A ROADMAP FOR THE JOURNEY

Joy for the Journey

1 John 1:1-7

In 1492 Christopher Columbus set out for the Orient and ended up in the Caribbean. Some people have said that Columbus set a pattern that’s continued for the last 500 years…that men still won’t stop and ask for directions. 

Well, in many ways our spiritual lives are much like being on a trip. Whether you realize it or not today, you’re on a spiritual journey. You may be here this morning as a spiritual seeker, someone who’s not yet committed to following Jesus Christ but who’s investigating the Christian faith… you’re on a spiritual journey. You might be a skeptic or an agnostic or simply not sure what you believe…you’re on a spiritual journey. Or you might be a follower of Jesus Christ-his disciple--and you’re aim in life is to please Christ, to live out his plan for your life--you’re on a spiritual journey. In fact, with the diversity we have here that reality is probably the only common denominator among us…that we’re on a spiritual journey together.

If life is a spiritual journey many of us tend to act like we have it all figured out, like we know exactly where we’re going. We often refuse to ask for directions.

Today we start a new series through the New Testament book of 1 John. I’ve entitled this series A ROADMAP FOR THE JOURNEY because the little book of 1 John provides us with a reliable guide to navigate the rough terrain we’re likely to encounter in this spiritual journey we find ourselves in. 

John wrote five books in our New Testament: The gospel according to John, three letters--1st, 2nd, and 3rd John, and then finally the book of Revelation, the last book of the Bible. 
Before being banished to the Island of Patmos by the Roman Government, John served for many years as an overseer for all the churches in ancient Asia Minor. John most likely wrote his Gospel to give these churches an accurate account of the life, death, burial and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Unfortnately, the Christians in Asia Minor became bitterly divided down between those who held to the apostles’ teaching about Jesus and those who were believing new and novel ideas about Jesus Christ. So John wrote his first letter in order to correct these misunderstandings . 

You see, the Christians in Asia Minor had reached a major fork in the road in their spiritual journey, and some false teachers were causing terrible division, and leading many into a false religion that later became known as Gnosticism. Ancient Gnosticism is really quite similar to what you and I know of today as the New Age Movement. We’ll learn more about it in the weeks ahead.
Again – not that different from today.  There is a lot of division, and a lot of false teaching in the Christian church and even the Presbyterian Church today.  I’ve written to you about that.  And some are getting so troubled by this that their joy seems to be gone as well.  So John wrote his letter as a kind of roadmap for the spiritual journey. As we’ll see in a few minutes, one of John’s reasons for writing his letter was re-ignite joy in this spiritual journey. You see, John’s friends were so troubled by the division and controversy tearing their church apart, that they’d lost their sense of joy. 

That’s what we’re going to look at today, as we look at four factors we need in order to have genuine joy in our spiritual journeys today. So turn to 1 John 1:1 as we look at "Joy For the Journey."

1.  Building On the Right Foundation (1 John 1:1-2)

The first thing we need for our spiritual journey to be joyful is the right foundation.  That’s what we see in vv. 1-2.  
My kids have been growing up, and they are just entering a stage in their growth that I’ll call ‘the age of skepticism.’ I’ll say “Did you know that so-and-so used to drive a race car?” and instead of saying “cool,” they’ll say “How do you know?”  It seems that the church had reached the same age with John. “Ok, I know you SAY these different things about Jesus – but how do you know?”  Sounds like a question we might be asked today too.
John emphasizes that both he and the other apostles were eyewitnesses to this incredible event of God entering into human history through the person of Jesus Christ. This is why John uses the pronoun "we" here instead of just "I."

