (Acts 12:2). The book of Hebrews and John’s epistles are the only letters of the 

New Testament that don’t include the author’s name, but early church fathers including 

Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and Tertullian name him. The style of John’s letters 

mirrors his gospel, and he gives an eyewitness testimony: “we have seen with our 

eyes . . . and our hands have handled” (v1). John writes against what became officially 

known as Gnosticism in the second century, the belief that human flesh is defiling and 

matter is inherently evil. The way out of this corrupt world is gnosis, secret knowledge 

for the select wise ones. Cerinthus was a famous leader of the early Gnostics and when 

John heard he was inside a public bath in Ephesus, he turned around saying, “Let us 

fly, let even the bath-house fall down, because Cerinthus, the enemy of the truth, is 

within!” If matter is inherently evil, the Logos would not take a body, nor would God 

Himself create a material world. This is the theological heresy (2:26), but it’s always 

accompanied by unrighteousness (3:7). It’s likely John is writing to Christians in 

Ephesus who are battling the wolves Paul warned them about (Acts 20:29). They are 

deceitful, divisive, and hate the brothers (2:10-11, 19; 3:10-11).   

 

The Word from the Beginning 

The one who made everything at the beginning had a human beginning in Mary’s 

womb, a birth into this world, a baptism of repentance by John the Baptizer, and 

performed His first miracle with human hands. It is one thing to understand that the 

Logos created the heavens and earth, but another thing to see His (possibly) brown 

eyes and ten toes. The beginning of creation, the beginning of your faith (2:13-14), the 

beginning of Jesus’ ministry, are in play. John loves to play and pun, layering meanings 

to make us see more truth as we grow in understanding. For example, John 1:5, he 

uses what seems at first to be an ambiguous word: “the light shines in the darkness, 

and the darkness did not overcome/comprehend it” (Jn. 1:5). Blindness is a theme in 
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the gospel as those who are willfully blind to Jesus constantly fail to overcome Him. In 

this prologue, Jesus was always there, from the very beginning, just as the Father was 

(cf. 2:13-14). He is eternal life, an ever-existing being (v2).  

 

The Word of Life Manifested 

That which always existed was not far removed in creation nor hidden away in the 

person of Jesus. Jesus isn’t simply lively. He doesn’t possess life as something external 

to Himself. He is life: “that eternal life which was with the Father” is Jesus. Everything 

that we associate with life—fertility, fecundity, growth, change, eating, drinking, 

breathing, birthing, laughing, singing, crying, working—are a glimpse of Life Himself. 

That life was manifested. It was lit up like a neon sign in the pitchest black cave where 

you can’t see your hand in front of your face. John piles up sensory experience: heard, 

seen, looked upon, handled with hands. And then again: seen, bare witness, declare; 

seen, heard, declare (vv2-3). God sent His Son, full of the life of the Trinity, to earth. 

That life walked around telling us He was life, bearing and healing our sorrows and 

sicknesses, and then definitively overcoming sin and death on the cross. The old 

covenant was governed by holiness and cleanliness codes, like “don’t touch” (Gal. 4:1-

7). But Jesus abolished them, bringing us into the inner fellowship of the Trinity, so He 

was seen, heard, and touched (Lk. 24:39; Jn. 20:27). We have not seen Him, and no 

one (other than Paul for a blind minute) saw Him after His ascension (cf. 1 Jn. 4:12). So 

something had to happen. 

 

The Word Proclaimed 

Having seen, beheld, and handled, the apostles bear witness and declare the truth 

about Jesus (vv2-3). The vast majority of what you know you know through testimony. 

Someone told you Mars exists, George Washington crossed the Delaware, Japan is an 

island, and the strong force holds the nucleus together. You believe based on reliable 

sources (or not). John is the only apostle not to be executed for his faith, probably 

finishes his days in exile on Patmos (Rev. 1:9). These men, and 70 million men and 

women since, have given their lives for this truth that Jesus was whom He said He was. 

If they hadn’t of crucified Jesus in public, then we wouldn’t be proclaiming it. But they 

did and we are. The foundation of the church was laid on the apostles and prophets, 

their eyewitness testimony and the record you have of it in your hand. But it was better 

that Jesus went away (Jn. 14:12, 16-17, 26). We bear witness, and God uses it.  

 

The Word Received  

John declares so we have fellowship with the disciples (v3). We come to the church 

where our fellowship is with the Father and the Son. We don’t come to the Father apart 

from the Son, and we don’t come to the Son apart from His word. The Bible is the 

prophetic and apostolic word, the word of God. From the Father, through the Son, 

through the Apostles, through the Word which is the Word of God. He writes so their joy 

would be full (v4). Joy is the result of the good news.  

 



That Your Joy May Be Full 
1 John 1:1-4  

 

Emmanuel Church 3.1.2020 | Pastor Jerry Owen 

 

 

 


