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Preface

Y

ears ago I read a line from John Calvin that sparked in my
mind so powerfully it felt like an electrical current ran through
my body. Calvin wrote, “When Christ is preached, the Kingdom of
Heaven is opened to us so that being raised from death we may
live the life of God.”1 Some days, I’ll confess, I’m lucky to be raised
from bed. So as I read this line, I stopped and pondered whether
I really believed this to be true—not in a theoretical way but in
a shake-up-my-life-and-cause-my-family-to-worry-for-my-sanity
kind of way. As I looked back, I realized that through the years I
had been fortunate enough to be “raised from death” by the words
of certain preachers and teachers who opened my soul to an electrifying awareness of the presence of the living God.
Since I preach on a regular basis, this line from Calvin also
caused me to evaluate whether I was doing the same for my own
congregation—“opening the Kingdom of Heaven” in a way that
“raised them from death” to live life in full. Unfortunately, I realized that some Sundays I was lucky just to raise a few people from
sleep. Yet Jesus calls us all to far more than somnambulism.
At about the same time as I read that line from Calvin, I was
lucky enough to find another preacher who opened the kingdom
of heaven to me, who helped raise me from death, to live, at least
more than before, the life of God. That preacher was the Apostle
John. When reading John’s First Letter, I found a person who
spoke in a way that awakened my soul. His images, his personality,
1. Calvin, Commentaries, 160.
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and his thought processes opened the door on my slumber and led
me into the fuller light of day.
Not wanting to keep this good news to myself, I preached a
series of sermons from 1 John to the congregation of Queen Anne
Presbyterian Church in Seattle, the church I serve as pastor. Over
several months, the congregation and I received inspiration from
John’s letter. What follows in the pages of this book got its start in
those days of study and reflection. As I have given John’s words additional scrutiny and reflection in the process of writing this book,
I have become even more convinced of the value of John’s wisdom
for our time.
One of the main reasons why I believe John’s wisdom is helpful to people in our age can be summed up in a line of thought I
once heard Eugene Peterson share in a class at Regent College. Peterson asserted that most of us don’t need any more “information”
in our lives, what we need is “transformation.” Alain de Botton
notes in his book, The News: A User’s Manual, “More data flows
into the [European control room of one global news organization]
in a single day than mankind as a whole would have generated in
the twenty-three centuries between the death of Socrates and the
invention of the telephone.”2 And virtually all that same data can
be accessed by anyone with a smartphone within seconds. As a
consequence, I would venture to guess that many of us, at least at
times, feel buried under this avalanche of information. So, I offer
this book in hopes that God might use it as one of the means to
help lift readers from this rubble of data. I offer this book in the
hopes that God might use it in your life to open the door to the
kingdom of heaven. I pray that these pages might help you share
more in the life of God.
The good news in all of this is that the hard work has already
been done. Experiencing the fullness of life that God desires for
us is not a matter of us lifting ourselves out of the avalanche of
information in order to find God. Nor is it a matter of finding new
disciplines or working harder at the ones that we already know.
2. Botton, Alain de, The News: A User’s Manual, Vintage International Edition, New York: Random House, Vintage 2014.
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John reminds us that kingdom of God is already with us, even
within us. John witnessed Jesus raised from death to new life. John
himself heard the words from Jesus that provide hope for us all. If
we want to be fully alive, Jesus says, “Abide in me.” It is not a matter
of finding something new or working harder than ever before. It is
a matter of attending to what already is.
One final note about gender in language throughout this
book. My quotations of scripture come almost entirely from the
NIV translation. I use this version primarily because it is the version our congregation had in the pews before I even started there.
While the newer version has made progress in removing many of
the male, gender-specific nouns and pronouns that need not be
specific, they have not yet made it as far as I would like. In addition, several of the authors I quote also used male, gender-specific
nouns and pronouns in their original writing that might be written
differently today. I have tried to be respectful of the translation
and authors I quote while at the same time being gender-inclusive
whenever I am writing in my own voice. However, I know that I
fall short even in my awareness of situations that might offend. So,
I apologize for any and all of the writing that isn’t as inclusive as it
could or should be.
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Chapter One