He uses four verbs that describe his own experience with the Incarnation. He heard it--he heard the voice of Jesus teaching with God’s own authority, he heard Jesus declare to people that their sins were forgiven, he heard the sound of leaves crunching under Jesus’ feet as they walked together, he heard the sound of the whip Jesus used to drive the money changers out of the Jewish Temple.  He also saw it:  with his own eyes he witnessed the many miracles Jesus performed, he had seen Jesus’ arrest, crucifixion, burial, and resurrection.  John had also looked at it.  This word means to stare intently at something, to study it and contemplate what it means.  John had stared in amazement at Jesus Christ after his resurrection from the grave on Easter Sunday. He gazed intently, rubbing his eyes to make sure it wasn’t a hallucination or a ghost. And finally, John had touched Jesus with his own hands.  He had placed his hand on Christ’s shoulder.  Because of John and the other apostles’ experience with Christ, they stand as reliable eyewitnesses to proclaim to us what they heard, what they saw, and what they touched.

By this time John’s friends had all met untimely and brutal deaths, because of this testimony. Yet, even with his closest friends killed for this testimony, John as the last living apostle still bears witness to this reality for these Christians who seemed to be losing their way in the spiritual journey.

These first two verses speak to having the right foundation. OUR SPIRITUAL JOURNEY IS JOYFUL WHEN IT IS BUILT ON REALITY. 

John’s point here is that God’s Son Jesus Christ really lived, really died on the cross, and really rose from the grave. The Incarnation wasn’t an illusion or a hallucination, Christ’s resurrection on Easter wasn’t symbolic, or a myth or a fairy tale. Believers needed to be reminded of that then. We need to be reminded of it again today. There is more concrete, independent, reliable, eye-witness evidence of the life, words, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ than of almost any other historical figure before the 20th century. If you don’t know that, you need to check it out. I suggest you begin with a book by Josh McDowell called Evidence that Demands a Verdict. 

For our spiritual journey to be joyful we must have a foundation in reality.  This reality was witnessed by those who knew Jesus, and they wrote down what they saw and heard in what we have today as the 27 books of the New Testament. The New Testament is our link to their eyewitness account of the Incarnation and Resurrection of Jesus Christ. Only a spiritual journey based on reality can bring us genuine joy.
2.  The Right Companions (1 John 1:3-4)

But not only do we need the right foundation for our journey, but we also need the right companions.  John is sharing his experiences as an eyewitness so we can enter into fellowship with the apostles. 

One of the primary purposes for the Christian Church is to provide a place for this experience of biblical community with other Christians to occur. 

We learn here that true fellowship is based on a common fellowship with God and God’s Son Jesus Christ. In v. 5 we also learn of John’s desire that there be joy in this spiritual journey, that this joy might be full.

Here we find the necessity of having the right companions in our spiritual journey. OUR SPIRITUAL JOURNEY IS JOYFUL WHEN IT IS SHARED WITH OTHER CHRISTIANS. 

Christians today have diluted that word "fellowship" to describe any kind of social event. We use it to describe watching Monday Night Football with a friend where we never even talk about the spiritual journey…there are even "fellowship" chat rooms on the Internet. Yet the word describes genuine life involvement, a true investment of ourselves in relationships with other Christians. It’s impossible to be in fellowship if this relationship is one-way, if we’re the only one giving or if we only taking, but it’s a mutual thing. Without the right kind of companions in the spiritual journey we’re likely to lose way…just like the churches in Asia Minor John was writing to.

Now attending worship services doesn’t guarantee genuine fellowship; in fact, in a church of our size the worship service is the least likely place to find fellowship… teaching yes, corporate worship yes, celebration of God yes, evangelism yes, but fellowship probably not. This is why we have small groups so you can get together in smaller groups and live out this fellowship together.

I read recently about a woman who was driving from Alberta, Canada to the Yukon. She didn’t know that you never travel that way alone, especially in a rundown Honda, Civic. So she set off on a road usually reserved for four wheel drive trucks. Eventually she found herself in a truck stop. Two truckers invited her to join them, and since the place was so small she felt obligated to oblige. "Where are you headed?" one of the truckers asked, to which she replied, "Whitehorse." "In that little Civic? No way! The pass is dangerous in weather like this." "Well, I’m determined to try" was her naïve response. "Then I guess we’re going to have to hug you," the trucker suggested, to which she replied, "There’s no way I’m going to let you touch me." The trucker laughed, "Not like that. We’ll put one truck in front of you and one in the rear. That way we’ll get you through the mountains." That entire day she followed two red dots in the fog in front of her, as the two trucks hugged her through the dangerous pass as she made her journey.

