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Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Light is one of the most important aspects of life. Where would we be without light? This becomes clear already, when God created this world. First, everything is dark, Gen. 1, 2, “Darkness was on the face of the deep.” Yet the LORD changes this, when He says, “Let there be light.”
 God thus created a distinction between day and night.
 This distinction had consequences for all of life. To demonstrate this, I think of what it says in Psalm 104, 19 – 23, “…” Man thus is allowed to live and work in the light created by God.
The apostle John too says that light is of vital importance. Yet he is not speaking simply of daylight, but more specifically of the light of life, which God has granted in Jesus Christ. As God’s children we may live also in this light, a light so powerful that it even dispels the darkness of sin, of which this present world is often so full. The light of life and the darkness of this world do not tolerate each other. There is no room for compromise here. The apostle John makes this crystal clear, when he writes, “God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.”

Not many of us will have difficulty with this statement. It’s almost like beating upon an open door. God is light. He dwells in unapproachable light.
 With God, there is no room for darkness whatsoever. The LORD does not concern Himself with the works of darkness. He distances Himself from them completely. Doctrinally we all wholeheartedly believe this, without any doubt.

Yet the point is now, beloved, what do we do with this knowledge. God is light – yet what impact does this now have on our life, not just on Sunday but also throughout the week. Does it show up in our life that we belong to this God and that we want to serve Him as the God of light? Pointing to the fact that God is light, the apostle John speaks about the far reaching consequences of this. He says, this light shines in your life. In other words: it’s there already. Yet point now is: what do we do with it? How do we respond to it? Do we allow the riches of this gospel to take firm root in our life?
Summarizing the apostle John is saying just words are not good enough here. Then the light is not able to show its full brightness. This light wants to have effect in our whole life, every day, wherever we are and in whatever we do. Since God is light, we as His children also ought to walk in this light. To walk – this points to a way of living, a lifestyle determined by this light. Well, this brings me to the main theme of this morning’s sermon, which I have summarized as follows,

JOHN’S MESSAGE ABOUT WALKING IN GOD’S LIGHT

We will pay closer attention to

1) The purpose of this message

2) The content of this message

3) The application of this message

I
The first letter of the apostle John, Br. & Sr., starts and ends in a somewhat remarkable way. At the beginning, we don’t read about any addressees to whom this letter is sent. There is no special greeting either, nor does this letter mention a sender, neither at the beginning nor at the end. Yet this does not leave this specific letter without proof of identity. For a start, in the beginning verses we read about eye and ear witnesses of the redemptive work of Jesus Christ. Moreover, since the style and content of this letter is quite identical to the fourth gospel narrative of the evangelist John, there is no doubt that the apostle John is also the author of this letter. Pointing to himself as well as to the other8 apostles, John writes about what he and the other disciples have seen and heard.  What have they seen and heard? Life in Christ!
When reading this first letter of the apostle John, we learn that this life in Christ is not something merely spiritual, and which, therefore, has nothing to do with our normal every day life. On the contrary, it has a tremendous impact on the life we live here and now today. The apostle John emphasizes this very strongly.

The reason for this is the heresy he is refuting in this letter. For what had happened? False teachers had infiltrated the congregation of Christ denying that Jesus Christ had come in the flesh. According to these teachers, Christ only appeared to be human. Hence there was no real incarnation, whereby God became man, and no divine Saviour was able to die for sinners. Christ only seemed to die. This teaching is known from early Christian history and is called Docetism, after a Greek verb ‘dokeo’, which means ‘to seem’. In Ch. 2, 22 + 23 John speaks about people, who deny the confession that Jesus is the Christ. In Ch. 4, he says they do not confess that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh and is of God.  From other parts, we may conclude that John wrote this letter to encourage those who despite this false teaching still had held fast the good confession.
You may wonder what importance all this has for us today. Yet, beloved, looking at the wider context of this heresy, one has to conclude that it has its impact on the church today no less than in John’s day. Let me try to make this clear.

The heresy John is opposing has everything to do with the relation between the world above (heaven) and the world beneath (the earth). According to these false teachers, these two did not fit together. The world above was a totally different world, far exalted above the earth, and this not so much because of the geographical distance, so to speak, but because the world above was of a totally different order. These are two different realms, which have no connection with each other whatsoever.

