Why Am I Here? #17

“Sweet Fellowship”

1 John 1:1-7


What comes to mind when you hear the word fellowship?

For some, the word means “fellowship time,” a period before or after a church service where folks congregate and chat with each other, catching up on the latest news or gossip. For others it means church itself: the question, “Where do you fellowship?” means, “Where do you attend church?” I remember my home church in Ohio was called “Tallmadge Alliance Fellowship” for many years before it became known as “Tallmadge Alliance Church.” Don’t know why that changed…maybe the latter fit better on the letterhead! Or the word may denote a specific part of a church, such as the “fellowship hall.” For most of us, though, if we are honest, “fellowship” usually means “food.” We used to joke at my home church, “If two or three are gathered together…someone will bring dessert!”


Is that what the Bible means by “fellowship” though? Not hardly. The early church, we are told in Acts 2:42, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.” This is the first occurrence of the Greek word koinonia in the New Testament. But what does it mean? A sort of mystique has developed around this Greek word, almost as though pronouncing it or understanding its linguistic background magically produces Christian fellowship. But, as John White puts it, “you can talk koinonia till the cows come home and never discover what Christian fellowship is about.”
 

So what does it mean? Verses 44-47 of that same chapter gives us a hint:
All the believers were together and had everything in common. Selling their possessions and goods, they gave to anyone as he had need. Every day they continued to meet together in the temple courts. They broke bread in their homes and ate together with glad and sincere hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor of all the people. And the Lord added to their number daily those who were being saved. 

Notice one word is repeated three times in this passage: together. These Christians were together, they met together, and they ate together. (Maybe my home church wasn’t so far off after all!) They “had everything in common.” This is much more than showing up to church for an hour a week. Real fellowship is experiencing life together.
 Literally the Greek term is defined as “a joint-participation with someone else in things held in common by both.”
 In the Bible the original word is translated not only as “fellowship” but also as “partnership,” “communion,” and even “contribution.”

Turn with me to 1 John 1:1-7, where we read, 

That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked at and our hands have touched—this we proclaim concerning the Word of life. The life appeared; we have seen it and testify to it, and we proclaim to you the eternal life, which was with the Father and has appeared to us. We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that you also may have fellowship with us. And our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ. We write this to make our joy complete. 

This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. But 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, purifies us from all sin.

The word fellowship occurs four times in this passage. Fellowship is an important word in the vocabulary of a Christian. It begins with our relationship to God. As sinners, men have nothing in common with the holy God. But God in His grace sent Christ to have something in common with men. Christ took on Himself a human body and became a man. Then He went to the cross and took on that body the sins of the world. Because He paid the price for our sins, the way is open for God to forgive us and take us into His family. By trusting Christ, we “may participate in the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). The term translated “participate” here is from the same Greek root (koinos) from which we get koinonia, or “fellowship”.

It is this common possession of God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit—which makes Christians one. This is what we share together. So John could not have written that you also may have fellowship with us without adding and our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus Christ, since our fellowship with each other arises from, and depends on, our fellowship with God.
 

This is what makes Christian fellowship distinct from other forms of partnership or commonality. The heart of fellowship does not simply lie in sharing. It is not that some people share a love of music while we share Christ. If sharing were the crucial point it really would not matter too much what we shared.


Bruce Larson and Keith Miller shocked a lot of people when they wrote,

The neighborhood bar is possibly the best counterfeit there is to the fellowship Christ wants to give His church. It’s an imitation, dispensing liquor instead of grace, escape rather than reality, but it is a permissive, accepting, and inclusive fellowship. It is unshockable. It is democratic. You can tell people secrets and they usually don’t tell others or even want to.
 

They went on to add,

The bar flourishes not because most people are alcoholics, but because God has put into the human heart the desire to know and be known, to love and be loved, and so many seek a counterfeit at the price of a few beers.
 

The reason these folks go to bars to meet the need for fellowship is because they don’t find it in most churches! We’re too busy making sure our theological i’s are dotted and t’s are crossed, or seeing if other people measure up to our standards (and judging them if they don’t). No wonder Larson and Miller conclude, “With all my heart I believe that Christ wants His church to be…a fellowship where people can come in and say, ‘I’m sunk!’ ‘I’m beat!’ ‘I’ve had it!’”
 

If we want to return to what the New Testament calls “fellowship,” I believe we need to recapture three essential elements.

Fellowship Requires Truth


First, fellowship requires truth. Our world claims that fellowship is based on tolerance, which in their mind means anything goes…unless you are a Christian. Their misconception of tolerance is based on the faulty foundation that there is no such thing as absolute truth. If there is no absolute truth, then everything is subjective—a matter of opinion. And everyone is entitled to their own opinion.


This position defies logic. In a math class, there can only be one correct answer; a math test is not open to opinions! Imagine a game where every player had his or her own set of rules—the game could never be played! Or a construction site where every worker had their own idea of the length of an inch, foot, or yard—it would be chaos! 


Real life is based on truth, especially in this case. A person cannot have true spiritual fellowship with Christians until he has heard the facts of the gospel and has acted upon those facts by accepting Christ as his Savior.
 Simply put, we cannot know fellowship without receiving the truth.