That’s what the right companions will do for our spiritual journey. There’s no better way at First Presbyterian Church to find that fellowship than our Small Groups. How’s your joy in the journey? Maybe you need to find the right companions.

3.  The Right Source (1 John 1:5)

In v. 5 we find an emphasis on the right source.  This image of God being light is common in the Bible, and it describes the fact that God reveals himself, he makes himself known to us as people. Just as it’s the nature of light to shine and dispel darkness, so it’s the nature of God to reveal himself. 
This is picturing the spiritual journey on a dark road, that we can’t find our way to our destination unless we have light…the kind of light God provides. For us today, the source of God’s light is our Bibles.

Psalm 119:105 tells us, "Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path." Psalm 119:130 says, "The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts understanding to the simple." 

Our spiritual journey is joyful when it is based on God’s revealed truth.

People today are flocking to all kinds of different sources for truth in their spiritual journey. Whether it’s pyramids or the psychic friends network, whether it’s astrology or hidden Bible codes, whether it’s science or church dogmas, there’s no lack of claims to spiritual truth. Some people base truth on their spiritual experiences, others on their favorite theology or their favorite author.

Yet only the Bible has stood the test of time as the only reliable source for God’s revealed truth. The entire Bible--all 66 books of the Old and New Testaments-are like God’s Fodor’s Guide for the spiritual journey. The Bible contains everything we need to know to start and complete this spiritual journey of following Jesus Christ, God didn’t withhold anything from us that he thought we’d need.

If we want to have joy in the journey we must have the right source.

4.  The Right Goal (1 John 1:6-7)

In verses 6 and 7 we find John hint at one of the misunderstandings that was circulating among the Christians in Asia Minor. Apparently some people were claiming to be in close fellowship with God, but these same people were living lives of moral and spiritual darkness. In fact some Bible teachers think that these people were claiming that once you trust in Jesus Christ, God doesn’t care what you do or how you act, that sin no longer matters. I’m met Christians who believe this, that as long as they’ve trusted in Christ it doesn’t matter what they do or what choices they make because God will forgive them.

Yet John tells us that such a life is dishonest and impossible, that it’s impossible to live in close communion with God--who is light by nature--and then to live a life of darkness. Your words may sound good, but your choice of direction in the journey gives you away. You may tell me you’re heading toward the beach, but if you’re going North your direction gives you away. Now this doesn’t mean Christians have to be perfect, but it does mean that in this spiritual journey Christians will strive to live in God’s light.

That’s John’s point in v. 7, that if we walk in the light as God, the byproduct of that will be fellowship with each other and purification from our sins. Notice he doesn’t say forgiveness our sin, but he uses the word "purify" which means to erase the stain caused by sin and to wash away the defilement and ongoing effects of our sin in our lives. As the Christian strives to live in according to what God has said in the Bible (walking in the light) then the blood of Jesus--which is just a way of describing the significance of his death--washes away the stain caused by our continual struggle with sin. So the challenge here isn’t sinless perfection, but a life that seeks to walk the spiritual journey in the light of God’s truth.

Here we find the right goal. OUR SPIRITUAL JOURNEY WILL BE JOYFUL WHEN IT LEADS TO TRANSFORMED LIVES. 

This purification process is designed to change us, to erase from our hearts the stain left by our failures and disobedience, so we can be changed into people who wholeheartedly love God and other people. 
You see the point of the journey isn’t just to get to the final destination, but it’s to be transformed along the way. Like a caterpillar that becomes a butterfly, so also God is transforming our lives as we walk this journey with him.

Conclusion

People today are striving for joy in the journey, turning over every rock along the way to try to find the secret. Some pursue it in pleasure and success, still others in money and security. John would tell us that joy is to be found by having the right foundation, the right companions, the right source, and the right goal. If we build our spiritual journey on reality, share it with other Christians, based it on God’s revealed truth in the Bible, and allow it to transform our lives, our joy will be full, even as John’s was when he wrote this letter.