In John’s day, quite a few church members had come under the spell of this teaching, and this is not surprising, beloved, since to a certain extent this teaching is still very influential also today, be it with a somewhat different coat or varnish, but underneath not much different. For also today there are many people, even Christians, who have difficulty to make the true connection between heaven and earth. They reason as follows: the fact that God lives in heaven should have no impact whatsoever on our life here on earth. More practically, this means one should not bring spiritual matters into the realm of every day life, e.g. work, leisure, etc., since spiritual matters are of a totally different order. As a result, people start accommodating the gospel to an earthly way of thinking, softening the sharp edges. In essence it’s the same heresy John was refuting, namely that heaven and earth are considered as two separate entities. It’s an appealing heresy, since it means you don’t have to break with all kind of things in the world, there is nothing wrong with this and that, for these are things of a different order. It has nothing to do with serving the Lord, after all I still love the Lord. I hope you get the drift of this heresy, this false prophesy as John calls is, which is no less alive today as it was in John’s day.
In addition, beloved, if heaven and earth are two different realms, which have no connection with each other whatsoever, then this has consequences also for what we as church confess regarding the person Jesus Christ. Within this concept, it is difficult to believe that the Lord Jesus Christ is both true man and true God. It is against this backdrop that we have to read the introductory words of this letter, Ch. 1, 1-4, where John speaks about the eternal life, which was with the Father, but which was also manifested to us. The eternal life – this is a reference to Jesus Christ, in whom heaven and earth came together. Immanuel – God with us!
Jesus Christ – He is true God. John speaks about the eternal life, which was with the Father. This is a reference to creation, or more precisely to the time before creation. With these words, John highlights that Jesus Christ is God indeed, from eternity! We meet here the same thought as in the beginning of John’s gospel narrative, where John wrote, “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 were made through Him.”

Yet this eternal life was also manifested. The Word became flesh,
 assumed a human nature. He came to dwell among us. As an eye- and ear witness John vividly remembers Jesus’ earthly ministry. He says, “… we have heard, … we have seen with our eyes, … we have looked upon, and our hands have handled.” These words point to the authentic apostolic witness. It’s a witness account, beloved, which should make us listen well. Let me try to make this clear with an example.
Think of someone who just witnessed that the dikes of the river that runs around his town are bursting. He calls out, “The dikes are bursting. The water is coming. Run for your life!” Having seen it with his own eyes, this person knows the town is in danger and so he warns others as well. When confronted with this account of what this person has seen, no one in the town will say, “From this point of view I have never considered it, I will think about it.” Of course, hearing the dangers involved, everyone will take action.

Yet, Br. & Sr., let us now go back to the Christian faith. God exists. In the beginning, He created everything. He also sent His Son to this earth, who died on the cross and by His resurrection from the dead overcame the power of death in the full sense of the word. Through Christ’s accomplished work, there is an opening to eternal life again, a way to be redeemed of guilt, to be redeemed of eternal condemnation, from sin, misery and death. Therefore, run for your life!
“We have heard, … we have seen with our eyes, … we have looked upon, and our hands have handled.” These are facts. Therefore, no one can say, “The Christian faith is nothing else than just another outlook on life. If you feel happy with it, fine, but don’t bother me with it.”  No, as regards the Christian faith, beloved, it concerns facts, which give security, the only true security one can find in this broken life. Therefore there is only one response to it, “Repent and believe!”

After all, beloved, – back to the heresy the apostle John  is fighting – when trying to separate heaven from earth, i.e. when trying to reason God away out of this life, everything becomes secularized, man becomes a law to himself. We see this clearly around us in today’s society. Moreover, if God is no longer in control, the powers of this world have simply free play. Yes, what kind of world would we then life in?
Also, then Jesus’ suffering on the cross was then no more than the suffering of just an excellent man; indeed no more! However, this also means we would not be able to draw any comfort from Christ’s death. Yes, if God is reasoned away – as it happens so often also in today’s society – what then in the end is left of life? It becomes totally empty, a living in vain despite all the pleasures man indulges in.

