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… concerning the word of life 

 

Acts 4:32–35 

Psalm 133 

1 John 1:1—2:2 

John 20:19–31 

 

Text: 1 John 1:1 

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with 

our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life. 

 

Introduction 

It is an intriguing thesis with regard to John’s gospel; the thesis of Dr Michael Pakaluk’s new 

book Mary's Voice in the Gospel According to John.  Taking the tradition that Mary the mother 

of Jesus lived with John the disciple whom Jesus loved, as per Christ’s instruction from the 

cross, Pakaluk interprets John’s soaring gospel as informed by conversations the two must have 

enjoyed over thirty years of living and communing in their common home. To be sure John 

might have elected to tell Christ’s story the way he did without Mary’s influence.  In support of 

his thesis Pakaluk notes, for example, “a gospel dominated by the themes of sorrow and 

separation at death and the joy of reunion and rebirth is exactly what one would expect the 

mother of the Christ to tell.”  

 

In a review of the book the reviewer concludes, “It is not Pakaluk’s project to argue that John’s 

account must be explained by Mary’s influence. Rather, he is satisfied to suggest and pursue a 

plausible and reasonable thesis that is interesting and attractive … This account of Mary’s 

influence seeks to … lead our hearts back to that household in Ephesus with Mary and John, and 

through their profound love of Jesus, to him.”   Whether it is Mary’s influence or not, it is true 

that John’s account of Jesus’ death and resurrection has the themes of sorrow and separation at 

death and the joy or reunion and rebirth at resurrection.  

 

In the accounts we read today of Jesus’ appearance to his disciples John remarks on the great joy 

in the room.  And even for Thomas who missed the first meeting when he does see Jesus, he is 

lost in wonder and joy and can only exclaim, “My Lord and my God.”  And we can understand 

their joy… to some degree.  We can understand how this experience of seeing the risen Jesus 

alive, hearing him speak, touching him, would sear its reality into the disciples’ minds and hearts 

so as to render it undeniable.   

 

But we weren’t in the room.  We are in the place where we find the recipients of the letter of first 

John.  This letter is written to second and third generation Christians who have become believers 

having heard the gospel proclaimed.  And division has arisen in the church over what to make of 

this story of Jesus.  Questions have arisen regarding the facticity of Jesus’ bodily resurrection—

not unlike questions many raise today. 

 

1. We live in a culture dominated ideologically by the cult of individualism.  Everything is 

defined self-referentially.  The belief that there is someone or something above us has been 

largely abandoned—certainly in politics and education.  Having installed a rather low ceiling 
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over our heads, western culture has become fixated on me and myself.  We have made ourselves 

gods.  Life is only what we make of it.  Personal choice is deemed the highest good.  The 

challenge many find is that there is little offered to guide a person as to whether one choice is 

better than another or whether one choice is more ‘me’ than another choice.  Is something really 

‘me’ simply because I made a choice? 

 

The good news of Jesus Christ may be hard to hear, at first, in such a culture because of the 

gospel insistence that life is not all about you.  The story of Jesus shatters the low ceiling that the 

post-modern world has installed over our heads insisting that the reality in which our lives unfold 

is far richer, higher, greater than we know.  The gospel, the good news of Jesus, claims to be ‘the 

word of life.”  Listen again to the opening lines of this first letter of John.  “We declare to you 

what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we 

have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life.”  The message 

Christians share is that the word of life is not found looking to ourselves but to the One who truly 

is life himself. 

 

Everything the gospel declares, insists the Apostle John, concerns the word of life.  This letter of 

1st John is initially addressed to churches who are connected to the leadership of the Apostle 

John from his church in the city of Ephesus.  The first recipients of this letter have been schooled 

in the teaching of the Apostle John found in the Gospel of John.  So when this letter we know as 

First John is written the author assumes his hearers have knowledge of the gospel of John.  Thus 

when the author writes of ‘the word of life’ he is calling to mind what the Gospel of John says 

about the word of life. 

 

Here is how John’s gospel begins. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 

and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through 

him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life, 

and the life was the light of all people.”  John is talking about Jesus.  John is also the Apostle 

who records Jesus’ saying, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.”  The gospel asserts that the 

reason we have life at all is through Jesus Christ.  Further, the implication is that because Jesus is  

the author of life, the wonder of life is truly known in relationship with him. 

 

In like manner, the first letter of John begins, “We declare to you what was from the beginning 

… concerning the word of life,” calling to mind the pre-incarnate Son of God who is this Word 

through whom all things are made.  He reminds his hearers that to meet Jesus is to meet God 

come among us.  Whenever you read Jesus’ “I am” statements in John’s gospel, John assumes 

you know the older testament story of where God reveals himself to Moses as “I am that I am.”  

 

But he insists there is more about this concerning the word of life.  “We declare to you … what 

we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our 

hands.”  We catch a glimpse of what the author refers here in 1st John in the stories we read of 

Jesus’ post-resurrection appearances to his disciples where Jesus ‘showed them his hands and his 

side’—the wounds of crucifixion are still visible—and he invites Thomas to reach out and touch 

him.  John insists that the Son of God has become human for our sakes—that Jesus is fully 

human. 
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Why does the letter of 1st John drill down on the senses of sight, sound, and touch in this way?  

