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27th December 2009
Mr Know-It-All
Reading:

1 John 1

 1That 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. 2The 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. 3We 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. 4We write this to make our joy complete. 

 5This is the message we have heard from him and declare to you: God is light; in him there is no darkness at all. 6If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 7But 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. 

 8If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 10If we claim we have not sinned, we make him out to be a liar and his word has no place in our lives.
Sermon
Stevie Wonder, the American singer/songwriter, once wrote a song called “Mr Know-It-All”. One verse runs like this, “Must be seen, there’s no doubt. He’s the coolest one with the biggest mouth”. And someone, tongue firmly in cheek, has also said this “Those who think they know it all are very annoying to those of us who do!” It’s always a privilege for us to meet a real expert in his or her field. We come away having learnt a lot. But the danger comes when we listen to the opinions of people who appear to know a lot but who are really just voicing ideas on subjects they know nothing about.
Back in the 1st Century there was a group of people who called themselves “the Gnostics” (spelt with a silent “g”) or “The Knowing Ones”, or what we might nowadays call “Know-It-Alls”. They were originally outside the early church but gradually they started infiltrating it, wheedling their way in and upsetting the belief of some of the Christians. The Gnostics believed in “salvation by secret knowledge”. They thought that all matter was evil. The human body was bad. They said that Jesus couldn’t be the Christ because he was human. Anything that could be touched was bad. They believed that salvation was achieved by freeing the spirit from its imprisonment in matter. Only spirit was good. We see this sort of thing today in New Age, crystals, astrology and spiritualism.
This secret knowledge of theirs resulted in their followers doing one of 2 things: either they hated matter so much that they wanted to get away from the world and live as hermits; or they thought matter mattered so little, as it were, that they lived completely debauched lives, overindulging in every carnal activity under the sun. All this they defended with persuasive arguments and talk of inner mystical experiences. These infiltrators, these “super-spiritual” men, who in fact lived dissolute lives were dragging the church down. Even in secular society it soon shows when people’s lives don’t match what they stand for. They become a laughing stock; just look today at the World’s top golfer.
The chief danger to the church then, in the 1st Century, as it is now, is not persecution from the outside but perversion from the inside.
 What was to be done? Well, there was one man who was uniquely qualified to fight this battle in the early church. By this time all the original disciples, except one, had died in different ways for their faith. Only one was left alive. Only one was to die quietly in his bed. That man was the Apostle John. John was known as the Apostle of Love, firstly because he described himself as “the disciple whom Jesus loved” but also because his letters emphasised the importance of Christians loving one another. At the back of our church we have the words “God is Love” inscribed in the woodwork. This phrase only appears twice in the Bible – both times in this very short first letter of John. 
It’s said that in extreme old age John used to be carried in to the congregation by his disciples and was unable to say anything apart from, “Little children, love one another”. At last, tired of always hearing the same words, one of his followers asked, “Master, why do you always say this?” “Because”, he replied, “It is the Lord’s command, and if only this is done it is enough”.
And, loving his fellow Christians as he did, he wasn’t going to let them be led astray by these Gnostics, these Know-it-alls. He had a great brain and was also known as “John the Theologian” because he was able to express complicated thoughts in simple words of one syllable. He was therefore a fearsome opponent for anybody who challenged anything concerning his master and friend, Jesus Christ. Knowing what we do about the Gnostics, we see that John attacks them from the first words of his letter.
You can imagine him rising up in indignation in just the first verse “The Gnostics say that matter is evil, only spirit is good; then let me tell you about someone I have met. He was there before the world began. He came down from Heaven. He was born in a filthy stable. I’ve heard his voice; I’ve seen him and I’ve touched him!”  John’s faith was based on fact, not just some vague human opinion. He spent three years with God in human form. And, far from being evil, Jesus, this being, this God/man, was human and yet perfect in everything he did and said. What nonsense the Gnostics were talking; saying all matter was evil!
“And what is more, “John goes on, “This man has given us life, real life, eternal life. And this life means we can have fellowship not just with each other but even with God himself!
Now we tend to think of “fellowship” as having a cup of coffee together after church or a pint of beer with friends in the pub. But the word fellowship in the New Testament was far more meaningful and binding. Historically, in the fishing villages of Scotland a group of about 6 men would pool their money and buy a boat together. Their livelihoods, indeed their whole lives were then bound up together because of the “fellowship” they had in this boat. The interest of these fishermen had in common is much more like the New Testament meaning of “fellowship” – an incredibly tight bond between people who are totally committed to one another.