The apostle John in his day saw the evil of this thinking knocking also at the doors of the church. Some members had already fallen victim to it. That’s why he writes in vs. 3, “…” In other words, so John is saying here, I want you too to enjoy the riches, which I also enjoy so greatly. I want you too to be part of this fellowship, i.e. to share in the communion we have with the Father and with His Son Jesus Christ.  And again, beloved, this is not something, which has nothing to do with this life. Instead, this gives true content to our present life; it gives our present life true filling. It means, today already we may enjoy all that the Father and the Son, together with the Holy Spirit want to be for the church. It means today already from heaven the light of God’s redemption shines over our life.
In vs. 4 John writes, “…” Other translations, more correctly, read, “that our joy may be full.” Joy – this, beloved, is what the gospel is all about, as the word gospel itself already indicates: good tidings, glad news! I think here of what the angel passed on to the shepherds in the night that Jesus was born, “Do no be afraid, for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy, which will be to all people.”
 Great joy – why: because of the facts of that very night, i.e. the certainty that Jesus is truly the Son of God, who became man!

Great joy – yet this joy becomes even greater, when considering that through    Christ, we may know ourselves also loved by God again. With respect to every other religion, you can only be saved by how you live your life. If you live okay, you will be all right. Yet within this concept, when will one know whether what he has done is good enough. Somehow you always remain uncertain. Yet this is not the case with faith in Jesus Christ. For believing in Him means, not I have to do it, since I’m saved by what Christ did for me. In the eyes of God, Christ’s life covers our life: explain with Answer 60 HC! 
Thus in and through Christ I have absolute certainty that God loves me; hence, the joy about which John speaks. Someone once called this joy ‘the pulse of the Christian faith’. What’s meant by that? By way of example, think of being involved in an accident and you lay unconscious on the road, the ambulance officer will feel your pulse to see whether you are still alive. Well, likewise, the joy of faith shows whether a person really lives from the gospel, day by day.
Thus right at the beginning of his first letter, the apostle John wants to highlights the riches in Christ. Through Christ light falls over this dark life, the light of eternal life, which gives joy today already. This light of life finds its source in God Himself, as we will pay attention to in the second point of the sermon.
II
In vs. 5 John writes, “…”  God is light. That’s how in the beginning God started creating this world, saying, “Let there be light.”
 It’s from here on that everything started to grow. After all, without light there would be no plant or animal life, no activity, no beauty. All of creation owes not only its existence, but also its sustenance to God, who is light. Next, it also owes it to Christ, who declared Himself the light of the world.
 It’s not surprising therefore, beloved, that light became a frequent symbol of God’s presence in the OT. One of its clearest expressions of this is found, when the Israelites travelled through the wilderness and the LORD guided them “by day in a pillar of cloud to lead the way, and by night in a pillar of fire to give them light.”
 The same guidance is meant when John in vs. 7 speaks about walking in the light. It is the essence of Christian discipleship.
God is light and in Him is no darkness at all – in this context, beloved, we should give thought not only to actual light, but also to light as contrasting the world of sin and darkness with which God has nothing to do. Light thus speaks here also of holiness and purity, of truth and integrity. In all this, God is light and in Him is no darkness at all.

It seems that with this statement the apostle John once again draws our attention to heaven, where God dwells in unapproachable light.
 Indeed, in heaven there is no room for darkness whatsoever. Yet the apostle does not focus on heaven, but he addresses people on earth, where this light can be observed. Yes, those who were walking in darkness, i.e. the darkness of sin, may see this glorious light. The eyes of those who were blind are opened, so that they can walk again.
When it is dark, everything becomes somber. Yet God has given light so that life can flourish again. Like a new plant in the garden enjoys the light and not to forget the warmth of the sun, likewise God’s children, who were blind and walked in darkness, may now enjoy the pleasant light and warmth of God’s gracious love. Walking in this light, we can once again cope and continue with life.