A Substantial Faith

I

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. (1 John 1:1–4 NIV)

f a trusted friend or mentor offered me a sure way that I might
experience life and joy, I think I’d hear them out. If I saw a commercial on late night TV offering me a “sure way” that I might
experience life and joy, I wouldn’t bother calling the 1–800 number. I think most of us are fairly cynical when it comes to sure-fire
promises about our future. We are all too accustomed to hyperbolic sales pitches. What persuades most of us that something is
true is tangible evidence or, in the hypothetical case of me and my
trusted friend, the integrity of the person making the offer.
For many people these days, the promises Christianity makes
seem about on par with those hawking ways to “Pay no taxes!
1
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Ever!” If conversations drift toward matters of faith, they know
to set up their cynic’s defenses. Even many of us who have had
a significant experience of Christ and who earnestly try to be his
disciple can find ourselves unconvinced that Christ’s presence in
our lives will make a substantial difference.
And yet Christianity still has the gall to make the pitch. Witness John’s claim in what the canonical scriptures number as his
first letter:
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. (1:1–4)

Life and joy—John claims we can have more of both.
He starts with promising life. And not just the ordinary
sort. These days, with the incredible advances we’ve seen in science and medicine, the whole cell-division, heart-beating type of
life is becoming fairly run-of-the-mill, or run-of-the-petri-dish.
John speaks of something qualitatively different. John speaks of
“eternal” life. John speaks to us of a quality of life that makes our
current existence pale in comparison.
The life we experience on a regular basis is one marred by our
fallen nature. This is the life we experience when we yell at our kids
in the morning, “Hurry! We’re late!” This is the life we experience
when we wake up in the middle of the night because we’re not sure
how we’re going to get enough money to pay for the cleanup of our
flooded basement. This is the life we experience when we hear our
spouse say, “I’m leaving you.” It is a life scarred by impatience and
disappointment, by cruelty, greed, and violence.
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In contrast to the life we normally experience, John promises
the kind of life that John Calvin, the 16th century church reformer,
speaks of as the “life of God.” He means that we will share in God’s
life. In his typical bold fashion, Calvin declares, “When Christ is
preached [made known to us] the Kingdom of Heaven is opened
to us so that being raised from death we may live the life of God.”1
This is a life filled to overflowing with love, grace, beauty, peace,
creativity. This is the life embodied in Jesus, the Christ. In the prologue to his gospel, John writes of Jesus:
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with
God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the
beginning. Through him all things were made; without
him nothing was made that has been made. In him was
life, and that life was the light of all mankind . . . The
Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We
have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son,
who came from the Father, full of grace and truth . . . Out
of his fullness we have all received grace in place of grace
already given. For the law was given through Moses;
grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has
ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself
God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has
made him known. (John 1:1–4, 14, 16–18)

These words strike me with the beauty of their ideal for our
lives: “light,” “grace,” “truth.” John proclaims that this life was embodied in Jesus. Further, when we enter into a relationship with
Jesus as our Savior and Lord, we enter into this life that Jesus
shares with God the Father/God the Mother and God the Spirit.
The existential experience of this “eternal” life is joy.
This is the next great promise John makes in his letter: that a
prime characteristic of the life we can share with God is joy:
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. (1:3–4)
1. Calvin, Commentaries, 160.
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At first glance, this passage may not seem like a promise for
us. Yet the British theologian John Stott sees in John’s use of the
pronoun our, the inclusion of both John and those to whom the
letter is addressed.2 In other words, it is joyful both to enter into
this life of God and to see the readers of his letter enter into communion with the Father/the Mother and Son, as John has. Centuries before John wrote his letter, David proclaimed this same truth
in song: “You [God] make known to me the path of life; you will fill
me with joy in your presence, with eternal pleasures at your right
hand” (Psalm 16:11).
This is good stuff. But do we really believe it? As Christians
we profess that Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Yet as we
live out our lives, it sometimes looks a lot more like we believe that
Oprah is the Way, Bill O’Reilly is the Truth, and Kim Kardashian
is the Life. We tend to model our lives on those people we can
observe in the world around us. And we can’t observe Jesus in
the same manner that we observe celebrities, newsmakers, or our
neighbors.
In our congregation, we occasionally sing a hymn titled, “We
Walk by Faith and Not by Sight.” The lyrics acknowledge:
We walk by faith and not by sight; No gracious words
we hear from Christ, who spoke as none e’er spoke; but
we believe Him near. / We may not touch His hands and
side, nor follow where He trod; But in His promise we
rejoice, And cry, “My Lord and God!”3