So, how do we have fellowship together and with God himself? John shows us very simply. He says “God is light and in him there is no darkness at all”. 
Someone amusingly illustrated this phrase like this: An atheist, an agnostic and a Christian were each asked to go into a dark building to look for some lost treasure. The atheist refused to go in, saying there couldn’t possibly be any treasure in the building. The agnostic opened the door, wandered about in the dark for a bit and came out saying “Well, there may be some treasure in there or there may not. I’m not sure”. The Christian went in and found the treasure immediately. Someone had told him where the light switch was!
If we want to have fellowship with Jesus and other Christians we must walk in the light. Jesus is not only the light; he’s the light switch. Through him we can walk in the light. The only thing that separates us from Jesus and from other Christians is sin – a word we hardly ever hear now, in or out of church. John describes sin; that is, not walking with Jesus, being out of fellowship, deliberately doing what our savour forbids; as walking in darkness.  If we walk together with Jesus in the light we have fellowship with each other and with him himself.
Here John is having another swipe at the Gnostics. For those of them who wanted to be hermits he was saying , “You’re simply running away from real fellowship”. For those of them who deliberately lived immoral lives he was saying “Don’t kid yourselves. Jesus walked in the light. You can’t pretend you have fellowship with him if you do the things you do. You walk a different road. You’re in total darkness”. 
So how do we walk in the light? Do we convince ourselves that we are better than we actually are and make ourselves believe that we don’t really sin? Some people do. One man once came to have coffee with Charles Spurgeon the great preacher. “Mr Spurgeon” he announced, “I haven’t sinned for 10 years”. Spurgeon picked up his cup of coffee and threw it all over him. The man was incandescent with rage and his face turned as red as a tomato. “I’m sorry. I seem to have broken your sinless 10 years”, said Spurgeon. “You have completely lost your temper.” The man went away with a red face, not only with rage but with embarrassment.
John says here, “If we claim to be without sin we deceive ourselves and the truth isn’t in us”. The strange thing is that the greatest men of God think of themselves as the greatest sinners. In years past one great saint put it quaintly like this: “O Lord, you took me from behind my back where I had hid myself and you set me before my face; and, lo, I am ugly”. The great Apostle Paul put it like this: “Christ Jesus came into the World to save sinners, of whom I am the worst”.
So what hope is there for us? We can’t even live for 5 minutes without some evil, lustful or selfish thought coming into our minds. Thank God, then, for verse 9 here: “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness”.  Not only does Jesus set us a perfect example, not only does he teach us how to live, but when we stumble and fall, if we admit to him what we have done wrong,  he will forgive us, lift us up, dust us down and put us back on our feet.
The Gnostics believed there were 36 steps they had to climb before they could come into union with God. John says there is only one. We simply need to confess our sins. Jesus has done the rest.
What made John so annoyed was that the Gnostics were hiding the truth, the simplicity, of Christianity from the early followers. It was like a group of strangers coming into a house on Christmas morning. All the children are playing with their presents. The strangers grab the presents and tell the children that in five years time they can have them back when they have more knowledge and have been through various complicated rituals. 
Living the Christian life is as simple as ABC. All we have to do is accept what Jesus has given us. It’s a crime to hide the simplicity of the Christian gospel. Some people don’t even bother to look. I heard this true story the other day: a few years ago a woman was working as a secretary for a firm in America. Every Christmas her boss would give her an envelope which she never bothered to open. She just thought it was a card and stuffed it into a drawer . After a number of years she retired from the company. Her pension wasn’t good and eventually she died in poverty. On going through her papers her relatives opened the envelopes she’d been given by her boss over the years.  They contained company shares worth $7,000,000. Her boss was Walt Disney. 
There are many reasons why people don’t become Christians. Some people think it’s too complicated. Some people don’t bother to investigate it. Some people become Christians and are then led astray by ‘wise’ men, the Know-It-Alls . 
Christianity is Christ; nothing more, nothing less. John would have nothing to do with the Gnostics. There’s a story that he was in a Roman bath one day with some of the other believers when he spotted a well-known Gnostic called Cyrinthus at the other end of the pool. Immediately John jumped out of the pool, shouted to the others, “Let us flee. Let’s get out of here!” He wouldn’t even bathe in the same water as this heretic.
John wrote this letter to protect the early church from the Gnostics. He says to his followers, “Don’t get led astray. Listen to the one I was with for three years. He appeared as a real man with a real body and earthly feelings.  Look what he has given you. He saved you from your former lives. He has given you a new life. He has given you real friends – real fellowship with your fellow believers and with himself. He has given you forgiveness. He has given you the power to walk in the light with him; not only through this life but into the next, when we shall meet him face to face”.

John says, “Now, Mr Know-It-All, what do think of that?” 
ME