There is another parallel, e.g. when you go hiking in the bush or in the mountains, you need good guidepost, otherwise you may get lost with all the dangers involved. Well, likewise as God’s children we have to give good attention to the guideposts that mark the road through life. However, these guideposts only light up by the light of God’s Word. Yes, only by living close to an open Bible the light will start shining. We should be well aware of this. Yet even then, we can get lost, when we let ourselves be guided by false prophets. Hence, faithful adherence to the doctrine of God’s Word is very important, especially in this day and age, where so many people say, it doesn’t matter in what way you serve God as long as you love Him. Yet what kind of love is this, when it is not rooted in the true doctrine of Scripture. We see it around us. Then so often this love becomes very superficially.
John writes we should give attention only to “the message, which we have heard from Him,” i.e. from Jesus Christ. Only the trustworthy word of Christ Himself will lead us in the right direction. Jesus Christ – He is the only true light. Let us therefore always follow Him and Him alone, and this in the way He has pointed out in His Word. Only then, we can indeed walk full of confidence, rejoicing in the light that shines over our life. Then we live Christ focused to find comfort and direction for today. Doing so, walking in this wonderful light, we may also be assured that we are heading for the New Jerusalem, about which we read in the last book of the Bible, “It has no need of the sun or moon to shine in it, for the glory of God illuminates it. The Lamb is its light.”
 The Lamb – i.e. Jesus Christ, who conquered the darkness that threatened our life. Thus as God’s children, we may put on our walking shoes to continue walking in the light of life, assured that this light will never be extinguished. What great comfort this is, beloved. By this light, God gives strength to cope in this often so broken life. Hold on that always!
III
Basically we have already touched upon third point of the sermon, in which we will deal with the application of this message, as John writes about it in vs. 6, “…” Walking – this points to a persistent movement. Here in verse 6, it refers to a certain lifestyle, a way of living. Walking in darkness refers to someone who persists in his sins, hardens his heart. Such a person –says John – lies when he says that he lives close to God, since these two are mutually exclusive. So to speak, you can’t have it both ways. God is too holy for that.
In vs. 6, John places walking in darkness over against practicing the truth. Practicing the truth – that’s more, beloved, than just talking very piously. I don’t mean to say that words are not important, yet we also ought to seal with our deeds what we say with our mouth, more precisely – as I have said so often – we must also live our faith. Doctrine and life are inseparably connected with each other.

In terms that are more practical this means, it’s easy to say after coming out of church, “I really liked the sermon this morning!’ Yet what is much more important, beloved, that we also work with the sermon, i.e. throughout the week put into deeds, what we hear on Sunday. That’s what the apostle John means, when he speaks about practicing the truth. It’s very important that we also live our faith every day, in all that the Lord places on our path, showing thankfulness for the blessing we receive and also dealing in faith with the difficulties that come our way. That’s walking in the light, i.e. the light of God’s grace that shines over our life. Rejoicing in this wonderful light, we will more and more turn our back to the darkness of sin and live our life indeed Christ focused, rejoicing in the communion with Him.
I realize even in the life of an upright child of God at times there still will be the struggle with sin, with darkness. There might be moments in our life that the darkness seems more appealing than the light. In addition, when the light of God’s Word is put on it also exposes sin, and let us be honest we don’t not always like that. Yet, beloved, this is only for our good, since the Lord wants us to acknowledge our sins, acknowledge the dark spots in our life, which might still be there. In the Form for the celebration of the Lord’s Supper it reads, “We do not have perfect faith and we do not serve God with such zeal as he requires. Daily we have to contend with the weakness of our faith and with the evil desires of our flesh.”
Summarizing, even though we walk as children of the light, this does not mean that we are without sin. Yet, with these sins, we may flee to Christ, as John points out in the concluding part of the text chosen for this morning’s sermon, vs. 7, “…” This is a great comfort for all those, whose genuine desire is to walk in the light, but who so often still stumble. They may cling to Christ. Within the covenant of grace, we have never to despair of God’s mercy. This is a quotation from the Form for the Baptism, where it also reads, “nor continue in sin.” For, if we would do so, we would be walking in darkness again. That’s why John writes in Ch. 3, 3 of this letter, he who clings to the promise of being cleansed by Christ must now also purify himself, just as Christ is pure.
This points us to the responsibility we have in faith. True, the Holy Spirit guides us, using the light of God’s Word to give our life direction so that we do not get lost in the darkness of this world. He not only guides us, but He also is the one who works in us obedience to follow this guidance. Thus, it is indeed all God’s work. Soli Deo Gloria, all glory to God alone when we walk in the light, nothing of us. At the same time, this does not happen just automatically.  In the Canons of Dort it reads, the Holy Spirit does not act upon man as if they were blocks and stones.
 Making our will alive, we actually are called to keep walking in the light, so that on the road we are travelling at present the darkness will not overtake us again.

How are we able to do this? Very simple, beloved, we are able to do so by living close to the Word of God. Then this word becomes our manual, which we will consult on a daily basis. It’s the light we need to keep travelling safely in this dark world.

Br. & Sr., and also you young people, this morning the Holy Spirit has given us the order to keep walking in the light. Don’t lay this order aside, rather rejoice in the fact that the LORD in His grace allows you to walk on this road, where the light in Christ dispels the darkness of sin. Rejoice in it, not just in words, but also in deeds.

Amen. 
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