Yet even those of us who are not from Missouri tend toward
the philosophy engraved on their license plates—we don’t trust the
sales pitch; we want someone to “Show me.” Without a living body,
one that we can see, touch, hear, smell (?!), or even just follow on
Instagram, it can be extremely difficult to believe that Jesus existed,
let alone that he is the Messiah.
John speaks directly to those doubts in the opening of this
letter. He writes, “That which was from the beginning, which we
2. Stott, Letters of John, 69.
3. Alford, Presbyterian Hymnal, 399.

4

A Substantial Faith
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.” Even those of us who are not too quick on the uptake, as
I often am not, can catch John’s emphasis (though the italics are
mine). John seeks to assure us that he has personally encountered
the risen Lord. The assertion of the church is that the gospels and
the letters of the New Testament are based on firsthand accounts.
Even if the writing wasn’t always done by the witnesses themselves,
the words were at least written by those who heard the stories from
the witnesses directly.
Still, this makes the foundation of our beliefs fairly shaky. At
best, our belief is third-hand. In fact, this is all so dicey that Jesus
had to say an extra prayer for us. In John’s gospel, Jesus prays not
for his immediate disciples only but also for “those who will believe in me through their message” (John 17:20). That’s us!
That said, we believe in the existence of a myriad of people
for whom we have only secondhand or third-hand reports. For
instance, I suspect that everyone reading this book believes that
Julius Caesar existed. But why do we believe this? Personally, we
have no more firsthand evidence to prove that the emperor JC
existed than we do for the son of God JC. We simply trust that
someone has done the research to establish the likelihood that the
stories are true and that those who have taught us about Caesar
believe this research to be credible. At that point, it is up to us to
decide whether we think our teachers are credible. When put this
way, it is a wonder we ever believe that anyone existed if we haven’t
met them personally.
John knew that many would doubt the stories they heard
about Jesus or the impact he claimed Jesus could have on their
lives. John knew that many would distrust his claim that Jesus
could fill them with life and joy. So John does everything he can
to assure those who read, or hear, his claims that he has experienced, firsthand, the life and joy that Christ brings. For John, this
5
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experience of life and joy has been so profound that he will not
rest until others are brought into the same experience. He openly
admits, “We proclaim to you what we have seen and heard, so that
you also may have fellowship with us” (1:3).
In this passage from John, I prefer to translate the word “fellowship,” from the Greek word koinōnia, as “communion.” To me,
fellowship brings to mind a gaggle of church folk wearing outdated
clothes and talking over watery coffee in Styrofoam cups. Communion brings to mind the sacrament in which we take into our
souls the flesh and blood of Jesus Christ. John is speaking of a relationship between persons, human and divine, that unites their
very souls. John hopes that others will be drawn into the same experience of the life of God that he has experienced himself. When
this happens, their joy and his, yours and mine, “our joy” will be
complete.
Life and joy. Jesus offers more of both to anyone willing to
believe in him. It would be great to hear it straight from his mouth,
to touch his side and see the look in his eyes. We won’t ever have
that chance, but John did. And because he did, because he shared
that experience with others, “the Kingdom of Heaven is opened
to us so that being raised from death we may live the life of God.”4

4. See note 1 above.
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