As we will see a little later in this letter, there were those who denied the humanity of Jesus.  “By 

this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the 

flesh is from God, and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God.”  In the first 

century culture a popular ideology viewed life dualistically; the spiritual was regarded as divine 

and good, while the material was created and evil.  When these people encountered the gospel 

they could not abide the idea that God would become a human, therefore, they said, Christ only 

seemed to be human.  By the way, dualism is alive and well today—you see it in the cultural 

ideology regarding gender that asserts that your physical body is not determinative of your 

gender identity.  

 

The gospel insists that reality is defined by God coming among us in Jesus of Nazareth.  As in 

first century so today, ideologies of today clash with gospel assertions about the nature of our 

existence.  Our culture of self-referential ideology clashes with the gospel assertion that the 

world is the theatre of God’s activity among us.  Jesus insists that to lose our life for his sake is 

to find it—life isn’t all about us.  It is much deeper than we imagine; much more profound than 

the limits of personal choice. 

 

When John preached,  ‘we declare’ … concerning ‘the word of life’, a message is being 

assumed.  This word of life includes the church’s proclamation of Jesus Christ.  But it is more 

than a message.  In the opening of this letter the writer emphasizes that the Christian message is 

identical with Jesus; the word of life took personal form in a person who could be heard, seen, 

and even touched.  Jesus himself is the word of life. 

 

What is the purpose of this proclamation?  The Apostle John’s sermon continues, “we declare to 

you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have fellowship with us; and truly our 

fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ.”  The purpose is so that people may 

join in this fellowship with the Father and his Son Jesus Christ; the purpose is restored 

relationship with God.  The gospel asserts that humans have turned away from this relationship: 

the relationship which is the very purpose of our existence.  This is why—according to the 

gospel—human life feels so disordered, out-of-sync, off kilter, at bottom purposeless.  In 

relationship with Jesus Christ relationship with God is restored, healed, and in that restoration 

God turns us to one another in the love with which he has loved us.  His love for us is to be the 

character that forms and norms the fellowship of the church. 

 

2. I invite you to return in your imaginations to the locked room where the  disciples are huddled 

following the crucifixion of Jesus; the room that is now flooded with the joy that surpasses 

anything the word happiness could ever express as the risen Jesus is now standing among them.  

When the wonder of first seeing that it really is Jesus—the same Jesus they knew was crucified, 

dead and buried—when the initial surprise and delight settles a little, what does this mean?  Is it 

a story told to bolster some idea like, “see everything works out in the end?’ Is it a limited local 

event for these followers of Jesus and we can now close the book and feel good about a story that 

had a happy ending? 
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Christians know that it doesn’t end there.  According to the Apostles’ proclamation the event of 

Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection is the hinge of history.  They speak of it in terms like the old 

age is finished and the new age has been ushered into existence.   

 

In the letter of 1st John the significance of the events regarding Jesus is put this way: This is the 

message we have heard from him and proclaim to you, that God is light and in him there is no 

darkness at all.  Again we recall the Gospel of John to more fully understand what this letter is 

referencing. In Jesus, writes the Apostle John, “was life, and the life was the light of all people. 

The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.”  Indeed the darkness 

tried to overcome this light, but could not.  John is the Apostle who records Jesus’ saying, “I am 

the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of 

life.” 

 

When God’s light shines in the world everything is exposed to this light including the disorder of 

the human heart.  The disorder the Bible calls sin.  Sin is a category that has its meaning, at its 

root, with regard to relationship with God.  The light that shines in our darkness shows us that we 

have turned away from God; informed God to take a hike because we can manage just fine 

without him.  We have turned away from the pathway God has set for human flourishing 

imagining we can do much better on our own. The disorder of sin has blinded us to the fact that 

we are sinners; we aren’t even aware that there is a God whose great delight is human 

flourishing. 

 

Of all the things Jesus would have said in that first meeting with the disciples following his 

resurrection notice what John highlights.  ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I 

send you.’ When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy 

Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they 

are retained.’  Jesus’ followers have been sent into the world with a message that Jesus’ life, 

death, and resurrection has to do with this matter of sin.  According to Jesus, it is a serious 

matter.  In the letter of 1st John the rest of our reading today had to do with this matter of sin 

noting that “ the blood of Jesus God’s Son cleanses us from all sin.” 

The Apostles’ agree on what it all means.  Unless Jesus Christ is God, he can’t save us, since 

only God can save sinners. Unless Jesus Christ is human, he can’t save us, since only his sinless 

humanness can restore ours. He is wholly divine and wholly human simultaneously.  Because 

Jesus Christ is wholly divine there’s no limit to God’s condescension, humility, even 

humiliation, for our sakes.  And because Jesus Christ is wholly human there’s no area, aspect or 

dimension of our existence that God hasn’t absorbed for the sake of healing it. 

 

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with 

our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life.  

 

 

 

 

 