As we pointed out last week, this does not mean that we have to be in perfect harmony on every little facet of theology. As long as we agree on the basics of who God is, who we are, what God has done, and what we must do, all the rest should not affect our fellowship with each other. (Notice, I said should….)


Truth is more than what we believe, however. Orthodoxy of doctrine is no sub​stitute for righteousness of life. “Truth in the inward being” (Psalm 51.6) is what God desires in His people, and where that is present, it will manifest itself in all the ways of life.
 We need to be true to what we claim to believe for fellowship to be real.

Truth in our beliefs and truth in our behavior must be accompanied by truth in our dealings with each other. In a word, we need to be authentic. We must be honest about who we are and what is happening in our lives. We share our hurts, reveal our feelings, confess our failures, disclose our doubts, admit our fears, acknowledge our weaknesses, and ask for help and prayer. It is only as we become open about our lives that we experience real fellowship.

Truth about ourselves is as crucial as truth about God. Chuck Swindoll writes in his excellent book on fellowship entitled, Dropping Your Guard,
Unguarded, open relationships with the body of Christ are just as important as the nourishing, accurate dispensing of scriptural truth. We need both. There must be meaningful fellowship, not just scholarship. To have one without the other results in an unbalanced and unhealthy church.

Unfortunately, this kind of authenticity is the exact opposite of what you find in some churches. Instead of an atmosphere of honesty and humility, there is pretending, role-playing, politicking, and superficial politeness but shallow conversation. People wear masks, keep their guard up, and act as if everything is rosy in their lives. These attitudes are the death of real fellowship.
 
Fellowship Requires Trust

This leads to the second essential: fellowship requires trust. Before we can be honest about ourselves with one another, we must develop and maintain trust. That is not easy, for trust is hard to build, easy to break, and even harder to rebuild after it has been broken.

The problem is that our capacity to experience genuine fellowship (to share, to be close, to know) has been mutilated by sin.
 Because of sin we are hesitant to trust, to love, to know and be known. We keep our distance. We put on our “Sunday face” along with our “Sunday clothes.” We pass by each other at a safe, comfortable distance, not so close that we might see what’s really going on in another’s life, or that they might see the truth in our own lives.

True fellowship cannot be done very easily at arm’s length. It includes getting in touch, feeling the hurts, being an instrument of encouragement and healing. It means opening ourselves up to the possibility—no, the certainty, since we are all sinners—of being disappointed and hurt. I like how Swindoll puts it:

Fences must come down. Masks need to come off. Welcome signs need to be hung outside the door. Keys to the locks in our lives must be duplicated and distributed. Bridges need to be lowered that allow others to cross the moat and then share our joys and our sorrows.

Only then will true fellowship between Christians occur.

But that’s a tall order. How can we ever hope to pull it off? I believe the key is found in 1 John 1:7, “But 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, purifies us from all sin.” At first this verse might seem confusing. John had just been writing about our fellowship with God, how we must “walk” (a picturesque way of saying “live”) in the light of holiness and not the darkness of sin. Yet in this verse he does not say that walking in the light brings fellowship with God, but rather with one another. When we live the way God wants us to live, that will encourage fellowship with each other.

Why, then, does John end the verse by mentioning the blood of Jesus purifying us from sin? If we are walking in the light, do we need to worry about sin? Yes, for as long as we live in our fallen bodies in this fallen world, we will occasionally fall into sin. And sin not only alienates us from God; it alienates us from each other. When we sin, we need to follow 1 John 1:9—”If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins, and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” This process of confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation applies equally to our relationships with each other. James 5:16 states, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed.” While the immediate context of this verse speaks of physical healing, confessing and forgiving works wonders on relationships, too.

Fellowship requires trust. We need to trust each other. We need to be open and honest, even when we fail each other. Especially when we fail each other. And then we need to trust some more.

Fellowship Requires Togetherness 

Third, fellowship requires togetherness. This might seem terribly academic—who ever heard of a solitary partner, or a couple made up of one person? 

Togetherness, though, reminds us of what fellowship is all about: Life is meant to be shared.
 


Think about the relationship of Jesus and His disciples. Their fellowship covered every aspect of their daily life. They walked together, worked together, ate together, worshiped together. Within the fellowship of Christ’s disciples the life of each individual was part of the life of the brotherhood. They were indeed “of one heart and soul.”

Another word for togetherness is mutuality. Mutuality is the art of giving and receiving. It’s depending on each other. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:25, “The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives together as a church: every part dependent on every other part” [msg]. Mutuality is the heart of fellowship: building reciprocal relationships, sharing responsibilities, and helping each other. 

All of us are more consistent in our faith when others walk with us and encourage us. The Bible commands mutual accountability, mutual encouragement, mutual serving, and mutual honoring.
 Romans 12:10 and 13 instructs, “Be devoted to one another in brotherly love. Honor one another above yourselves… Share with God’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality.” This is what true fellowship in the body of Christ ought to look like!


We need each other. God has brought us together, not only in fellowship with Himself, but in fellowship with each other. That fellowship requires truth, trust, and togetherness. It’s not always easy, it’s not always pretty, but it is always beneficial.


To paraphrase yet another old American Express commercial, “Don’t live life without it.”
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