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When I was in college, I attended a bible study group on campus.   Part of my 

motivation, of course, was that a girl I liked was part of that group.  It 

was structured in levels and so I was not with her because I was in a 

beginner’s class.   

The class was focused on sanctification and justification, which are certainly 

meaty topics to discuss.  We were asked to read the scriptures we were 

given out loud and then discuss them.  But every time I read from my 

Revised Standard Version bible, the moderator would thank me and 

then lightly “correct” it with his version, which irritated me.  Not that 

his version was radically different, but it wasn’t always the same. 

Then we would “discuss” the topics, which really were more dictate than 

discuss.  You could give your own interpretation—as long as it matched 

theirs. 

Now all denominations have their own doctrines and catechisms, but the 

way this group did it somehow seemed more subversive.  More like 

they had the inside track on what the bible really said and had an 

atmosphere of feeling spiritually superior to and separate from those 

on the “outside”; a focus on this world only to get people to focus on 

the next world.  At least that’s how I perceived it. 

I stopped attending after two classes. 

I was reminded about when I read today’s epistle lesson from the First Letter 

of John and being set off as special.  We also have the very short 

Second and Third Letters of John, though we never hear from them in 

our lectionary cycle.   

The second and third letters identify the author as “John the Elder” or in 

Greek, “John the Presbyter.”  The three letters likely were composed at 
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the end of the first century within the community of John the disciple 

and his gospel.  Outside the Second Letter of Peter, these three letters 

were probably the last books of the New Testament to be recorded. 

The author’s overarching purpose in writing these epistles was to root out 

splintering notions of who Jesus was and what it meant to be a Christ 

follower and to urge unity in the community.  

As such, the First Letter of John, in particular, is less a letter and more a 

sermon to address that topic. 

Except for the singular example in the New Testament from today’s first 

lesson from the book of Acts where “the whole group of those who 

believed were of one heart and soul,” the early church was anything but 

unified and homogeneous.  And things became worse after the apostles 

and first generation who knew Jesus in the flesh had died, which these 

epistles of John underscore.   

They indicate that there was a group of secessionists in their community who 

claimed that Christ only seemed to have a physical body and to suffer 

and die.   

They believed that the physical world was inherently evil and so Christ, who 

is good and spiritual, could not become flesh and die, and so his 

resurrection was an illusion. 

This led them to claim that through special knowledge they had that they 

had already “arrived” spiritually and were in perfect fellowship with 

God and free of sin.  Flesh did not matter, only the spirit. 

As the author details in the epistle, though, a consequence of a belief in a 

disembodied Christ is a disembodied piety—a piety that claims a 

higher knowledge and spirituality freed from the body and its sinful 
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nature, a piety that displays hatred rather than love toward others, and 

so a piety that is oblivious to the physical needs of others. 

This disassociation with the physical world means a disassociation from God 

and that which separates us from God is the definition of sin.   

But as John says in verse 8, “If we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, 

and the truth is not in us.” And this is true even for us believers. 

In the church today, though, the problem is not so much that believers deny 

sin, but rather ignore it.  They focus on believing in God above while 

ignoring God’s children on earth, on God’s good creation. 

But as verse 7 says, “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 sin.” 

But one cannot know Jesus the risen Christ without reckoning with the 

incarnation, the “flesh and bones” of Jesus.  

To be in fellowship with the Word made flesh, it is impossible to remain 

distant from others or detached from their suffering. Fellowship is not 

simply a warm, cozy gathering of like-minded people. It is a call to 

embody the love of God made known in Jesus Christ. 

If Jesus is Word, we must attend to the words he spoke on earth to us first of 

all. If Jesus is Life, we must desire to live the life (even now) he opened 

up for us in his earthly life and death on the cross.  Only then can there 

be fellowship, union, and life together with Father and Son. 

Often, we use “spirituality” in a way that may lead us to think that being a 

Christian requires spiritual transcendence, leaving behind our bodies 

and this world, and catapulting our souls into a heavenly plane to 

achieve peace or holiness.  
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But as John makes it clear, it is the humanity of Jesus in this real, physical, 

flesh and blood world that sets a new pattern for human life, one 

marked by sacrificial love. 

For many people the point of Christian faith is “Jesus came so that I'll live 

forever.”  But all the lectionary passages today make another point: the 

risen Christ has the capacity to draw individuals into authentic life 

together. 

The epistle lesson emphasizes that true fellowship with God the Father is 

possible only through his Son Jesus Christ, whose human, earthly life 

and ministry revealed the way of eternal life. 

In today’s gospel lesson, Jesus appears to the Twelve, not only to quell their 

distrust, but also to unite them as a disciplined church.  

And in today’s passage from Acts, the power of Jesus' resurrection graces his 

church with an uncommonly open heart, out of which every material 

need is satisfied.  

For while it is idealized, the early church is depicted in Acts to show that the 

resurrection of Christ is less a creedal article of individual faith and 

hope than a creative force of community formation and fellowship. 

To believe in God is to love one another, sacrificing for each other here on 

earth as Christ did for all of us.  Christ is in the light and we are in 

Christ, and so we might have fellowship with one another, go and walk 

in the light.   

In the name of God the Creator, God the Redeemer, and God the Sustainer.  

Amen. 


